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ABOUT THIS BOOK 
In 1925, Carmel Margaret Davidson was born at Crows 

Nest, Queensland. Carmel tells the story of her childhood 
during the Depression years growing up in nearby Hampton, a 
small country town. Many of today’s landmarks in Hampton 
bear the names of families in the District, which Carmel vividly 
brings to life. Her father was the local butcher, and in those 
times of The Depression he was often paid with anything people 
had to trade.  

Her earliest recollections were of trying to find shelter from 
the cold winds on the range, while she made dolls clothes from 
leaves, artfully pinned together. 

When Carmel was fourteen years of age, around the start of 
World War II, she travelled alone by steam train to find 
employment in Brisbane. She lived in the heart of Brisbane, in 
the Hotel Victory, which was then owned by her brother-in-law 
Sid and his wife, her sister Irene. 

She tells her story of work as a model milliner and 
fashionista, and of her courtships with military servicemen on 
R&R from the Pacific rim (often American personnel).  

Married in 1950, Carmel moved to Sydney. She rounds off 
her story with her family life.  

This is a very personal tale covering epic periods of 
Australian history, from the perspectives of both country and 
city life. 
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1. NEW BEGINNINGS 
I am writing this for my grandchildren. The era I grew up in 

was so vastly different to today’s world. 
My maternal grandparents were born in Ireland and they 

were deeply religious. Bartholomew Brady was born near Dublin 
at Northheath in 1836 and Grandma Anne Bennett, was born in 
Neath in 1841. They married in 1864. 

They decided to migrate to Australia because of the potato 
famine in Ireland, and in 1865 they boarded the Duncan Dunbar 
sailing ship, which was considered a fast ship in its day. As 
steerage passengers they could not afford their fares, and came 
to Australia on a government-assisted passage with the promise 
of land on arrival. The trip took 68 days, arriving in Brisbane the 
same year. 

Many Catholics were arriving and moving up to 
Queensland and, because the government of the day felt 
Catholics were taking over Queensland, land subsidies were 
stopped in 1866. Patrick, their first son, was born the same year. 

My grandfather went alone by train or coach to Spring 
Buff, a very hostile country. Accessible only by foot, he worked 
very hard clearing the land and built a two room slab hut with a 
bark roof. He farmed 160 acres before my grandmother and 
their son Patrick could join him.  

A train line went through only 100 yards away, but one 
could miss it because of the hilly mountainous terrain. 

The family lived there for four years before moving to 
Merritts Creek and gaining another 80 acres of land which 
amounted to 240 acres. Much later, after they had moved, they 
enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle in a large home that was called 
‘Erin Villa’. It was also considered a remote area at the time. My 
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mother remembered being told of the near naked Aborigines 
still roaming the district. 

My grandmother bore fourteen children, one dying shortly 
after birth. My mother, Ellen Brady was born in 1885, the 
second last of the family. Shortly after the birth of the last child, 
my grandfather died at the age of 52 years. By that time, Patrick 
(the eldest of the family) was old enough to look after the 
property with the help of his brothers. 

One day, Edward (Patrick’s brother – they called him 
Eddie) was ploughing in the field and disturbed a snake. In its 
scurry to get to safer ground, it slithered up Eddie’s trouser leg. 
Eddie tossed it away but it did the same thing again. It was said 
that poor Eddie developed diabetes from the shock and later 
died from it. 

My mother had black hair (although I only ever knew Mum 
with grey white hair) and an Irish complexion. She wore glasses 
and was a quiet and placid lady. She also had a hearing problem. 
In all my years in a family of six children, I cannot remember 
her ever shouting at any of us but I am getting ahead of myself. 

My father John Davidson (called Jack) was a good looking 
young man who would have fancied himself as a lady’s man. He 
didn’t drink usually, but would have a beer on the odd occasion 
and he smoked a pipe. He was a fine horseman and liked 
nothing better than to be seated on a good saddle with a well-
bred, well groomed horse beneath him. 

I don’t know much of Dad’s background except that he 
was born in Goulburn NSW and was a blacksmith by trade. I 
can’t say that he had the same placid temperament as my 
mother. He was very often a very angry man. He had six 
children to rear with very little money, times were tough and 
good jobs were scarce. 
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My parents married in 1909. Mum had been offered the 
choice of a big wedding or money, and she chose the money. 
Dad couldn’t even afford an engagement ring. They moved into 
the family home for Mum to look after my grandmother. 

Grandmother had a cancerous lump behind her eye. The 
eye was removed and replaced with a glass eye. She was alright 
for a few years before the cancer surfaced again, slowly covering 
half of her face. There weren’t any pain killers in those days and 
although she was in agony, she spent her days in prayer. 

My parents lived in the family home for eight years. Angela 
was the first born (in Crows Nest Hospital in Queensland in 
1910) followed by Irene eighteen months later in 1912. Three 
years later, Patrick (called Pat) was born, also at Crows Nest. 

Mum and Dad had a new home built at Hampton, and 
were now planning to move in with their family and my 
grandmother, who needed Mum’s help more than ever now. 

Within a year of moving, my Mum developed pneumonia. 
In the days before antibiotics were invented the only remedy 
was an antiphlogestin poultice. It was heated, spread over a 
cloth and placed over the lungs. It was then a wait to see 
whether one lived or died. The nearest doctor was eight rough 
miles away. The nearest hospital twenty one miles, both long 
distances given the dirt roads and horse and buggy transport. 
My father decided not much more could be done for Mum as 
she would have to have been moved in a horse drawn buggy, so 
the wait was at home. If she hadn’t lived I would not be here to 
tell my story. Mum was never really well after that. Aunty Molly 
(Mum’s sister) came to help when Mum was ill and stayed as 
Mum needed her help in looking after my grandmother. 

Three years after Pat was born, Mum was pregnant again 
and she went to Crows Nest to engage a doctor for the birth. 
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There weren’t any medical visits before the confinement and 
when the doctor was finally called for the birth, he had gone off 
to the First World War. Grandma Davidson delivered the baby. 
It was a difficult birth and Veronica came into the world bottom 
first (even today a breach birth is dangerous). Three years later, 
Brian was born, followed by me after three more years. I was 
born on 6th September 1925 at Crows Nest. I was named 
Carmel Margaret Davidson, and I was a very much loved child, 
but still another mouth to feed. Mum was forty when I was 
born. 

I must have been a contrary child – when Aunty Molly 
would say it was hot, I would say “not hot, it’s cold”. When she 
agreed with me, I would say “not cold, it is varm”. I was two 
years old when Grandma lost her battle with cancer. 

2. OUR HOME AT HAMPTON 
It was built of weatherboard, and painted cream with a 

green trim. It was set on a large block of land well back from the 
road with three medium size trees growing on each side of the 
front yard. Mum also managed to grow some shrubs and 
flowers that didn’t need much attention. There was a cream 
picket fence in the front and a path leading from the gate to the 
front steps of the house. There were twin stairs in front leading 
up to a landing, then another set of stairs leading up to a 
verandah. 

Initially it had three bedrooms, but with a ‘Casket’ ticket 
(lottery) win, Mum had an extension added as the family had 
grown. This added a larger kitchen (still without plumbing, water 
was fetched from tank) and a large enclosed back verandah. 
Mum used to say she won the exact money needed. I sometimes 
wondered why there was never a door on the large opening to 
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the stairs leading from the verandah to the outside, making it 
impossible to lock up. It wasn’t so important in those days as no 
one bothered to lock up anyway. The home was comfortably 
furnished with linoleum and scatter rugs on the floors. 

There were double brass beds in each bed room with 
painted china insets and painted china knobs. There was a 
wardrobe and dressing table and under each bed was a china 
chamber pot. 

The toilet was a seat over a hole in the ground set in the 
backyard with newspaper serving as toilet paper. The toilet was 
moved each time the hole filled up. 

The lounge room had a piano which Angela and Irene had 
the opportunity to learn to play but only Angela had persisted. 
There were also some large vases and lovely ornaments that 
Mum had brought from the “old villa”, as she called it. Sadly, 
the china ornaments (which belonged to Aunty Lill) had mostly 
been broken by my cousins. They would climb on the piano 
stool to reach them. Mum would say that my cousins would do 
more damage in one day than we six would do while growing up 
at home. She said we were not mischievous, and she could leave 
things lying around. She also said girls were easier to raise than 
boys. She knew where the girls were and when to expect them 
home. The boys would say: “I am going out Mum, I will see you 
later”. Just as well there were four girls and two boys! 

To get back to the house – it didn’t have a bath in the 
bathroom, but that is another story I will have to tell you later. 
Kerosene lamps were used for light, which often blew out when 
crossing the open stairs from the back to the front of the house. 

Cooking was done on a wood-fuel stove, which was also 
used to heat the irons for ironing. They were very heavy – one-
piece metal irons, although some had detachable handles. Since 
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it was in one piece, the handle naturally got as hot as the iron. 
They would be black with soot from the stove and had to be 
carefully wiped down before ironing. To do the ironing, a 
blanket was spread on the table, a sheet over that, and the hard 
labour would begin. (Of course the clothes had to be washed 
before they were ironed!!!) One would iron with one iron while 
the other heated on the stove. When the first one cooled one 
would swap them over. 

The laundry was at the foot of the back stairs. Washing day 
was always on Monday. The fuel copper had to be heated with 
wood for the water to boil for white clothes. After they had 
boiled for some time, filling the laundry with steam, the clothes 
would be hauled out of the copper with a wooden stick. They 
were then put through a rinse, and lastly a blue rinse (a blue bag 
was added). Then the clothes were hand-wrung and put on the 
line to dry. On a windy day, sheets would flap about in the wind 
– enough to get Mum damp while trying to get them on the line 
and which didn’t agree with my mother’s weak chest. 

The non-white wash now had to be done by hand and, if 
they were very dirty with the aid of a scrubbing board, using 
one’s knuckles scrubbing the clothes up and down on the board 
– sometimes a scrubbing brush was needed. Hands often bled in 
the winter with all the water, scrubbing and the wind. The 
clothesline was a wire strung between two poles with a prop in 
the middle to hold it up or lower it. 

Outside the home was a barn, a dairy for milking our few 
cows. There was also a chook pen and a shed with a tank 
attached. It was supposed to be enlarged to something bigger 
and better but never got past the first stage. Later, Veronica 
claimed it as a cubby house. Mum gave her bowls and tea towels 
for tablecloths. She had bottles lined up with different coloured 
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water, using crepe paper as the dying agent and doing the same 
with flower and water to play with. 

The laundry days I described were to continue until the day 
I married, the only difference being the ironing due to the 
wonderful inventions of electric irons and ironing boards. 

3. HAMPTON 
Hampton, in those days, was not much more than a 

whistle-stop train station. There were eight or nine houses, a 
general store which also served as a post office and a petrol 
station for the very few cars that were around then. There was a 
station where a steam train and rail motor went between Crows 
Nest and Toowoomba, and a station master’s house. The driver 
of the rail motor often did favours for people – doing a little 
shopping in Toowoomba – and we picked it up on his return 
journey. There was also a hotel with a hall attached which was 
used as a church (when the priest went through) and for dances, 
engagement parties, weddings and any other function that was 
to be held. The surrounding area had dairy farms and grew small 
crops of grain. 

As Hampton was on top of the range, it was very cold in 
winter. Sometimes the water would freeze in the taps from the 
tanks. In the morning the grass would be white with frost and 
sometimes the rain would fall as sleet. I always remember the 
cold, even as a child I hated the winter and would try to find a 
sheltered spot away from the wind. The summers were as hot as 
the winters were cold and sometimes so dry. Even though we 
had water tanks they would run almost dry. We would have to 
buy water from a windmill and then haul it back to our house. 
The windmill was attached to a bore, and the water was not fit 
to drink. At the best of times, a drink of water from the tank 
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would have wriggles in it. I don’t know if it was mosquito lava 
or something to do with frogs. Often one could hear a frog 
croaking from the tanks. Kerosene was often poured into the 
tank as it settled on top to kill the bugs. 

At night I would lie in bed listening to the mournful sound 
of the mopoke – a night bird. Worse still was a bat that, 
attracted by the light, would fly down through the open window 
and dive down on us in bed. All we could do was cover our 
heads with our blankets and scream to Dad to get rid of it for 
us. 

I always shared a bed with Veronica as we only had double 
beds and more kids than rooms. That of course was before the 
family started leaving home. It was Veronica who tried to tell 
me the facts of life. She said: “have you noticed how fat Mrs 
Brenner is lately? She has a baby in her tummy”. I hadn’t 
noticed any difference in Mrs Brenner. To me, she was always 
fat. She had eight children. How they came to be had never 
concerned me. I later thought that if you kissed a boy you might 
get pregnant – I was very naïve! 

At night before going to bed, Mum always insisted on us 
kneeling down to say our prayers. One prayer always disturbed 
me: 

As I lay me down to sleep, 
I pray the Lord my soul to keep. 
If I should die before I wake, 
I pray the Lord my soul to take. 

After that I would say a few Hail Mary’s that I would wake 
up in the morning! 
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4. FOOD 
At meal times we sat around a large table in the kitchen. 

Dad sat at the head of the table, we children sat on a long bench 
and Mum and the rest of the family sat on chairs. Although we 
didn’t have any delicacies, we didn’t go hungry either. Mostly we 
had corned beef, because it kept longer, with mashed potato and 
tomato sauce. All vegetables were difficult to get in the country 
unless one had the time and inclination to have a garden. It was 
seldom anyone had either. Sometimes Dad would go into 
Toowoomba and bring home pork sausages. I can still 
remember standing there watching them brown in the pan and 
smelling the aroma. 

At Christmas, one of the chooks would lose its head. It 
would always fascinate me to watch the chicken run around 
headless until it died. It was then plucked and cleaned for a roast 
dinner. Chicken was a rare treat that we would have for Easter, 
Christmas and New Year. Mum made a Christmas pudding, the 
highlight of which were the threepences cooked in the mixture. 
Threepences would buy a lot of lollies. Another highlight was 
the ginger beer Mum made, boiling the lemons in a kerosene tin 
outside in the open. It was bottled, the corks tied down with 
string. Often we would hear a cork pop at night as the ginger 
beer fermented. One Christmas, when Mum made a Christmas 
cake, Brian and I set about pulling it to pieces to eat the 
almonds, much to my mother’s horror! 

Besides Christmas fare, Mum made the odd bread and 
butter pudding or a rice pudding. Brian’s delight was a steam 
pudding made with suet (fat from around the heart of a beast) 
which when turned out, golden syrup drizzled down the side of 
the pudding. She also occasionally made plain biscuits or a light 
fruit cake that Dad liked. 
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To keep food fresh in the hot weather without refrigeration 
wasn’t easy. The city people had ice chests and daily deliveries of 
ice. In the country we had a meat safe which was a square box 
covered in wire mesh and was hung in the coolest place we 
could find. The blowflies buzzed around the safe. If Mum 
wasn’t careful we would find the meat covered in maggots. That 
didn’t matter so much if it was Friday, as we never ate meat 
then, but meat was expensive and food was too precious to be 
destroyed. 

To keep the butter from melting into oil, it was put in a 
dampened earthenware bowl, covered and placed in the coolest 
place possible to find. Water was sometimes put in a small 
canvas water bag to cool as water from a galvanized tank was 
often lukewarm to drink. 

Snacks were usually bread and syrup or jam. If Mum 
bought pineapple jam, or one we liked, it would be devoured in 
minutes. So she usually bought plum jam as nobody liked it and 
it lasted much longer! If we were very lucky, we kids would buy 
a tin of condensed milk to have with our bread. That was a real 
treat. 

It always seemed an eternity from one Christmas to the 
next. We scrubbed ourselves up and went to bed with great 
anticipation of what Santa might give us. We left some 
Christmas cake for Santa and a glass of ginger beer. If we ever 
had a glass they were usually broken so we used cups which 
often had lost their handles. I don’t remember leaving anything 
out for the reindeer, or visiting Santa to ask for anything. It was 
always a surprise. We would leave a pillowcase at the foot of our 
bed on the bedpost. On waking up I can still remember the 
excitement of seeing fluff (cut up paper attached to cardboard) 
from the lucky stocking poking out above the pillowcase. The 
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stocking containing the fluff was a commercial one. In the toe 
would be small lollies, a long tubular whistle, a comic, mask and 
small trinkets. I always had great expectations of what I might 
pull out and I was rather disappointed that there wasn’t a rare 
treasure in there. At the bottom of the pillowcase would be 
lollies, nuts and of course, the main present. I can only 
remember three or four that I got. 

One year Veronica and I both got celluloid dolls, hers was 
bigger than mine. I also had a tiny cane pram which I must have 
received one year. Another Christmas I was given a china tea 
set. With all the excitement, we were jumping up and down on 
the bed and my tea set fell off the bed and most of it came to 
grief.  Brian got a football or cricket bat. One year I got red 
shiny slippers with red pom-poms on them. I thought they were 
beautiful but when I went to try them on, much to my 
disappointment, they were too small. Dad said: “you will just 
have to wear the box they came in”. 

We were always very happy with what we got as there were 
very few presents, if any, throughout the year. I remember 
having a large cardboard cutout doll of Shirley Temple. It had 
clothes and accessories with tabs to fold over. The rail motor 
driver had bought it in Toowoomba for me at my request. I 
loved dolls. I had tiny ones and would sew and make clothes for 
them by hand. I now remember I had a little sewing machine 
which was operated by turning the handle by hand. It sewed 
chain stitch but when it got to the end the cotton would unravel. 
Mum later gave my sewing machine and dolls to Angela’s kids – 
much to my annoyance. Mum didn’t ask me but said I was 
finished with them. Later I was disgusted to see my sewing 
machine rusting in the backyard at Angela’s place. 
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It was Brian who shattered me when he said there was no 
Santa and he proved it to me when I didn’t want to believe him. 
We searched the house and finally, climbing under Mum and 
Dad’s bed, we found the goodies and inspected them. Brian got 
Mum’s wrath at having spoiled it for me. I don’t remember how 
old we were. 

5. ENTERTAINMENT 
On a winter night we would sit around an open fire in the 

lounge room or in front of the stove in the kitchen. That is 
when all was peaceful, with not one of Dad’s many fits of 
dreadful temper. On these occasions nobody could do anything 
right – especially my dear mother or one of the boys. Pat was a 
gentle man, with my mother’s temperament, and he copped a lot 
of Dad’s temper tantrums. Brian was also a target. 

On better nights, Dad would entertain us with sad bush 
poems. One poem was about a father standing at the slip rails 
looking down a dark and lonely track, watching and waiting for 
a son who would never more come back. He would have his 
willful way and had ridden away on a wild horse, and had been 
killed. There were many more poems that would make us cry. 

During happier times, Dad would sing songs from the 
vaudeville days. I don’t know how he got to know the words 
without radio or the like but he loved vaudeville and later on 
when there were only a few of us left at home, Dad would hire a 
car and driver and go down to Toowoomba to see George 
Sawley’s vaudeville show. 

Other times Mum would read to us. I can only remember 
one story “The Little Match Girl”. It was a very sad story that 
made me cry. I used to plead with Mum not to read it. Veronica 
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used to say “if you don’t want to hear it, go away somewhere”. I 
always stayed and cried. 

Some days Dad would harness up a horse to a sulky and we 
went to visit our relations. One was Uncle Jim (Dad’s brother) 
and Aunty Lil who lived on a farm some miles away and had 
eight kids. Although both parents were dark haired, most of the 
kids had bright red hair. My Aunt was a dreadful housekeeper – 
before we arrived she would have to chase the chooks off the 
kitchen table so she could make a cup of tea! 

One of the highlights of the year was the show at Crows 
Nest. We would save what money we could get throughout the 
year (when our sweet tooth for lollies didn’t get the better of us) 
to spend it at the show. Aunty Lil (short for Lilly) would be 
putting the finishing touches to a bonnet or something, for one 
of the kids to wear, on the way there. Or she would be painting 
one of the kid’s throat with some concoction for a sore throat 
so as not to miss the show. On one occasion at the show, my 
mother had gathered us all up to go back to my Uncle Don’s 
(Dad’s brother) and Aunty Alma’s home at Crows Nest where 
we stayed during the show days. Pat was the only one missing. 
Mum later told us that she said a silent prayer for Pat’s return. 
Soon he came running up to the gate saying “I was just about to 
go into a sideshow when I heard you calling”. My mother had 
several of those types of experiences. 

At night, while in town for the show, we would go to see a 
“western” picture (the America’s wild west) if it didn’t break 
down in the middle. I didn’t like to see anyone get shot but then, 
as I grew up, I never did like western movies. 

I met my first boyfriend at the show at Crows Nest. I was 
with my cousins when I met him. His name was Neil White and 
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he played drums in a small band. We were both about fourteen 
years old when we met. He gave me his photo. 

6. SCHOOL DAYS 
Brian’s job in the morning before school was to gather the 

cows we had for milking. In winter he would go out on the 
frosty grass with bare feet (as he didn’t have shoes), get on a 
horse without a saddle and round up the cows. Someone would 
do the milking but it was never me – I didn’t do any chores 
much! The milk would go through a separator turned by hand. 
The milk came out one side, the cream through the other spout. 
My mother had the job of hand beating the cream through many 
processes until it turned to butter – a laborious task. We were 
very lucky to have butter, people in the city had bread and 
“dripping” (fat left from cooking meat). 

The only chores I remember doing was going on all too 
frequent trips to the general store for items Mum had forgotten 
to get on my last trek up there. I also went up to collect the mail 
and I was carefully instructed that if an account from Piggots 
department store in Toowoomba was in the mail I wasn’t to let 
Dad see it, but I was to hand it to Mum. It would have been for 
clothes or something we had needed. 

With our lunches packed, Veronica, Brian and I would set 
out to walk down a lonely bush track to the nearest school, 
which was Merritts Creek. It sat alone without any houses 
around except for the teacher’s home, which was provided by 
the government. It sat on a large block of land with a creek 
running through it. On the way there we would often be 
confronted by an angry bull roaring and pawing the ground with 
only a fence between us and him. Other times we had magpies 
darting down at our heads. 
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Maybe even more dangerous than the magpies was the odd 
swagman. Swagmen were mostly good hard working men, often 
returning from the First World War to find there were no jobs 
left for them and no government support with the world wide 
depression. They would pack up a swag which comprised an old 
blanket, a billy, a tin plate and mug, bread and whatever else 
they could get along the way. They called into people’s houses to 
do odd jobs for a handout of food as they walked from district 
to district. One fellow had stopped at our place and offered to 
paint our house for his keep. I don’t know how we found the 
money to buy the paint but he stayed in the barn for a couple of 
weeks while he did the job. He would entertain us kids with 
joining rings that didn’t seem to have any joins and different 
tricks that he would pull from his pockets. 

One evening near dusk, a man wearing a hood came to our 
back stairs. He asked Mum for a handout. Mum gave him food 
and he left. The next day the papers reported a dangerous 
lunatic who had escaped from the asylum and he was wearing a 
hood! Some years later Mum and Dad were on holidays in 
Brisbane. Pat, Veronica and I were the only ones left at home. 
Pat was out on one of these nights when Veronica and I saw a 
light in the barn. We couldn’t lock up (as I have said) so we 
went to bed together and hoped for the best. 

On our way to school one day there was a swagman on the 
side of the road. He called out to Veronica and me to come over 
as he had some pretty beads to give us. Veronica, always looking 
out for her younger sister, very wisely took my hand and we ran 
for our lives. 

The school was a one room building for Kindergarten 
through to 7th class. There was one teacher. The teacher we had 
was an alcoholic (Pat later married his daughter May). When he 
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was sober we discovered that he was a clever man and could 
compose a crossword puzzle before school. Sadly, for me and 
for the other pupils, we were only to know him as a drunk who 
was unable most days to attend school. At the time I must 
confess, this didn’t bother us much at all! On his bad days his 
wife would come over to teach us for the day. Very little, if 
anything, was taught on those all too frequent days. On other 
days his attractive daughter Thora would come over. They were 
also lost days as one of my Brady cousins had just broken off a 
romance with her. I remember her going behind the blackboard 
to have a cry. 

Most kids rode a horse or pony to school. One family sat 
three apiece on a fat little Shetland pony. On arriving at school 
one day they decided to give it a drink from the creek. It 
dropped its head to drink then pig rooted (bucked), putting all 
three in the creek! Another day as many kids as could fit, rode 
on his back. The school was built on stilts. The pony ran under 
the school, knocking everyone off, then trotted away! 

Coming home from school one afternoon, I didn’t want to 
carry my little case. It certainly wouldn’t have been very heavy, 
as we didn’t have many books at school and we wrote on slates 
with slate pencils and would clean them with a sponge which 
was often smelly. I put my case down in the middle of the road. 
This time, even Veronica refused to carry it, so we all went 
home without it. On arriving home all three of us, Veronica, 
Brian and I, were sent back to get it. It was still sitting in the 
middle of the road! At times when a bad storm was brewing 
Dad would ride down to get us home before the storm broke. 

When it was time for Veronica to leave school (with little 
or no education), Brian and I continued. Now that there was 
just the two of us we could ride our pony to school. One 
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afternoon, returning home, Brian had stopped the horse to talk 
to his mates. He threw both his legs across the saddle, and 
feeling relaxed, I sat there. The problem was he didn’t think to 
tell me when he was about to move off. With one swift 
movement his leg went back across the saddle and he kicked the 
horse into action leaving me behind kicking and screaming on 
the road saying I was going to tell Mum. I refused to get back on 
the horse. 

Brian wasn’t very keen on school. One day it was wet – I 
don’t remember us having raincoats. He wanted to stay home 
saying it was too wet to go to school. Mum said: “if you get 
drenched you can come home”, so Brian got the bright idea of 
shaking the wet leaves from the trees on us – so drenched to the 
skin we went home only to be given dry clothes and sent back. 

By the time Brian had left school it was decided that the 
education we had been receiving, or rather not receiving, was 
not good enough. I was ten years old and it was decided I would 
catch the rail motor to go to Geham School. Again it was a one 
teacher school but it was divided into two rooms, so making it 
much harder to be in both places and teach at the same time. He 
was a very cranky teacher who was very bigoted against 
Catholics and would get a snide remark in when he could. His 
daughter Betty attended the same school and he picked on poor 
Betty more than anyone else. 

By the time I was 12 or 13, the teacher had a radio in his 
home. It ran on batteries and had a very high aerial. By this time 
we had one at home also and it would work when it didn’t run 
out of batteries! We would have to crowd around the teacher’s 
verandah and listen to a broadcast and then we were instructed 
to go home and write an essay on the topic. The sound was very 
poor with a lot of static, I was lucky if I got a few notes down. I 
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would ask Mum to listen in and take notes for me but when I 
got home, to my disappointment, she had generally forgotten to 
listen. I heard later the teacher went out on a lonely bush track 
and shot himself. 

When I was about thirteen or fourteen a new school was 
built in our area, I was the first child to attend and there were 
only nine or ten pupils. Our teacher was young and I had a 
crush on him. I went there for about eighteen months. One day 
I got an answer wrong and was told to stay back after school 
and write it down a hundred times. So that was precisely what I 
did, I wrote (the answer) “one hundred times”. I was let off 
because of my ingenuity! During the holidays he went away and 
got married. Since I was to leave school soon anyway, this event 
meant my school days (and my education, such as it was) were 
over. 

It was 1939 and the Second World War had broken out. 
Angela and Irene had stayed home and were unemployed 

until they got married. There wasn’t any work except to be slave 
to a farming family with their brood of kids with their snotty 
noses. Dad really didn’t want his girls out of the house at all. He 
was very strict and protective of his daughters and wouldn’t 
allow them to go to Toowoomba to look for work. It was hard 
for them to go out to a dance or anywhere but, with Mum’s 
help, they would sneak out. Sometimes they stayed with Dad’s 
brother Uncle Don and Aunty Alma at Crows Nest. Other times 
they would go to Toowoomba with Mum’s brother and family. 

Irene met Edgar White in Toowoomba. He was an 
accountant and came down to visit her, bringing his 
gramophone and boiled lollies for us kids. He was in love with 
her and sent her the words to the song ‘Rose Marie’ but changed 
the words to: 
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Irene dear I love you 
I am always dreaming of you … etc. 

Irene was the frivolous type, always dancing around the 
house. Angela on the other hand was very quiet. All I remember 
of her at home was scrubbing the floors and telling me not to 
walk on it as it had just been cleaned – but then, I was only 
about five when she got married. 

7. ANGELA & IRENE 
Angela met Alex Bennett, strangely, as Alex’s surname was 

the same as my Grandma’s maiden name. She met him on a 
train going to Toowoomba. Alex had dark hair and was tall and 
slim. He was also very agile. On a visit home he showed off his 
ability to scale high fences. Alex was a barber by trade. He came 
to our home to meet the family and after several visits a 
romance blossomed and soon they decided to get married. I 
think, behind it all, Angela thought it was a way out of home 
and Hampton as her life there left something to be desired. It 
wasn’t very long before she realized she had stepped from the 
frying pan into the fire. He turned out to be an abusive 
alcoholic. With her sweet, shy and gentle nature, Angela didn’t 
tell anyone at home of her unhappy circumstances. 

Irene was also keen to get away from Hampton and maybe 
find a better life for herself in Brisbane. She asked Angela if she 
could come down to stay with her for a holiday. Of course the 
reply came back “yes”. 

Alex was now renting a shop in the complex of the Hotel 
Victory, owned by Sid Biggs. Alex asked Irene if she would like 
to come into the shop and sell casket tickets for him. Anxious to 
do something in return for her keep, she readily accepted the 
offer. She wasn’t there very long when Sid came in for a haircut. 
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His visits became more frequent, with one excuse or another. It 
wasn’t very long before he was asking her out on a date and to 
go for a drive in his car. The romance blossomed. 

The hotel had been handed down to Sid by his mother and 
father. While his brothers were burning the midnight oil with 
their studies, Sid was making stink bombs! He was a fitter and 
turner by trade. Sid’s eldest brother Tom was a heart specialist in 
Macquarie Street Sydney, and another brother was a top 
executive in an oil company. Sid’s sister had married Wyn Pyke, 
who ran an exclusive men’s outfit shop in Brisbane. Much to the 
family’s disgust, Sid was left the freehold of the hotel and had to 
pay them only a small amount to avoid gift tax. Fair haired and a 
good looking young man, Sid had an unassuming manner and 
good personality. He was eight years older than Irene who was 
at that time twenty one. He soon “popped” the question and the 
answer was: “yes”. Irene brought him home to meet the family. 
I was six years old at the time. I remember peeping from behind 
a fence to get a look at him and his black Oldsmobile, hoping to 
see but not be seen. 

My mother was anxious about having to entertain a 
prospective son-in-law, as he lived in luxury in a hotel compared 
to our humble home which was, as I mentioned before, minus a 
bath. We used to top and tail in a dish – not all that often either 
as I remember it! Anyway, Sid’s visit meant a bath had to be 
bought! It was a tin tub, the plug hole sealed up as there was 
nowhere for the water to run. Getting the water in there was 
another matter, not to mention getting it out again. The water 
had to be heated from the stove and brought into the bathroom 
and as I have said we only had tanks for water so it wasn’t in 
abundance. Mum need not have worried as Sid took it all in his 
stride. Before the extensions, the bathroom had been the 
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kitchen which didn’t have any furniture or fittings. We didn’t 
have a sink. We washed in a dish. All that was in the bathroom 
was a tap from the tank outside. The stove, dresser, table, chairs 
and bench had been moved to the new kitchen. The dining 
room opposite was then used as an extra bedroom 

When the wedding date was announced, Mum was 
somewhat concerned that Sid not only wasn’t a Catholic but that 
he was a Mason (though not a very committed one). Masons 
were anti-Catholics. Mum said she would give them a holy 
picture as a wedding present. Sid said to Irene: “I am not going 
to have a holy picture hanging in my bedroom”. Irene said: “If 
you don’t have the holy picture you don’t have me”. She packed 
up and returned to Hampton. 

Soon a telegram arrived, “If Mohammed won’t go to the 
mountain, the mountain will have to go to Mohammed. Come 
and bring your holy picture”. They were married in May, twelve 
months later a baby girl called Beverley Janet was born. As she 
gurgled and cooed, she blew bubbles and so her father called her 
Bubbles. That name was to stick with her well into her teens 
until she had had enough of it and demanded to be called by her 
proper name. 

As a small child living in a hotel, Beverley’s life was a life of 
‘Don’ts’: Don’t go into anyone’s bedroom, don’t go down stairs 
near the bar. She liked to go down the back stairs and watch the 
cooper making his kegs. He was a nice man but couldn’t be 
expected to look after her as there were often undesirables in 
the backyard. When Beverley was two years old, Irene and Sid 
took her on a holiday to Cairns and the following year they 
planned a trip to Tasmania. Shortly before they were to leave an 
epidemic of infantile paralysis (later called polio) broke out. 
Young children would go to bed feeling fine, then develop a 
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headache and pains all over their body. When they would try to 
get out of bed their legs wouldn’t be able to hold them up. 
People were warned to keep their children away from crowds as 
much as possible. 

It was decided that Beverley would be better off being sent 
to the fresh country air of Hampton. So while Irene and Sid 
went on their holiday, Beverley came up to us. Sid and Irene 
drove her up. Her first experience was with my cat. She was 
rough handling him and for her effort got scratched. She had 
been warned to leave him alone. One day she came in with a 
large piece of paper stuck to her face. She said to her mother: 
“the cat didn’t scratch me!” Sid and Irene left, leaving Beverley 
mostly in Veronica’s care as Mum wasn’t well enough to look 
after her. It wasn’t long before Veronica found Beverley sitting 
on Brian’s billy goat and hitting into him to get him to stand up! 
With his long horns, he wasn’t very friendly, Beverley was 
whisked off before he got to his feet. Next, Beverley climbed 
onto a fence where Dad had tethered his horse and had 
somehow scrambled onto him, releasing the reins as she went. 
Dad’s horses were like racehorses. Imagine Mum’s horror when 
she saw Beverley sitting on top of this spirited horse! Just as well 
the horse hadn’t moved very far and someone managed to get 
her off without mishap. Generally this horse would start to 
gallop as Dad put one foot in the stirrup while flinging the other 
leg across the saddle. 

One day Beverley hadn’t been seen around for a while. 
Veronica went looking for her, calling her name as she went but 
with no reply. As a last resort, Veronica opened the lavatory 
door and calmly sitting there was Beverley. “Why didn’t you 
answer when I called?” Veronica asked. “I was too busy 
grunting” Beverley said. 
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The grandchildren called Mum “Gran”. When I was young, 
I must confess that I was guilty of calling her that too. I feel 
ashamed as I think back on my thoughtlessness. 

The holiday was over, and Beverley returned home to 
Brisbane. A few years later she attended a Catholic school in the 
grounds of St Stephens Cathedral, which was situated practically 
opposite the hotel. 

8. THE BUTCHER SHOP 
By this time, Dad had left the saw mill where he had 

worked. The mill belonged to one of Mum’s brothers. During 
his time there he had lost one finger and another was badly cut. 
He often felt pain on the tip of the finger that had been severed. 
He started cattle dealing, riding many miles to buy cattle and 
then droving them home to a paddock hoping to fatten them up 
to get a better price for them. At times he would give us a calf as 
a sort of investment for us and we would get the money when it 
was sold. As we didn’t come into contact with it, it wasn’t like 
losing a pet. 

Later Dad decided to open a butcher shop, he had to 
borrow the money and as he didn’t have experience, he had to 
hire a reliable man to run it and to teach Pat the trade. Mr 
Chapman who ran the general store said he had a brother in 
Brisbane who was an experienced butcher. He was engaged to 
run the business, arriving with his wife and son Ray who was 
about Brian’s age. 

The shop had been built up the road, and a slaughter house 
in a paddock some distance away from the house. The poor 
beast was driven into a cubicle and gentle Pat had to stand 
above and spear it until it was dead, then cut up the beef and 
take it back to the shop. Once, on Brian’s suggestion, we went 
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to watch. We were horrified as the beast struggled to stay on its 
feet before it died. 

There was a man who had a mental problem living with his 
family in a house in the same paddock. One day when Pat was 
in the shop, he accused Pat of plotting against him on some 
non-existent law case. With so many sharp knives around him, 
Pat was very nervous. The disturbed man finally left without any 
mishap. 

On one occasion, Brian and I were in the paddock where 
the bullocks were kept before being slaughtered. There was a 
dam there. One day Brian said the horse needed a drink, and 
with me sitting behind him, he rode down to the dam. Before I 
knew what was happening he kicked the horse, and with me 
screaming and hanging on tightly, the horse swam across the 
dam. No one would have heard us. I couldn’t swim and can’t to 
this day. I don’t think Brian would have been able to save 
himself either. 

In the same paddock, on another occasion, three of us 
were astride a horse: Brian in front, then me and Ray at the 
back. Brian said a bullock was coming after us and kicked the 
horse. Ray fell off, pulling Brian and me with him! Luckily Brian 
was only joking as we all lay in a heap on the ground! 

Not many people came into the shop, meat had to be 
delivered to the surrounding farms. Pat would set out in a cart 
with old Brownie the horse attached. The terrain was rough and 
at times Pat would come home with Brownie minus the cart, as 
a wheel had been broken off – maybe he had taken a short cut 
or had run over a log. 

The next move was to buy a Buick car and have it 
converted to a utility. Why a utility wasn’t bought in the first 
place, I don’t know. Mum’s job was to look after the books and 
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send out accounts. Instead of money rolling in, some would try 
to pay their bills with oranges, peaches or the like, so finances 
certainly didn’t improve. Soon the door had to be closed 
because of all the unpaid bills. 

In the meantime, Pat had been courting May, the school 
teacher’s daughter at Merritts Creek. He would ride down at 
night to see her. Before the butchery closed, they had married 
and built a home at Hampton. Now with no work to be had at 
Hampton, they moved down to Brisbane and Pat got a job 
managing a butcher shop in the suburb of Newmarket. 

Many years later, Ray called into the hotel to see me and 
invited me to visit his aunt. He was married by then. We had an 
enjoyable evening but I never saw him again. 

9. PETS 
My adventures with Brian weren’t over. He had saved up 

some money and came home one day with a billy goat. Brownie, 
our old mare, took an instant dislike to him and cantered up to 
lash out at it. She wasn’t the only one who wasn’t so keen on the 
billy goat. 

Dad had built a small fence at the back that had a pulley 
gate to self-close as we kids had often left it open. The goat 
could push it open to get in and would bound up the stairs. It 
had large horns and would rear up on its hind legs at Mum in 
the kitchen. All she could do was hold it by the horns and 
scream for Brian. 

Brian used to make billy carts out of boxes, cutting jam tins 
to hold candles for lights. He also made a harness for Billy. 
Brian would pull me around or harness the billy goat to pull us. 
We would get in the cart, with Billy pulling us bounding down 
the road. Suddenly he would stop and stroll off the road to eat 
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some paper he had spied. Of course we wouldn’t be prepared 
for his sudden stop and we would find ourselves sprawled 
across the road. 

Paper wasn’t the only thing Billy would eat. Dad had 
bought a large wooden box of common soap (we didn’t use the 
fancy kind) but it was all the same to Billy. He must have 
thought it tasted alright as he helped himself to the entire box. 
He also ate the straw broom and my straw school hat. Brian 
finally had to get rid of poor Billy, I don’t know what happened 
to him in the end. 

My pets were cats. As we had a butcher shop, at times 
someone would toss a kitten over our fence. One cat was ginger 
coloured and I called him Timothy – he got me into a lot of 
trouble. I would go to bed at night and wake up to find him 
lying next to me with his head on the pillow. Often I pushed 
him down to the bottom of the bed but he always made his way 
back up. Mum would come in to wake me up for school and be 
very annoyed to find Timothy in bed with me and accuse me of 
letting him in. I would deny it but Mum’s reply was “if you 
didn’t let him in, how else would he get here? Don’t lie to me”. 
This battle went on for quite some time until Pat saw Timothy 
climbing on the pipes on the side of the house near my window. 

Dad didn’t like cats and if it weren’t for Mum, I wouldn’t 
have been allowed to have one. He believed they carried Hiatus. 
My cousin Ruby was operated on much later for Hiatus and had 
a growth the size of a football removed from her stomach which 
proved to have come from sheep droppings and carried by dogs. 

To get back to my love of cats, I would dress them in dolls 
clothes and put them in my little doll’s pram and push them 
around until they got tired of it and hopped out, trying to run 
away but getting tangled up in the long dresses. 
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Before Pat had left home, he brought me a black and white 
kitten which I called Peter. He soon grew to be a large cat. One 
morning Dad got up and went into the kitchen. There to his 
amazement was Peter, with a kitten hiding behind him that was 
the image of himself. He must have carried him home. He often 
carried home dead baby rabbits as gifts for us. 

As I said, Dad didn’t like cats but he went into the 
bedroom to wake Mum and said: “Ellie, you have to come and 
see this”. So I was allowed to keep the kitten and I called him 
Paul. He grew up to be like a watchdog and followed me 
everywhere. One day I went up to the corner store to collect our 
mail, Paul had followed me up. Joan Chapman, the daughter of 
the owner of the store said: “watch out for your cat, Patches the 
fox terrier doesn’t like cats”. Patches came up to Paul barking 
and snarling but all he got for his troubles was a slap across his 
face which left him yelping and scampering off! 

Paul would meet me each afternoon at the station, although 
someone was generally there to meet me if it was dark. Although 
it wasn’t far from home, I didn’t like the dark and was afraid to 
walk alone. Paul would be there even though the motor rail was 
late on a Tuesday afternoon. One morning I got up and Paul 
was nowhere to be found, I cried and didn’t want to go to 
school. Mum said I had to go and that perhaps Paul would be 
waiting for me when I got home from school and so, teary eyed, 
I set off for the rail motor and school. 

Cats had disappeared before, as they roamed at night. 
Sometimes they had been bitten by a snake or mauled by a dog. 
It was unlikely they had been hit by a car as there were few cars 
around. I felt like I was losing my best friend. I had promised six 
Hail Mary’s and a rosary to find him dead or alive. You can 
imagine my surprise and ecstatic joy as I stepped off the rail 
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motor to see Paul sitting calmly on the platform waiting for me. 
We finally worked out where he had been: Pat had left early in 
the morning with bones from the butcher shop to take to 
Toowoomba to be sold. Dad had seen Paul on the utility and 
hissed at him to get off, instead he must have buried himself 
further into the bones. After about eight miles the going must 
have gotten too rough for him and he jumped out at Geham. 
One kid said he found him on the road and I don’t know why 
but he took him up through a paddock to the station where I 
found him. 

The station mistress was a dear old lady who would take 
the girls up to her home of a Tuesday afternoon and teach them 
embroidery when the rail motor was late. I asked her if she 
would mind Paul until I returned from school to pick him up. 
Mum was just as surprised as me when I walked in with him 
under my arm. That was the only time I truly believed my 
prayers had been answered. 

I used to tag behind Brian when he would go into a pine 
forest to look for tracks and to set a noose for a poor kangaroo 
to hop into. When trying to get away it would break its neck. 
Brian would then skin it and, after pegging it to dry on a wall, 
would get so much for each pelt. 

One of our bright ideas was to rob a neighbour of his 
almonds growing on his tree. We climbed the fence and the tree, 
stuffing as many as we could into our pockets. We heard a noise 
below and looked down to see a man with a rifle pointed up at 
us. We certainly got down from the tree much faster than we 
had gotten up! I was good at climbing trees and often climbed 
one in our front yard, even managing to take a couple of slabs of 
timber up there. It was my cubby house. 
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10. AILMENTS AND ILLNESSES 
My biggest worry as a child (and for many years after) was 

the neglect of my teeth. There was many a day and night that I 
sat before the wooden stove crying with toothache. Irene and 
Angela had had their teeth attended to in Crows Nest but I 
doubt if any of us were taken to a dentist after that. I don’t 
remember even being given an Aspro (a brand name for aspirin) 
for my toothache. 

One time Mum and Dad stayed in Brisbane with Angela 
and Alex on a holiday. (It upset Mum very much that Angela 
didn’t have a happy marriage and that she was having so many 
babies. To keep Mum from worrying about her, Angela would 
keep as much as she could from Mum.) Veronica, Pat and I 
were back at Hampton and we didn’t see very much of Pat. He 
was working in the butcher shop by day and courting May at 
night. I awoke one morning with a toothache that was worse 
than usual. I think I had an abscess on it. Veronica took me to 
Crows Nest (8 miles away) to have it taken out. It bled all the 
way home and was still bleeding profusely the next day. She 
took me back to the dentist, he put a plug in it which had to be 
removed a few days later. 

After Pat’s birth Mum was often very ill. As my Mum was 
forty when I was born, my memories of her is of an old lady 
with white hair, no makeup and dressed mostly in black. Many 
years later Irene made floral dresses for her. She seemed to be 
so much older than the other kids’ mothers 

I can remember her in bed coughing so much she would 
just about fill a chamber pot with the blood she coughed up. 
She was tested for tuberculosis (TB) but the results were 
negative. Veronica looked after her. I worried about Mum, not 
only for her, but what would happen to me if she died. 
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Like most children we had our share of illnesses and 
complaints. I experienced a nasty accident at the age of two 
years. With a cup in my hand I set off to the bathroom to get a 
drink of water as there wasn’t a tap in the kitchen. The floor was 
uneven with a slight step where the extension had been joined. I 
tripped. The cup in my hand smashed with me falling onto it, 
giving me a cut on my eyebrow very close to my eye. With all 
the blood, there was panic as everyone wondered whether I had 
cut my eye. I was rushed to a doctor. I can still remember being 
held down, kicking and screaming while the gash was stitched. 

We all had the measles; by that I mean Veronica, Brian and 
I, the only ones still at home. 

Veronica and Brian went to Toowoomba to have their 
tonsils removed. I was lucky to miss out on that excursion! 

The three of us had yellow jaundice, as it was called then. I 
have since found out it was Hepatitis A. I don’t remember a 
doctor coming. All I remember is eating bread and condensed 
milk. I am sure it wasn’t a very good diet for our complaint as it 
would have contained too much fat. 

At five years of age I had an unpleasant week staying in a 
hospital in Toowoomba. Someone had thrown a stone which 
caught me behind my right knee causing a very painful abscess. 
To drain it, I had about a metre of gauze bandage poked in each 
day while I sobbed. Mum or Angela made the trip each day to 
see me. 

I think I missed out, but both Veronica and Brian got 
whooping cough. Brian was very sick and as he lay in bed he 
kept twisting his dark auburn hair and got a bald patch. This 
earned him the nickname “Ginger Baldy Patch”. 

Many years later my teeth still hadn’t finished giving me 
pain. Ongoing to a Doctor of Dentistry one day, he said: “you 
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have a tooth growing through the roof of your mouth”. He 
asked me if it was bothering me, I said: “no, but I have been 
getting some very severe headaches”. I had just gotten 
eyeglasses, I hadn’t listened to Sid’s advice to go to a specialist 
and had been to an optometrist. The dentist informed me the 
headache was caused by the tooth – the glasses were useless. I 
had to have the tooth drilled out and this was extremely painful. 
I still remember my bangle rattling against the basin. When I 
complained of the pain half way through, he gave me another 
needle but the pain continued. Worse still, the root of the tooth 
had hooked behind a front tooth so that had to come out as 
well. All this took nearly two hours. 

At eighteen I wondered why I was getting pimples. I went 
to a chemist to see what I could do about it – I was told I had 
chicken pox. Beverley had had them earlier. 

While living at Hampton, I don’t remember ever going to 
see any doctors or any coming to see us, but that could be just 
one thing that I just don’t remember. 

11. BRIAN LEAVING HOME 
From Hampton, Brian went to live with Angela and Alex, 

who now had a baby girl who was a month older than Beverley. 
Her name was Joan. (They later went on to have six more 
children.) He stayed with Angela for some time. 

Brian found work in a picture framing business and 
managed to save up enough money for a motorbike. I 
remember Pat or Brian would often take me for a ride on the 
back of it. I remember riding one day (behind Pat), my hair 
blowing in the wind. I had on a very pretty blue velvet bolero 
with appliqués of small animals and embroidered with pretty 
flowers. Irene had made it and sent it up to me for my birthday. 

39 



CARMEL WOODEN 

As I didn’t have any pretty clothes to wear, I decided to put it 
on over my old clothes for the ride down the bush track. I don’t 
remember if they both owned bikes, but I remember both of 
them at times taking the bike to pieces and having parts left over 
when they tried to put them together again. Between 
breakdowns they still worked – despite the pile of leftover parts! 

Brian rode his bike to work from Angela’s place. He liked 
to speed. He used to come around a bend so fast that a lady, 
who was a neighbour, later said she used to hear him coming 
and would go out each afternoon to see if he made it. One 
afternoon, on a Friday 13th, he didn’t make it. A tree stopped 
his fall on the way down a drop off the side of the road. He 
went to hospital but wasn’t badly hurt. 

12. VERONICA 
Veronica was still at home after leaving school, doing the 

housework and looking after Mum when she was sick. Dad had 
told me to go up to the butcher shop and scrub the chopping 
block. I replied “no, I won’t”. Veronica was surprised and said 
to Dad: “she said she won’t”. His reply was “it is a poor 
household that can’t afford one lady”. Dad had mellowed and, 
being the baby of the family, I got it much better than my 
siblings. 

Angela and Irene, as I have said, stayed home until they got 
married and had never worked outside the home but now Mum 
told Veronica that it was time for her to get out and earn a 
living. The war was still on and so was the depression. With no 
experience and next to no education, Veronica knew it was 
going to be hard. 

Veronica always felt she drew the short end of the straw 
but looking back, I am sure Mum would have been very sad to 
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see her go and needed her help in the home. She also knew 
there wouldn’t be any prospects if Veronica stayed there in 
Hampton. The young men came from dairy farms, never leaving 
the country and married young women from the surrounding 
districts. Most were distantly related and therefore most children 
were inbred. So, Veronica packed her bags with her few 
possessions and, like her sisters and brothers before her, set off 
for Brisbane. 

She went to stay with Irene and Sid at the hotel but didn’t 
feel very welcome there. Being too old to learn a trade, and with 
no experience, she found it very difficult to find employment. 
Her first experiences were waiting on tables in restaurants and 
washing up, but there she was sexually harassed and had to 
leave. Finally she found a job as a live-in housemaid in a private 
hotel. She was pleased to have somewhere to live and moved in. 
She met Ben who was also working in a menial position there. A 
brief romance began until he was enlisted into the Army – there 
wasn’t enough between them to correspond and he was soon 
forgotten. 

Shortly after, Veronica left her job as a housemaid as she 
found employment in an ammunitions factory making bullets 
and bombs. She also found accommodation with a very nice 
family at Annerley and caught a tram daily to work at Rocklea. 

When I was fifteen, Veronica would entice me to go to a 
dance with her. I wasn’t interested in boys, but I wouldn’t pass 
up the opportunity of making eyes at a good looking man as I 
danced by with someone else. Veronica was much more serious. 
I think she felt insecure and was looking to find someone to 
make a happy home life with (which she felt she never had). I 
didn’t need a girlfriend as she was my sister and my best friend. 
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Veronica was gifted in doing her own hair. She would 
dearly have loved to have been apprenticed as a hairdresser, but 
at that time you had to pay to learn and she couldn’t afford it, 
and she was too old to start by then anyway. 

13. MY LEAVING HOME 
It was my time to leave the nest and go out into the big 

wide world to earn my living. I was fourteen and a half years 
old. I arrived in Brisbane by train to a semi dark city. All neon 
lights had been turned off, the city lights dimmed because of the 
war. I was very fortunate to have somewhere to stay due to the 
generosity of Sid and Irene. I moved into the Hotel Victory as a 
non-paying guest. 

One of my biggest concerns when I arrived was my 
mouthful of mostly decayed teeth. Most were beyond repair and 
had to be pulled out and replaced with a partial denture. Many 
children suffered the same fate due to lack of money during the 
depression. After the war, fluoride was added to the water which 
made all the difference. 

As I previously explained, the hotel was owned by Sidney 
Biggs, Sid for short. The hotel was on the corner of Edward and 
Charlotte Streets, about three blocks from Queen Street the 
main street of Brisbane. It is now the trendiest hotel in Brisbane, 
with a lovely beer garden of ferns and other plants in the 
spacious backyard. For an inner city hotel, it had a large 
backyard but when I lived there it only contained a clothesline, a 
garage for Sid’s car and a cooperage, which was leased out. The 
front door opened into Charlotte Street and the public bar. The 
private bar, a hairdressers shop and restaurant opened onto 
Edward Street. 
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On entering the hotel there was a lounge room. To the left 
was a ladies lounge for drinking, which Sid didn’t open very 
often as it attracted “undesirable” women (the same could be 
said about the men buying their drinks). The hotel opposite 
catered for women drinkers and often their small children were 
left outside playing on the street. 

Entering the hotel by daylight was fine, when walking 
through the front door and lounge there were stairs that went 
up to the bedrooms. Sid and Irene had a large bedroom in the 
front. It had two windows opening onto a balcony that 
surrounded the hotel, and a door opening onto a hall. The room 
I shared with Beverley, Room No. 8, was opposite. It had one 
window opening onto the balcony and a door to the hall. There 
was also a lounge room, a toilet and bathroom shared by all in 
that part of the hotel. The guests were generally people who 
came on a regular basis, and Miss White, a retired school 
teacher, lived there permanently. Sid wasn’t very much inclined 
to book many people who came in from the street. Later I 
suggested to him that he book in a bit of new talent! 

To enter the hotel at night was a different matter. For some 
unknown reason no one had a key to the front door. After 
walking down a dark street, the only entrance was through a 
small back gate, the larger one being locked at night. One had to 
bend to get through the gate to a small dark space between the 
back of the dining room and the fence then walk around the 
dining room (passing the front of it) and the kitchen as well as 
the staff living quarters to reach the back stairs. Up the stairs 
and to the left was the back living area where men generally 
stayed. It had an open area with a hall running off it with 
bedrooms on both sides and a toilet for everyone in that part of 
the hotel. At the end of the hall was a landing with another set 
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of stairs going down to the backyard. A loquat tree grew at the 
bottom, the branches and fruit reaching up to the landing above. 
There was also a trapdoor downstairs going down to a cellar 
where the kegs of beer were kept. Sid employed a yardman to 
get the kegs up and to fling them onto the bar. They were very 
heavy and Sid got a hernia from the times he had done it. 

The room I shared with Beverley was large enough to 
accommodate two single beds, with room to spare for other 
furniture. It wouldn’t have been the tidiest room in the place. 
When Irene engaged a new housemaid, she told me that if I kept 
the room tidy it would be cleaned, but if it should become a 
mess she would tell the maid not to go near it. With Beverley 
away at school most of the time, the other bed was handy to put 
my clothes on instead of having to hang them up. The main 
laundry was sent out to be done but we did our personal laundry 
in the bathtub and hung it out on the line in the backyard to dry. 

Since Beverley was away at school and her bed was free, 
Veronica stayed at the hotel for a short time, when she and I 
both had dengue fever. Veronica had no one else to look after 
her. Our bodies ached so much we almost wished we would die. 

I stayed at the hotel for eight years, Beverley and I were to 
grow up more like sisters than aunt and niece. There is about 
eight years difference in our ages, Beverley was about six years 
old when I arrived. Many times she behaved like an annoying 
baby sister, hiding my things from me. I would take her for a 
walk down to the Botanical Gardens, which was several blocks 
away. She would often run away from me on the way there and 
hide in doorways. I was terrified of losing her. Brisbane River 
ran through the Botanical Gardens and had a ferry that crossed 
from one side to the other. Sometimes we would go just for the 
ride. I think it would have cost half a penny each way. 
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An embarrassing thing Beverley would do as we stood on 
the balcony was when she saw some young soldiers crossing the 
street she would say “hello” then bob down. When they looked 
up I was the only one there. 

The purpose of my being in Brisbane was of course to find 
employment. As so many people were away serving at the war 
there were ample positions, but to apply, experience or a good 
education was needed – I had neither of these. Irene used to 
look up likely advertised positions in the positions vacant 
section of the papers and send me off to them. I was a very shy 
country girl, I hadn’t even seen the sea or any large expanse of 
water until I was seven. I applied for several positions but didn’t 
succeed until I applied for a position at T C Bernye’s 
department store which was situated in The Valley (as Fortitude 
Valley was called). I was put in the mailroom, which I found 
very boring. With my lunch packed from the hotel, I set off on 
the tram each day for work. 

One day I was told to deliver a message to another part of 
the shop – who should I meet on the way – Mr Beryne the 
owner of the store. I suppose I looked rather lost, he stopped 
me and asked my name, then asked me who he was. I must have 
stood there with a dumbstruck look on my face. I got the sack, 
my first job, and it was the only time I ever got the sack! It 
didn’t worry me as I didn’t like the work anyway. Back to The 
Victory I went. 

Irene now decided it would be better if I learned a trade. 
Looking up the positions vacant again, she found one for an 
apprentice milliner and sent me off to apply. I returned to say I 
didn’t take the job. They had wanted me to sweep floors and 
run messages and I was told I would learn the trade in between. 
Looking back, I must have been a pain in the neck to Irene, 
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because I did that several times until she said I would have to do 
as they asked. The next time I applied for a position it was with 
a small salon. They made new hats but concentrated on 
renovations. I said I would like to start and asked how long I 
would have to sweep and run messages for – I was told six 
months. 

I accepted the job, life continued on for six months. I 
would walk back to the hotel at lunch time and sit down to a 
menu lunch, and have it served to me, with table cloths and 
silverware. The day came when I was asked to go out and buy 
the lunches. I said: “no, I won’t go”. With a look of shock on 
the boss’s face she asked why. I calmly said: “I have been here 
six months”. 

The boss’s fiancée, Mr Kenway, had a large workroom 
down the road. My boss phoned and asked him if he would take 
me on and he said yes. From there I started my millinery career. 
The hats were not very interesting, as they were ready-to-wear 
hats turned out in mass production and just required trimming. 
The pay was nine shillings and sixpence a week (it was two 
shillings to go to the movies). It wasn’t enough to clothe me and 
I certainly didn’t arrive with a wardrobe of lovely clothes. Irene 
made me some dresses, Mum sent me some money and 
Veronica would generally pay for me if we went to the movies 
or dances. She didn’t have very much money either but she was 
always willing to share what she had with me. 

One day a union representative called in at work. He said 
we should have been getting twelve shillings a week instead of 
the nine and sixpence we were getting. We all paid our money 
and joined the union. We got the increase but not the back pay 
we should have received. 
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I worked with a lady called Eileen who showed me how to 
sew a band on a hat, a flower and veiling and how to tie a nice 
bow. She was a single lady who had come from a strict 
Methodist family that didn’t believe in dancing and so she had a 
very restricted life. Her brother and sister hadn’t married either. 
I thought she was old but I suppose she was only in her late 
thirties or early forties. 

Mr Kenway had by now opened a little hat shop in Queen 
Street and put my ex-boss (now his wife) in to manage it. He 
now wanted nicer hats, which Eileen and I started to make. We 
had to design them, and we came up with a new model each 
time. Sometimes it would come back to be copied in a different 
colour, other than that they always had to be different. 
Sometimes a hat might be beaded, which took a long time to do. 
He would come to us regularly to say he wanted more hats. 

Eileen and I were the only ones making the models, the 
other girls (seven or eight of them) were still working on the 
ready-to-wear hats and getting the same pay as us. I approached 
Mr Kenway for more pay and he said he wanted more hats. I 
said: “you can have quantity or quality, which one do you want? 
I can do one or the other but not both”. I did get the increase 
but the others would catch up with me and I would go and see 
Mr Kenway again. This battle continued for as long as I worked 
there – him wanting more hats a week and me wanting more 
money. Eileen didn’t feel so secure, and would work through 
her lunch break, something I wouldn’t do. The rag trade, as it is 
called, was always poorly paid and still is today. 
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14. RETURN TO HAMPTON 
After I had been away from home for about two years I 

wanted to go home to visit Mum and Dad. I was about sixteen 
years old. 

I set off for my first solo journey full of confidence. It was 
a pouring wet winter’s day. Irene had given me her fitted, black 
wool coat with large brass buttons which had spiders on them. 
Sid was driving me to the station to catch the steam train to 
Toowoomba. For some reason the car wouldn’t start and he got 
the handyman to give us a push. I caught my train and arrived in 
Toowoomba. Now I had to buy a ticket for the rail motor to 
Hampton. To my horror, I was told the rail motor wasn’t 
running that day. It must have been one of the only days that it 
didn’t run. I had caught it from Hampton to Greham to go to 
school, it arrived in Hampton each afternoon at about 4:30pm 
except on Tuesdays when it arrived at 5:45pm. 

There I was in Toowoomba, 21 long miles from home and 
in a strange city (to me). I had only been there with Mum as a 
child. I didn’t know the relatives that Irene and Angela had 
stayed with. I had only a few shillings or pence in my purse, and 
at first I didn’t know where to turn. I decided to ring the general 
store to leave a message for Mum. We never had a phone at 
home, so I didn’t know how she was going to get back to me. 
Mrs Chapman answered the phone and said her son Harry was 
in town buying provisions for the shop, and if I were to go to a 
warehouse she described, I would find him and he would give 
me a ride home. He had a utility. Thank God for Harry! I 
arrived home safe and sound – I don’t know what I would have 
done otherwise. Poor Harry was later in the Air Force and went 
missing. I don’t think they ever found out what happened to 
him. 
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Mum was very pleased to see me return, even if it was only 
for a short stay. She was very lonely after the family had left, and 
she was becoming harder of hearing. Mum wore hearing aids. 
Wires came from the ear pieces to the receiver which was a large 
box-like contraption that Mum had to put in a pocket in each 
dress. Dad was having an affair with a married woman in the 
village, which was also causing her much grief. We were very sad 
when it was time for my departure but I could never have lived 
in Hampton with nothing to do. It still had dirt roads, which 
was really red soil which seemed to get into everything. With 
tears, I made my farewell and returned to the hotel and my job. 

15. SYDNEY HOLIDAYS WITH IRENE & 
BEVERLEY 

Irene, Beverley and I went on holiday to Sydney. We did 
this several times while I lived with them. Before we had left 
Brisbane, Sid had said to me: “how much money have you got 
saved up Darkie?” It must not have been very much because he 
said: “never mind, you will be sweet for a fiver or two from 
Irene”. She said: “we will call you my travelling companion”. 

Sid drove us to South Brisbane station to catch the 4:30pm 
steam train. Irene had booked a sleeping berth which contained 
two seats and one that could be pulled down from above, 
thereby making three beds which would be made up at night. 
There was also a toilet and washbasin. There wasn’t a diner on 
board. 

When we arrived at Coffs Harbour, the train stopped to fill 
up with water and get steamed up again. This stop was dinner 
time. We had to often run along the platform to the kiosk to 
buy our food. There was always a rush and by the time we were 
served we would have to try to eat a very hot pie and drink a 

49 



CARMEL WOODEN 

cup of tea before the whistle blew for all to get on board again. 
We would arrive in Sydney the next day. We had packed our 
bags with the lovely dresses that Irene had made for all three of 
us for our stay. A taxi took us to Petty’s Hotel in York Street (it 
is now the site of the blood bank). It had a small garden off the 
street. A doorman in uniform welcomed us and got help for us 
to get to our room. 

While in Sydney, Mary Biggs and her husband Dr Tom 
often invited us to dinner. Mary drove in to pick us up to go to 
her lovely home in Pymble. She had so many Royal Doulton 
ornaments that they made the home look a little cluttered. She 
had come from a wealthy family and had large diamonds on her 
fingers. She was a very gracious and religious Catholic lady. 
Later, much to Sid’s disgust, Tom secretly planned to turn 
Catholic and surprise Mary. Tom had been impressed with the 
nuns at the Mater Hospital where he attended his heart patients. 
Although Sid didn’t follow any religion he was disgusted with 
his brother and didn’t speak to him for a year or two. Sid’s idea 
was that you should go out of the world with the same religion 
that you came into the world with (even if you didn’t follow 
any). Mary and Tom had a young son, Jimmy. He was training 
to be a doctor and is now Professor of Pathology at St Vincents 
Hospital in Sydney. 

When we were dressing to go for dinner, Irene wanted 
Beverley to wear one of the very pretty dresses she had made of 
georgette lace and ribbons. However Beverley insisted on 
wearing a very plain cotton check dress. Her mother had a 
constant battle (without success) with Beverley to wear anything 
but that dress for the duration of the holiday. People did dress 
up in those days: men mostly in three piece suits and always a 
hat which they tipped to say hello to a lady. Women would go 
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out with their hat, gloves and high heeled shoes. It wasn’t until 
after the war that dressing became more casual. 

Ivor Gilbert often took us to the Zoo, Bondi or some 
other attraction. Ivor was an electrical engineer who was a 
constant visitor to Brisbane for months at a time to supervise 
various electrical projects. Every Sunday that he spent in 
Brisbane, come rain or shine, he was invited to join us on a 
picnic to Southport. We would stop at Beenleigh on the way to 
buy fresh bread and then follow the line of cars to Southport. 
He escorted us around Sydney’s attractions to return the 
kindness Irene had shown him. I think he was rather attracted to 
Irene; she was always a well-dressed attractive lady. 

Our favourite place in Sydney to go to was June Millinery. 
It was a large shop that was situated in the main shopping centre 
in Pitt Street. It was down below the street level, and there were 
stairs and an escalator going down to it, and there was a small 
window on the upper level. It was a picture when you got 
downstairs. It was owned by a Jewish family and had been 
handed down from father to sons. Burnham was their name, 
and they generally employed pretty young girls to stand behind 
counters with arches covered with colourful artificial flowers. 
Other counters had ribbons of all width and colour, veiling and 
a tulle draped around them. Shop assistants were selling hats to 
be trimmed or shapes to be covered. When purchased, they 
were taken to a trimming bar which was on a turntable that 
slowly moved around in a circle. The milliners, in pastel 
uniforms, sat on the inside while clients sat on the outside seats, 
waiting for their hat to be trimmed or a wild creation made just 
for them. A few gay men were also employed to draw the 
crowd. They would decorate the window on street level and 
work as milliners at the bar. 
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16. LIFE AT ‘THE VICTORY’ 
I was very fortunate living at the hotel rent free. One day, 

when I mentioned that I wasn’t asked to contribute anything, 
Sid said: “go out in the backyard Darkie, pick up a piece of 
wood and give it to me for your board”. (He was a great one for 
nicknames. I was Darkie because I had jet black hair like my 
mother had.) Irene made my clothes, and she was a beautiful 
self-taught dress maker. Often she would go up the street to buy 
herself a new dress but on seeing the price, would decide to buy 
the material, go home, cut it out on the bed and make it up. Sid 
was a generous man and would give her fifty pounds at a time. 
If he didn’t give it to her for some time, she would get rather 
angry but would be too proud to ask. 

From time to time I was reminded by Irene of what a good 
thing I was on. I think it embarrassed her that so many of her 
relations were freeloading on Sid’s generosity. I am sure it 
bothered her more than it did Sid. Two maiden aunts of Sid’s 
called in from time to time and he would give them a handout. I 
must agree, Sid and Irene were wonderful to me and couldn’t 
have done more, but it still wasn’t home. I would be in the 
lounge room when a young man had called to take me out (he 
had spent so much money on me), the dinner bell would peel 
but I couldn’t ask him to stay for a meal. But then, you can’t 
have everything in life. Beverley always believed I had a better 
life at the hotel than she did. Maybe I did. She spent most of her 
young life at boarding school. 

Life went on in this way for another year or two. I still 
wasn’t interested in having boyfriends, although I had been 
invited to be a hostess in a club set up to entertain lonely 
servicemen, and the picnics we went on were very well 
supervised. One trip was by boat, up the Brisbane River to 
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Lonepine. Once there you could have a photograph taken with a 
koala or a snake – no need to guess which one I preferred! 

My first flight was in a Gypsy Moth. I paid ten shillings for 
fifteen minutes flight. I had to take off my high heeled shoes 
before standing on the wing to get into the plane. While up in 
the air the pilot was speaking. I didn’t answer when he said: 
“Hello, come in”, I thought he was calling the tower. When we 
landed he asked me why I didn’t talk to him. He was so good 
looking, I wanted to pay my money and go up again but Irene 
wouldn’t let me! 

I took tennis lessons and went to the pictures, both of 
which I enjoyed. I loved my work, although it was rather 
demanding trying to think up new ideas all the time. If I was 
window shopping, at the pictures or walking down the street, 
my eye was always peeled for fresh ideas. One day, Leon 
Stumpie (he was odd to say the least) arrived to be a milliner. He 
had a passion for baby clothes. At lunch he would go out and 
come back with baby booties, saying how gorgeous they were! 
Mr Kenway, looking for publicity for his shop, told the local 
paper about Leon. The photographer came to get some pictures. 
On arriving, the photographer spied my hats and thought they 
looked better than the one Leon had made. A photo of me 
modelling my creation went into the paper, with Leon posed 
draping veiling around the hat. In my estimation he was a loss at 
millinery, but years later I saw him on television. He had 
changed his name to something more exotic and was into dress 
designing. He seemed to be doing better at that but I wondered 
if it was someone else’s design he was working with – like my 
hats! 

From the beginning of the war everyone over eighteen had 
to be registered for Man Power. You were given a card with a 
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number on it and you were supposed to carry it with you at all 
times. If you were not in any armed service you had to be 
gainfully employed, otherwise you were conscripted into an 
armed service or sent to a factory making things for the war. We 
were also given coupons, as everything you bought needed 
coupons. Clothing, sheets and all bed linen was couponed as 
well as tea, sugar, shoes and petrol. If it wasn’t couponed it was 
unobtainable. Elastic was not available and panties had to be 
held up with a button, I have seen someone’s panties falling 
down to be quickly picked up and put in her purse. We painted 
our legs, even drawing a line down the back to make them look 
like seamed stockings. When a shop got silk stockings in there 
would be a mad panic with women snatching them from each 
other. When a shop got shoes there would be a queue to 
hopefully get a pair. Chocolate also wasn’t around, except for 
the servicemen. When the coupons were first handed out, a 
newspaper reporter took my photo and asked me what I 
thought about the coupons. I said I hadn’t gone into it and 
didn’t know how it would affect me. The next day the photo 
went in the paper with a long column of what I was supposed to 
have said. 

With coupons and rationing came the black market. People 
bought coupons from anyone willing to sell them, so Irene and I 
bought coupons for threepence each from down and outs who 
hung around the hotel. They would have sold anything they 
could for the price of a drink. I lost many items of clothing from 
the clothesline in the backyard. One day I was just in time to 
catch a disheveled fellow taking my slip off the line. He would 
have sold it for a bottle of methylated spirits, which would be all 
he could afford. 
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Later, when the American servicemen came, they offered 
Sid five pounds for a bottle of whiskey (five pounds was a lot of 
money in those days) but Sid refused to sell. Besides, he didn’t 
like the Americans, he thought they bragged too much. Some of 
them did, but while we Aussies would be talking about getting 
something done, they would have it done – such as maybe 
building a bridge or a road for heavy vehicles to go to an airport 
or even building the airport. 

In 1939 Hitler’s army marched into Poland. Churchill had 
said if they hadn’t retreated in twenty four hours England would 
enter the war. They didn’t retreat so, as part of the 
Commonwealth of Great Britain, we were also at war. Soon 
there was a large recruiting drive urging men to fight to protect 
their homeland – we were mostly of British descent. The White 
Australian Policy was in, denying people of Asian blood entry to 
Australia as citizens. Many thousands of fit young men 
responded to the call to take up arms. They had to pass a 
medical, and only the cream of the country was accepted. They 
were fitted out with uniforms, which some said were either too 
large or too small. With their packed bags and guns, they were 
soon on a troop ship sailing towards a war on foreign soil. Some 
men joined out of loyalty, others for adventure while for other 
men it was a chance to get out of the dire positions they were in 
because of the Depression. 

Soon, Bob Menzies brought in conscription, forcing any 
man eighteen and over to join the Army, Navy or Air Force. 
Some men had even put their age up so as to join. It was hoped 
that America would come into the war also. Roosevelt felt 
America should help to stop the Germans before they got a 
good footing in countries in Europe. He didn’t have the backing 
of his government, or the people, as America was also caught in 
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the worldwide depression and felt it had little enough money to 
feed the nation without spending it on war items. 

17. BRIAN AT WAR 
Brian left his job and enlisted in the Army in 1941, much to 

the horror of my mother at seeing her son going off to war. He 
was sent to Townsville to be trained for war in the jungle of 
New Guinea. On arriving in Townsville he was allocated a 
motorbike to perform his duties as a dispatch rider – he still 
liked to speed. When he was sent out to dispatch a message, he 
would try and do it in half the allotted time as he had found a 
girlfriend up there. If he was fast enough he could call in and see 
her before returning to duty. He became engaged to Norma and, 
all too soon, he was posted off to New Guinea and the war. 
There, his bike was exchanged for a jeep. 

He didn’t talk very much about the horror of the war but 
he did say how sickening it was driving down a track with the 
stench of dead bodies on both sides of the road. After about 
eighteen months he came home on leave. Mum was in Brisbane 
to see him, and she followed him around with quinine so that he 
wouldn’t have a bout of malaria. His skin became yellow as the 
result of the quinine. All too soon his leave was up and it was 
back to war. 

On his return to New Guinea he was driving his jeep down 
a track one day when a lone Japanese soldier stopped him. The 
soldier had a gun with a bayonet on its end and he jumped into 
the jeep and went as far as he wanted to go then calmly got off 
and allowed Brian to continue on his way. I am sure with all 
Mum’s prayers, someone up there was looking after him. Brian 
had gone away to war as a fresh young boy of eighteen and 
would come back a toughened haunted man. 
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18. PEARL HARBOUR 
The war in Europe was drawing to a close with just the 

mopping up after the defeat of the Germans. The thrust of the 
battle was now in the Pacific against the Japanese. Darwin had 
been bombed, with the loss of many lives, Singapore had fallen, 
and Japanese submarines had gotten through the safety net in 
Sydney Harbour with the loss of nineteen lives there. War-weary 
Australian soldiers were returning after serving in Germany, 
France and the deserts of the Middle East to war in the Pacific 
Islands and the jungles of New Guinea. 

With the Japanese as close as New Guinea, and with the 
bombing of Darwin, it was feared that Australia could be 
invaded. Winston Churchill had said: “let them take 
Queensland, we will get it back from them later”. Menzies 
insisted that our troops return to protect Australia. Bob Menzies 
had sold scrap iron to Japan before the war, so he was called 
‘Pig Iron Bob’ and now it was coming back to us in bombs! Up 
until then Japan wasn’t thought of as much of a threat, as it was 
believed their houses were built of flimsy material and rice paper 
and that they would go up in smoke with a bomb or two. But 
now, they were taken very seriously. Our tall buildings had air 
raid sirens attached and would wail a warning for us to seek 
shelter in case of enemy bombing. But very soon after the siren 
sounded, (much to everyone’s relief), it would be followed by 
the “all clear”. Thankfully it was just for practice and to check if 
they were working. The air raid shelters were built on the side of 
streets and made of brick, they looked like toilet blocks. I fear 
they wouldn’t have given much shelter, perhaps one might have 
been better staying at home and getting under the bed if the 
danger had been realized. 
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Sid and Irene decided hotel life and being in a city and at 
war was no place for a child. Beverley was packed off to St 
Saviour boarding school in Toowoomba – over a hundred miles 
from home. Beverley was only eight years old. The poor child 
even had to darn her own socks. Irene made visits up there to 
see her, and Mum would get in from Hampton when she could. 
Mum and Dad were also billeting people from the city, as many 
were moving away from possible danger. I was having 
nightmares as the Japanese advanced closer to our shores. 

On 7th December 1941, Japan bombed Pearl Harbour, 
causing great loss of life and many ships. That brought America 
into the war. Their ships, planes, jeeps and thousands of troops 
were arriving in Australia and coming to our aid. If not for the 
Americans we would certainly have been taken over by the 
Japanese. Men of every race, colour and creed were pouring in 
to Brisbane (and other cities) from America, England, Scotland 
and Ireland. 

Soon General Macarthur arrived, setting up his 
headquarters in the T&G building on the corner of Queen and 
Edward Streets in Brisbane. The building where I worked had 
windows that looked down on the part of the building where 
the guards stood. Often they would throw a note up to the 
window wanting to make a date, or it would say that if we went 
downstairs they would pass us a cold bottle of Coca-Cola through 
a window down there. 

American ships were also fighting a bitter battle in the 
Coral Sea. 

I was scared going out into the darkened streets at night as 
there were young girls being murdered and raped. There was a 
serial killer on the loose! Later, when they found the American 
soldier responsible they dubbed him “the baby faced killer”. It 
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was a case of go out and face the dangers of the night or stay 
home – with youth on my side, I had to get out. I was getting 
older, so Veronica wasn’t having much trouble persuading me to 
accompany her to go to a dance. I had been out with a boy once 
but I wouldn’t call it my first date. He was the son of a family 
who often came down from the country to stay at the hotel. It 
was more like going out with my brother or cousin. We didn’t 
kiss goodnight, and I wasn’t keen on him. 

My first date, at seventeen, was with an American marine 
who had only just arrived after the Pearl Harbour bombing. 
Veronica and I were going for a casual walk down Queen Street 
on a Sunday afternoon looking at shop windows when we were 
politely stopped by a marine and a sailor who asked us for 
directions somewhere. We started to talk and they asked where 
we were going. They then asked if they could walk with us and, 
later, invited us to dinner. We all went back to the hotel for me 
to ask Irene if it was okay for me to go out. As Veronica was 
with me, she said it was alright. On many of our later dates we 
arranged to go out together.  

The marine’s name was Harold. He wore a very fancy 
uniform. The trousers were royal blue with a red stripe down 
one side. He wore a red jacket with gold buttons and a white hat 
with a badge. I thought he looked very handsome in his 
uniform. We all enjoyed our dinner and he walked me home. He 
didn’t look any older than me but would have been eighteen to 
be sent away. Marines were specially trained and lived on a ship 
when they were not in battle. Walking back to The Victory with 
Harold, I felt a little uneasy at having to face the back entrance 
to the hotel. It was the first time I had had to face the back 
entrance with a strange man, and at night. I remember thinking 
that it wasn’t like Pettys, where Irene, Beverley and I had stayed 
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on our visits to Sydney. There, you had a greeting from a 
doorman and had the front door opened for you. This wasn’t 
Pettys, so through the gate we had to go. 

He kissed me goodnight – my first kiss! His hands wandered 
where I felt they definitely shouldn’t, and I put an abrupt stop to 
that. He asked if I would like to go out with him the next night 
and he arranged to call for me and go to the pictures. With 
excitement I dressed for our date. To my disappointment, Harold 
didn’t turn up. That was the first time that happened to me but it 
wasn’t to be the last time that I waited only to be disappointed. 
One reason was that security forbade servicemen telling anyone 
of their movements in case that information fell into enemy 
hands. Another reason was that if denied sexual favours, some 
would decide to seek it elsewhere. Two or three days later, I 
received a letter from him apologizing for not being able to keep 
the date. He sent a photo of his aunt which was the only thing 
handy to print his message. Sadly I don’t have it now. On the back 
of the photo he wrote: 

“Hirmosco Faveretta, Beautiful darling how wonderful you are, a vision 
that would dim a star. Yours Harold.” 

To a seventeen year old, that was exciting to take to show 
the girls at work the next day! I saw Harold several times after 
that but sadly, like many more to come, he would go off one 
night never to be seen or heard from again. 

After being stood up many times when I was waiting for 
someone to turn up for a date, I decided a bird in the hand was 
better than two birds in the bush. If someone on leave rang to 
ask me out, and if I liked him better than my date, I would do 
the same thing to my poor date that had been done to me. Much 
to Irene’s disgust she would have to tell my original date that I 
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was out. I had arranged to meet the other fellow somewhere up 
in Queen Street. 

19. KENT WALDROP 
One night I was at a dance and was being pestered to dance 

with someone I didn’t like the look of. When he asked me to get 
up and dance, I said: “I don’t want to dance”. He said: “If you 
don’t want to dance why do you come here?” I replied “I pay 
my money to get in the same as you. You can ask who you 
please, I can dance with whom I please”. Just then a tall soldier 
leaned over and asked me would I like to dance. I didn’t even 
look at him but was so pleased to get away from the 
predicament I was in. He was very tall, I only came up to his 
chest. When we were on the dance floor I finally looked up at 
him and I literally felt my mouth fall open as he was the most 
handsome man I had ever seen. I was to learn he was an 
American marine and his name was Kent Waldrop. 

We danced the night away until he asked if he could take 
me home in a taxi. I said: “I don’t get into taxis with anyone I 
don’t know”. He said: “I don’t know you honey but I would 
sure get in a taxi with you”. He walked me home and started to 
get fresh and was told that that was a ‘no-no’. I was determined 
to be a virgin until my wedding day and managed to do that. He 
asked me if I would like to go out with him again. On every date 
he wanted to have sex. I would wait for him anxiously on the 
balcony. Sometimes he would be very late and when I had given 
up all hope of seeing him, he would arrive and say he couldn’t 
come earlier as he was in a crap game and couldn’t leave while 
he was losing his money. Sometimes it would seem to me to be 
a long time between dates and I would almost lose hope of ever 
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seeing him again. Every time I saw him I had butterflies in my 
stomach. 

One night I saw him coming across the street, and under 
his arm was a large box tied with ribbon. I greeted him coming 
up the stairs and he gave me the box. Inside was a lovely shorts 
suit of royal blue tootal linen. The legs of the shorts were 
fringed and the pocket on the top had a little red fringed 
handkerchief to match. The box had “Paul’s Design” on it which 
was an exclusive salon in Queen Street. I said: “I can’t accept 
that Kent”. His reply was “It sure won’t fit me honey”. I asked 
him to wait a moment, as Irene and Sid were in the bar counting 
the day’s takings (as hotels closed at 6pm) and I wanted to ask 
their advice. Sid said: “Don’t take it Darkie, he will want to try 
them on you for size”. Irene’s advice was to accept them and to 
go out the next day and buy him a nice present, “then you are 
under no obligation”. I thought that was a good idea and so I 
did that. I bought a wallet and had his initials put on it in gold. 
When I tried the shorts on they were too small for me. I went to 
the shop to exchange them. The shop attendants remembered 
him. He had pointed out a girl who he thought was about my 
size. I am sure she wished he was buying them for her! 

He had given me the shorts because I had told him I was 
going to Coolangatta (a beach resort) on a holiday with Iris my 
girlfriend. Kent said he would visit me there. He did too – 
unshaven and absent without leave! Kent really was a con man 
but he fascinated me and I loved him. If he got into trouble he 
hid in the black quarters where no one would look for him. If he 
saw a jeep lying around, he used it for his own purposes.  

One evening I said I would like to go to the American 
canteen. I wondered why it took him about a quarter of an hour 
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for him to get us in – later I found out it was for American 
personnel only. 

Kent was still trying for sex and said he would give me 
anything if I had sex with him. One night he said: “you will love 
our black mammy back home”. I said: “that line doesn’t work 
with me Kent”. He said: “what do you expect me to do, get 
down on my hands and knees?”  

We had a date to go to the pictures one night when he 
phoned saying there was a party going. Always so cautious, I 
said: “no, I don’t know the people and you said we were going 
to go to the pictures”. He assured me that they were nice people 
and if I still refused he would go without me. I said: “okay then, 
go”. I went to Irene in tears. I said: “I am sick of being a ‘goody-
goody’ all the time”. Irene said: “if he is keen enough he will be 
back”. Just then the phone rang in the lounge room. I ran along 
to answer it. He said: “what time will I pick you up to go to the 
pictures?” 

The phone line for the hotel first went to the private bar 
and if the call was for a guest, it would ring in the lounge room 
upstairs. On one occasion I was in the upstairs lounge when the 
phone rang and I answered it. The speaker asked to speak to 
me, introducing himself as Jimmy. Jimmy was Kent’s best friend 
and a very nice man who was full of fun. They had met in 
hospital while Kent was having his appendix out. Jimmy had 
kept him laughing so much he had nearly burst the stitches. 
They had remained best friends and had enlisted together. We 
often went out on a foursome with his girlfriend Gloria. Jimmy 
asked if I would go out with him that night. I asked where Kent 
was. “He has gone over the hill (absent without leave) and has 
gone out with a gorgeous blonde” All I could say was “really” 
then I said ‘yes’, I would go out with him. Then the voice said: 
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“this is not Jimmy, Carmel, it is Kent”. I wouldn’t have noticed 
the difference in the voices as they were both from the same 
part of America. We went out that night. The band was playing 
“As Time Goes By”, I was feeling very romantic. I was sure that 
he was going to ask me to marry him for real but he never did. I 
would have married him, although I would never have given the 
marriage any chance of surviving. 

He called one night to tell me they were pulling out and to 
ask me a favour. Jimmy was to be left behind as he was ill in 
hospital and Kent asked me to visit him. There was a large 
military hospital at Greenslopes and I presumed he was there 
but didn’t think to ask at the time as I was sad to see Kent go. 
Jimmy wasn’t there and I never did find him after many 
enquiries. I never heard from Kent again. I sincerely hope he 
and Jimmy made it home. They were both so full of life and I 
hope they didn’t die alone on a war-torn shore somewhere. 

20. BATTLE AT WORK 
During this time I was still fighting my battle at work – 

Kenway for more hats and me for more money. Eileen often 
still worked through her lunch break. I was on my way home for 
lunch one day when the boss asked me if he could have a talk 
with me. A new manageress had been put in charge of the 
workroom. She had complained to him that I wouldn’t do as she 
asked. I told Mr Kenway my side of the story. If I made a hat 
she thought looked very nice she would take it up to him with a 
big smile on her face, as though it was all her work. If she didn’t 
like it so much, she would say I made it. The most annoying 
thing about her was she would come up to me when I was half 
way through a hat and ask me how I was going to finish it, then 
suggest something different. I would continue on as I had 
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planned. I told Kenway that if I was going to design the hat I 
would do it my way. If he wanted her to design the hat I would 
carry through with her design and it would save me the trouble 
of thinking up new ideas. 

Very upset, I got home and had my lunch. I told Irene I 
wasn’t going to go back. She said: “you don’t want to lose your 
pay, go back and sort it out”. I walked in a half hour late back 
from lunch, saying I was delayed. I was told to carry on as I had 
been doing. Later the manageress got the sack. 

One day, Daphne joined us as a milliner. She came from 
what is now termed a dysfunctional family. Her mother and 
father were divorced. Her father had been given a casket ticket 
which had won first prize. I don’t think he gave very much of it 
to Daphne. She was an attractive girl and a good milliner with 
good ideas but the hat often lacked the finishing touch and 
would sometimes have blood from a pricked finger or a smudge 
of lipstick. She went out with older men and preferred officers 
as they had more money to spend on her, buying her lovely 
outfits. After work one afternoon she changed for a date with an 
officer who had given her a lovely suit and, as she put it on over 
her full breasts, a button popped off. Although she had thread, 
needle and thimble at her disposal, she put a pin in it and went 
off. 

She loved to dance past her father who would be dancing 
with a young girl about her age and would say: “Hello daddy” to 
embarrass him. Later she got a craving for olives and kept a 
bottle beside her as she worked. Daphne found out she was 
pregnant. She didn’t even know who was responsible. As she 
got larger and embarrassed, she left. Mr Kenway kept her 
supplied with work at home. Many years later I saw her in the 
street with young children and a baby in a stroller. I went over 
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to say hello but she looked the other way as if she didn’t know 
me. 

21. JIMMY CROZIER 
I was sorry to see Kent go. I was young and still had a lot 

of living to do. My next boyfriend was a sergeant in the 
Australian Air Force. His name was Jimmy Crozier and he was a 
dental mechanic. He was billeted at the hotel and working from 
a building that had been commandeered and which was situated 
on the diagonal corner from the hotel. After dinner one night he 
asked me if I would like to go out. We went to the pictures. Our 
next date was a horse drawn hayride. The girls from work were 
going and asked me if I would like to join them. 

He came home one evening minus his stripes. He didn’t 
like the way he was told to do something and had punched his 
superior and knocked him to the ground. He had taken lessons 
in his youth and rather fancied himself as a boxer. He said he 
didn’t mind being asked to do something but didn’t like the 
manner in which he was told to do it. It mustn’t have been 
deemed too serious as shortly after he got his stripes back and 
asked me to sew them back on.  

We went out several times, always to nice places, including 
dinner at the Belleview Hotel. He gave me chocolates which were 
unavailable to civilians. But then Irene told me he hadn’t paid 
his board for weeks. I felt guilty that he was spending his money 
on me, and stopped going out with him until he had paid up 
again. He lived in the back portion of the hotel. 

I often talked to him as he carefully pressed his shorts and 
long pants, dampening them down with a damp cloth as he 
went. He had a good build and looked good in shorts but I 
would ask him to change into long pants if we had a date at 
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night. Also if I could smell liquor on him I told him I wouldn’t 
go out with him if he drank. I don’t know why he put up with 
me for so long! 

We were walking up the street one night when he was 
pulled over by a service policeman. I was escorted back home 
while he was marched off. It appeared he was moonlighting in 
his spare time and using air force material and making false teeth 
for civilians! We went out again after that until a blonde lady, 
much older than me, came to the hotel. He started taking her 
out. She had married an American and went alone to America to 
meet him. When the ship docked there was no one there to 
meet her. Later I worked with a girl who had met the same fate 
and having set foot on American soil found it very hard to get a 
divorce. Others went to little more than a hut to live in while 
many more found a happy home life there. Mum was terrified I 
would marry an American and go to live overseas. 

22. CHARLES GOPELL 
Looking around the dance floor one night I didn’t see 

anyone that took my eye. When I was asked to dance, I got up. 
He wasn’t very tall, his nose was a little on the big size but I was 
to find out he was one of the nicest men I was to meet. His 
name was Charles Gopel, an American soldier and the complete 
opposite of Kent. If he said he would pick me up at 7:30pm he 
would arrive at least a quarter of an hour early. 

He took me to nice places and we enjoyed each other’s 
company. He did try to get a little fresh but told me he had 
never gone all the way with a girl and had a girlfriend back 
home. Angela invited me to take a friend to her place and if 
Charles had Sunday leave we enjoyed a day out there (I had also 
taken Kent out there once or twice). It was nice for them to 
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have a taste of home life. We had a baked dinner and Angela 
made a very good apple pie. Alex could also turn out a good 
sponge cake. 

I had known Charles for quite a few weeks and was getting 
very fond of him. One Sunday he couldn’t get leave and I had 
gone out to Angela’s on my own. When I arrived home, Irene 
said that Charles had called, absent without leave (a thing he 
never did) to say goodbye as they were pulling out. Irene said 
that he had been twice and that she had told him that I was out. 
Thinking about it now I don’t know why she didn’t tell him 
where I was, as he could have taken a taxi out there. Maybe she 
expected me home soon. I was very sad at missing him and as it 
was getting late, I didn’t think I would see him again. 

He did arrive again that night and we sat on the balcony 
and talked. He said sometimes he felt that he was a fool for not 
going out and living it up with sex, because maybe he wouldn’t 
get back from the war. He said he would write to me. I received 
many beautiful letters from him. His letters were never about 
the horrors of the war but he would talk of the frogs croaking in 
the field and that kind of thing. He asked me for a photograph. I 
had a studio photo taken and sent him a postcard sized one. 

In one of the letters I received he spoke of his leave 
coming up and asked me if I would meet him in Melbourne. As 
General Macarthur’s headquarters was in Brisbane, there were 
so many service personnel that they were later banned from 
coming back on leave to Brisbane. They could go to Mackay or 
elsewhere. I wanted to go to meet Charles but Irene didn’t think 
it right. I countered with “just because I go to Melbourne it 
doesn’t mean I am going to jump into bed with him”. But in the 
end I didn’t go. I was often sorry I didn’t go. I still am. 

68 



MEMORIES OF BYGONE DAYS 

After the war was over I received an invitation to Charles’s 
wedding in New York, but of course I didn’t go. I appreciated 
that he still thought about me and wanted me to know he got 
home safely and married his girl back home. He must have told 
her about me. Knowing him, that would be something he would 
do. 

In those days a girl would get a bad name if she were to go 
out with many different men. But it was wartime, not the time 
for garden parties and formal introductions. Dances were the 
best means of meeting people and then all too frequently, they 
would be gone tomorrow to the front. 

One American soldier I met had a southern drawl and 
when he used my name it sounded like “caramel”. He asked 
what flavour my lipstick was: strawberry or raspberry? Later he 
called me Candy! 

I made a date with an Irishman to meet him in front of a 
shoe shop. I had forgotten there were two branches with the 
same name. I waited at one, he at the other. Two days later Rae, 
who was my apprentice, came with an ad from the personal 
column saying: “Carmel, very sad we didn’t meet up last night” 
and it gave a phone number to call. I did call and I saw him 
again. 

Most of the Americans I met were very well mannered and 
gentlemanly, even though they would try for sex. One young 
man phoned the next day to apologize for not being a 
gentleman and said how nice it was to go out with a nice, clean 
living girl. They would call older ladies “mam” and old men 
“sir”. I got used to them always walking on the gutter side of the 
street. On the other hand, I went out with an Australian 
lifesaver I had met when on holidays with Irene and Beverley 
(Beverley was trying to teach me to swim). We went out several 
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times. When he couldn’t get sex he said: “who do you think you 
are to put yourself on a pedestal”. 

The only women I knew to go steady were generally much 
older than me and had fallen in love before the war. Some got 
engaged or married while others stayed at home and wrote 
letters daily, knitted socks and sent food parcels to their men 
folk overseas. I have since befriended a lady who did all of the 
above and waited many years for her man. On his return, her 
lover decided he didn’t want to settle down and later went and 
married someone else.  There were always a few women who 
got tired of waiting and would send a “Dear John” letter to the 
poor fellow fighting a battle somewhere (a “Dear John” letter is 
a label for a letter to say that the writer had met someone else 
and wouldn’t be waiting for his return). Other women had 
babies, and unfortunately the husband or father would never 
return to meet his offspring. 

Going to dances was the best way for young people to 
meet and also to listen to the great, big bands of the day. Glen 
Miller had set out to find a different sound, which he certainly 
succeeded in doing. Some nights we stopped dancing and 
crowded around the bandstand to listen to his music. Some 
bands also had great singers. 

With Veronica, I went to several venues around the city but 
Cloudland stood out from the rest. It was on the crest of a hill at 
Bowen Hills. It was just a tram ride away from the city.  There 
was a trolley car to take you up. It was renowned for the dance 
floor that was built on springs. There was a balcony surrounding 
it, and on a hot night one could go out with a cool drink, talk 
and survey the view below, which went down to the Brisbane 
River. Bill Smith had a great band, his wife Masie could belt out 
a great song. One of her favourites was MacNamara’s Band. I 
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heard it the other day, it brought back pleasant memories. We 
would stop dancing to watch dancers doing the Jitterbug! The 
guys would toss the girl between his legs and over his shoulder. 
She would be upside down showing her panties! It was good to 
watch but definitely not for me! 

After one dance I had been to, Sid had asked me whether I 
had a good night. I said: “no, there was an old fellow about forty 
who pestered me all night”. Sid wasn’t impressed as he was in 
his forties! He never let me forget that slip to the day he died. 

23. RICHARD FOREMAN 
I was at a dance one night when a tall, good-looking man 

came up to ask me to dance. He had a lovely smile on his face 
showing his gleaming white teeth. When the band played the 
music for the last dance, which was generally “Good Night 
Sweetheart”, he asked me if he could drive me home. Still being 
very cautious, I said: “I don’t get in cars with someone I don’t 
know but you are welcome to walk me home if you like”. It 
wasn’t very far down the street. He was taken aback but 
accepted my offer. His name was Richard Foreman, Rick for 
short. 

I was nineteen when I met Rick, he was twenty nine and 
still single. When he was younger he had considered being a 
minister. He had a lovely little red sports car and sometimes he 
would put the hood down when we went for a drive. He also 
had a nice healthy bank account with over a thousand pounds in 
it (a good amount in those days). He worked at Archerfield 
Airport which served as Brisbane’s only airport. He was an 
electronics engineer and made the radios for the planes, and he 
checked the radio on each plane before it was allowed to take 
off. His home was in Melbourne and he often spoke of his 
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mother and her love of baronia flowers but I never did meet 
her. He also spoke of his love for St Kilda where he had lived in 
Melbourne. 

He had built a radio for his convertible car and with the 
wind blowing in our hair and listening to music on the radio, we 
would drive down to Southport on a Sunday, I’d pack a picnic 
lunch. He enjoyed classical music and one night he took me to 
see the “Messiah”. I thought the “hallelujahs” would go on 
forever! But we both enjoyed the ballet and musical comedies. 
We saw: “Maid of the Mountains”, “Victoria and Her Hussar”, “White 
Horse Inn” and “The Merry Widow”. 

J C Williamson, who produced the stage shows, was staying 
at the hotel and would sometimes give Irene and Sid tickets for 
the back stage. I have seen a ballet with Rick from good seats in 
the front stalls and then returned to watch the same ballet from 
back stage with the ticket Irene had given me. The backstage seat 
was to the right and above the stage near the curtain. Dancers had 
to walk under me to go on stage. It was called the Crows Nest 
seat. It was amusing to watch the gay dancers waving to each 
other and blowing kisses across the stage and calling: “yoo-hoo!”. 

Besides all that, Rick and I went to dinner at the Carlton 
Hotel each Saturday night before we went to whatever we were 
going to do. It was a very nice hotel in Queen Street. A few days 
after a date I often got a lovely little romantic note from him. 
He was better at putting his feelings on paper than he was saying 
how he felt. I was falling in love with him and looking at 
engagement rings. I had even picked one out – an emerald with 
diamonds each side. I didn’t tell him. 

He had asked me to marry him but the topic of religion 
always cropped up. I told him I would only marry him in the 
Catholic Church and the children would have to be reared as 
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Catholics. He wouldn’t agree to this. I often cried myself to 
sleep, as it all seemed so hopeless. Everyone thought he was 
very nice. Mrs Thompson thought he would make a good 
husband. Her advice was to marry the man who loves you rather 
than the man you love. Everyone was telling me I should marry 
him. 

The Regent Theatre had a ‘pin-up girl’ competition going to 
promote a movie that was showing. Rita Hayworth was in the 
movie called “Pin Up Girl”. Irene encouraged me to enter. The 
first stage was to send in a photograph. If you passed that test 
you were informed to be at the Regent Theatre on one of the 
nights. I got my call to be at the Regent! 

Each night, before the screening, each girl from the group 
paraded, one at a time, on stage. The winner for the night was 
picked by applause. 

I was in the second group and won that round. The three 
finalists had to parade one last and final night. I didn’t expect to 
win, but to my surprise and delight I was chosen the winner! 

I had a crown placed on my head and a sash over my chest. 
If I remember correctly the prize for the winner was 10 shillings. 
I was offered a contract with a model agency, but I didn’t take it 
up. 

Rick was waiting for me at the end of the competition. We 
drove up to One Tree Hill, a spot in Brisbane where you could 
take in the view of the Brisbane lights below. He said: “I will 
marry you and you can have whatever you want”. Suddenly I 
decided I didn’t want to get married after all! I think I had 
wanted him more because I couldn’t have him. I feel that the 
unobtainable is always more desirable than what is freely 
available. He said, quoting Lord Byron: “it is better to have 
loved and lost than never to have loved at all”. Maybe I was too 
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young at nineteen to appreciate him. That was the end of our 
romance. I didn’t see Rick again. 

He was a very easy going man and wouldn’t argue. I had 
often thought that I would have appreciated him more if he had 
slammed the car door and driven off, at times, after a tiff. We 
had talked of marriage and children, and he said he would prefer 
to have girls than boys. I don’t think he liked the thought of 
handling boys. He didn’t try for sex. I was surprised when he 
told me he hadn’t had sex. I thought it strange for a twenty nine 
year old man to still be a virgin. 

I told Mum I was going to marry a man who would stand 
up to me and not give me all my own way. Mum advised me 
otherwise. Rhett Butler in ‘Gone with the Wind’ was the type of 
man I was looking for.  

Back at work, Kenway asked me to put my photo and sash 
from the pin-up competition in his shop window. He had a card 
printed that said I had made the hats in the window. I didn’t 
think to ask for more money for that!!! 

24. FRIGHTENING TIMES 
There were great moments I experienced at the hotel 

Victory while I lived there. There were also many scary 
experiences. When I first arrived from the country I didn’t even 
lock my bedroom door at night or at any time. The nights in 
Brisbane were so hot, I didn’t think anything of going to bed 
with the door open and the window to the balcony also pushed 
up. I wasn’t the only one to do that. 

Then there were several robberies, I got a little more 
careful hiding my money. As I have said: I didn’t keep a tidy 
room, so I left a shoe with my money tucked in the toe. I 
figured a robber would think that was too obvious and kick it 
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out of his way. One night, Irene went down to write the menu 
for dinner and told the kitchen staff what I had done. They were 
mostly a motley lot. I said it wasn’t much good me thinking up 
good hiding places if she was going to tell everyone where I put 
it! 

After dinner one night, I decided to fill in my taxation 
return. Going into my room to get the papers and my 
identification number, I felt the presence of someone in the 
room beside me. Turning around, I saw a man standing behind 
the bedroom door and looking at me. I opened my mouth to 
scream but, as in a nightmare, not a sound came out. I finally 
screamed “man in my room”. An overcoat was hanging behind 
the door with the pocket stuffed with money. Luckily Sid was 
up in his room and came in. He asked me if anything was 
missing. I saw the money was still there. Sid told him to “beat 
it” and let him go. 

On another occasion I was lying on my bed reading a book 
and looked up to see a form standing at my open door. He had 
his hat pulled down, his collar turned up. I said: “are you 
looking for someone?” he said: “yeah, I am looking for Jimmy 
‘Iggens, ‘ave you ‘eard of ‘im?” I said: “enquire down at the bar, 
they will tell you”. I later walked along the hall to see him 
disappearing out into the street. I was getting more careful now 
about locking my door. 

Lying in bed late one night, thinking what a nice time I had 
had at a dance, I suddenly heard my door knob turn! I lay there 
almost too frightened to breathe, expecting to see a form 
coming through the open window (my window opened onto the 
balcony which was just around the corner from my bedroom 
door). Next morning while having breakfast, I mentioned my 
scare of the night before. Miss White the retired school teacher 
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said she had woken to find someone in her room. She said that 
she had asked: “what are you doing here?” and an American 
voice replied: “sorry mam I was looking for Vylie”. She said: 
“there are no violets here so get out!” Her room had a door 
opening onto a hall and a door going out onto the balcony. 

A young girl, who was the daughter of the family leasing 
the Exchange Hotel opposite, had been raped by an American. 
She had returned from school and was doing her homework in 
her room when it happened. He was caught and brought to trial. 
He received a very strict sentence and was sent home in disgrace 
to serve out his gaol sentence. 

It is a wonder I wasn’t raped or murdered. I came all too 
close one night when I had returned to The Victory with an 
American soldier I had just met. I had on a black velvet jacket 
Irene had made for me. It had long black straps at the neck for 
tying. When he was refused sex, he crossed them at my throat 
and said he could take it. I said: “you would get caught”. He 
replied that he would be gone before anyone found out. It must 
have crossed his mind to murder or rape me. Strangely I wasn’t 
frightened as one would expect I would have been, but I didn’t 
waste any time moving away and going up the stairs and to my 
room. 

Another night I said goodnight to a man after a date who 
then followed me to the bottom of the stairs and then up the 
stairs. I kept telling him to go. Next I was through the swing 
door to the front of the hall leading to my bedroom and still he 
hadn’t left. I said I would call my brother-in-law if he didn’t go, 
thankfully he did. I would have hated to have had to call Sid. As 
I said, Sid didn’t have much time for the Americans and I would 
have had to get him out of bed. 
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On yet another night I had gone to the pictures (these days 
it’s called the cinema) with Veronica. We said goodnight on the 
corner as we were going in different directions. As I crossed the 
street I noticed an army officer looking me up and down twice. I 
turned to go down Edward Street and as I walked a few steps I 
heard foot steps behind me. I turned to see him behind me. As I 
hurried so did he. The street was dark with no one around and I 
still had to face the back gate and yard. As I got nearer I started 
to run. Shaking with fright, I ran up the stairs and, safely in my 
room, I walked out on the balcony to see him returning the way 
he had come. As with Brian, Mum’s prayers, or my guardian 
angel, was looking after me. 

One experience I had wasn’t scary but a little embarrassing. 
An elderly gentleman often stayed at the hotel. He caught me by 
surprise one night and asked me if I would give him the honour 
of accompanying him to the theatre to see a movie. On the spot 
I couldn’t think of an excuse so I went along. He was the 
perfect gentleman. (I was anxious about how I would introduce 
him should I have bumped into one of the girls from work). To 
them he would have looked like a ‘sugar daddy’ (an older man 
whom a woman dates because of the luxuries he showers on 
her). I think I would have introduced him as Uncle Charlie! 

During the war years, Irene went to Toowoomba to visit 
Beverley in boarding school. I remember one occasion when I 
had gone to the pictures. Sid also had gone out and on his 
return, while crossing the street, he saw the light on in his room. 
Strangely, as it wasn’t his normal habit, before he left Sid picked 
up the revolver he had a license for, as he kept a safe with the 
bar takings in his bedroom. As he approached his room he flung 
open the door. A man was waiting with a large torch held high 
to hit him as he walked through the door. Sid pulled out his gun 
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and said: “drop it mate”. “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot” came the 
anxious reply. Sid marched him along to the phone and held the 
gun while he phoned the police. When they arrived they asked 
the intruder when he had gotten out of gaol, his reply was 
“yesterday”. Much to the disgust of the police, Sid decided not 
to press charges. 

Irene had a lot of trouble finding good staff. One day she 
employed “Tess” as a waitress. Tess was a tall, attractive young 
girl but she wore dowdy clothes. She didn’t wear a uniform as it 
cost too many coupons, so she had to work in her own clothes. 
She must have been a bit odd, as on one night she picked 
poppies from the Botanical Gardens to put on the tables. Tess 
had to scale the gate to the Gardens to get them. We all looked 
up one night as Tess walked into the dining room in a lovely 
black velvet gown, a string of pearls around her neck and 
smelling of an exotic perfume. It turned out Mrs O’Brien had 
asked Sid whether she could leave some bags there from one of 
her many travels. He had put them in one of the maids quarters’ 
rooms, of course not locking the door. Tess had found them 
and had helped herself to the clothes and the Chanel No. 5 
perfume! 

There were a few occasions when I was the waitress for the 
night, although not as often as the number of times Irene had to 
be the cook. Experienced cooks were much more difficult to 
find then waitresses. 

25. END OF THE WAR 
We listened to a radio at work and had many a 

disagreement on our choice of programs. We all had the right to 
change stations as we pleased. Often, someone would change 
the station much to the annoyance of someone else who would 
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say that they were listening to that. One afternoon program we 
all agreed on was a story called “These Old Shades”, read by Tom 
McGreggor. He had a rich voice and would alter his voice to 
read the part of a man or a woman. It was a sad story. Many a 
time we would have to get a handkerchief to wipe a tear away. 

We enjoyed Glen Miller’s music and the songs of the day. 
If the music had a fast beat, one felt like working a little faster. 
One place where we didn’t work so fast was at the iron, which 
was needed for our work.  

One afternoon all was quiet when an important news flash 
came on: the war was over! We all put down our work and 
rushed outside into the street. It was swarming with people. 
Ticker tape was raining down from all the buildings. People 
everywhere were going crazy, screaming with delight at the end 
of the war. The year was 1945, 15th August. 

26. ALL HALLOWS 
After spending over two years boarding in Toowoomba, 

Beverley was coming back to Brisbane to live. She was a little 
over ten years old and still too young, her parents felt, to go 
back to live at the hotel. They decided to book her into All 
Hallows Boarding School. Our cousin was a nun there and 
looked out for Beverley but she had to obey all the rules, 
including eating everything that was put down in front of her. 
Beverley was nearly expelled once when she poked her tongue 
out at a nun. 

Beverley loved all sport and was excellent at tennis and 
swimming. Sid would call and drive the nuns to watch some of 
the swimming carnivals that Beverley was in. She felt sport was 
the only thing that made boarding school bearable. She wasn’t 
allowed out on weekends as country children were there, and it 

79 



CARMEL WOODEN 

was thought it would be harder on them if the city boarders 
were allowed out. Irene and Sid used to go up to visit her every 
Sunday, Irene would take a nice baked dinner from the hotel, 
and also mangoes, custard apple or whatever fruit was in season 
at the time. Term holidays were a special time. Irene would try 
to make up for all the lost time together – unless there were 
staff problems. 

27. GEORGE CAMPBELL 
The war was now over, the Americans had left our shores 

and civilian life was getting back to some kind of normality. 
George Campbell was a school teacher before the war and 
returned from his war service as a navigator in the Air Force. He 
was staying at the hotel. He was allowed time and board to do 
exams for promotions which he had missed while he was serving 
overseas. I never found him at all attractive as he was shorter than 
me and fifteen years older. On nights when I was alone I went 
along to the lounge room and I would find him interesting to talk 
to, telling me of his war time adventures in different countries. 
He had trained in England and spent time in India. Sid had said 
at the dinner table one night what a nice man he was. When 
George asked me to go out on a date with him, Sid said: “you are 
going out with HIM?” Sid and Irene had been like parents to me 
and I had always asked their advice. Irene had said she couldn’t 
have had me there if I had been any trouble to her. I went out 
with George. 

Some nights I wouldn’t let him kiss me. There never was 
any passionate kissing between us. At times I even walked a 
distance from him as he was shorter than me. His family came 
down from the country and his mother grabbed me in a great 
bear hug when I met her. I asked him what he had said to his 
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mother. He told me that she had asked him if he was interested. 
He had replied “yes”, so that meant our relationship was a ‘done 
deal’ to her! They were a good Catholic family. George wanted 
me to go with him to meet his sister who was a nun. I didn’t 
want to get any more involved and I didn’t go to meet her. 

After his exams were over he was transferred to 
Normanton up in the gulf country. He gave me a gold watch 
and had ‘Carmel’ engraved on it. He said he hoped to put 
‘Campbell’ on it and he asked me to marry him. I had no 
hesitation in saying no. Irene came up from working in the bar 
and said he had tears in his eyes as he told her of my decision. 

More than fifty years later, my granddaughter Leona came 
over to see me. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw the gold 
watch she had on. I asked her where she got it from and she 
said: “Mum gave it to me, it has her name on the back”. ‘Mum’ 
was Carmel Anne. Carmel Anne had dropped the Anne from 
her name. I remembered it had gone through the washing 
machine in the pocket of Carmel Anne’s school uniform many 
years before Leona got it. I hadn’t remembered getting it fixed 
but here it was, still ticking! 

After I was married, George still came into Rockmans to 
see me. He married ‘Agnes’ and wanted her to come in to meet 
me. I am not surprised that she didn’t come in with him. She 
probably came in on her own to see what I looked like. Years 
later Irene met George in the street. He told Irene that he and 
Agnes had eight children!! 

28. IRENE & SID 
Shortly after I met Rick, Irene and Sid decided to close the 

dining room for 12 months. They were having such a lot of 
trouble finding decent staff. Sometimes Irene would go into the 
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kitchen to write the menu for dinner and find the cook chasing 
the waitress around the kitchen with a carving knife. She found 
cooks were often very temperamental, and it was very hard to 
get a good one. There were times when she couldn’t get staff on 
short notice and she would find herself in the kitchen, often just 
as Beverley was due to come home on her all too short holiday 
from boarding school. I stayed on at the Victory for some time. 
Irene, Sid and I used to go up a steep hill for dinner at the 
Canberra Private Hotel each evening. The actors John 
McCallum and his wife Googie Withers were also staying there 
and we would see them at dinner. 

Soon I found the living too expensive and so I decided I 
must move out. I went to stay with a very nice elderly couple, 
the Thompsons. They had two sons who were married and had 
long since moved out. I think the Thompsons enjoyed having 
someone young in their home again. The Thompsons were the 
same couple Veronica had stayed with when she worked at the 
ammunition factory. 

Mr Thompson used to knock on my door in the morning 
to wake me up for work and say “Is our baby up yet?” I would 
be too embarrassed to answer to that, so he would repeat it 
again until I did. He told me to call him Charlie.  

The Thompsons had a lovely old home. Opposite was the 
Cilento family home – Diane Cilento, the actress who made a 
name for herself in America, came from that family. One time 
while I was holidaying in Caloundra, another beach resort, I met 
one of the Cilento sons who was also training to be a doctor. He 
had called into my workplace on his return to ask me for a date. 
We went out together once but nothing came of it. 

At dinner time Charlie (I didn’t call him that) would tell us 
the same joke nearly every night: a man went fishing and caught 
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a fish that weighed 12 pounds but it got away. Every night his 
wife would dutifully ask him how he knew what it weighed if it 
had gotten away. Charlie would reply that it got away with its 
scales on. Every night she would laugh and say: “you are so 
funny Charlie”. 

As the law was eventually changed, requiring hotels to have 
a dining room, Irene and Sid re-opened the dining room. I 
returned to the Victory then also. The guests would comment: 
“what a lovely dinner” and Sid would say: “that is because my 
wife is in the kitchen”. Irene was really very smart and could 
turn her hand to anything.  

Sid was getting restless with hotel life. As he got the hotel 
with no effort or hard work on his part, I don’t think he 
appreciated it as much as he would have if he had worked hard 
to get it. Sid leased the hotel out for 12 months, and after the 
twelve months he decided to sell out and retire. He was only 
forty six. The government of the day had put a ceiling price on 
property, but somehow I think he got a little over that. They 
bought a home in East Brisbane. 

Sid and Irene were enjoying the freedom of just spending 
their time together, enjoying a cup of tea, going to a movie each 
Friday and fishing. Sid really enjoyed fishing, and when I lived at 
the hotel I had on a few occasions gone out with him and Irene 
on a boat on the Coomera River. While Irene and I wouldn’t 
even feel a bite, Sid would be pulling in one fish after another. 
He would catch enough fish to put on the hotel menu for one 
or two weeks. They were lovely whiting. Now he had time to 
fish, spend a day at the races or do as he wished. The Biggera 
River on the Gold Coast is named after Sid’s family!  

Still it wasn’t very long before he felt he needed more to do 
in his life. Sid bought a small fruit farm at Sunnybank, growing 
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avocadoes, custard apples, strawberries and vegetables. He loved 
working in the open, after having been cooped up at the hotel. 
He engaged a share farmer so that he wouldn’t be bound to a 
daily routine. 

While Sid was on his fishing trips, Irene would be busy at 
home. She could never just sit idle but always had to be sewing 
or doing something with her hands. She started making little 
handbags out of felt for children. She would cut out tiny figures 
and dress them with tiny pieces of ribbon, plaits for the girl tied 
with a wool bow, a little boy fishing in a pool of glitter, and even 
the pants had a patch on them and a fish on his hook. She sold 
them to a little shop. 

She then ventured into bigger things. Without any lessons 
she started to make beautiful large lamp shades, they were all 
corded and frilled or swirled and she had no trouble selling them 
to Tritton Homeware store and taking orders. Sid was generous 
so she didn’t need the money but Irene just loved doing it while 
making some lovely dresses for Beverley in between. 

Irene and Sid booked a holiday home each Christmas and 
the Anderson family would join them for a holiday at the Gold 
Coast each year. Irene looked forward to them coming up and 
spending the time with the children. After a few years Beverley 
decided that they would spend their holidays at Forster instead. 

By the early 70s, Sid started to return home later from his 
days at the farm. Irene confided in me that Sid seemed to have 
lost interest in her. She felt he must be having an affair. Irene 
told me of some very angry arguments. Irene was very upset as 
she still loved Sid. She engaged a private detective to follow him. 
The detective said: “forget about him and come away with me!” 
Things went from bad to worse until finally Sid moved out. 
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Irene found out that the ‘other woman’ was the wife of the 
share farmer. 

Sad and alone at home, Irene battled on by herself, working 
to try and keep herself busy. After eighteen months, Sid 
returned to her. The day Sid returned to Irene was the 
anniversary of my Mum’s death. The large grandfather clock 
that had sat silently for the year or more since Sid had been 
away, very strangely began to chime on his return. Irene still 
loved him and was pleased to see him home again.  

Things went along smoothly for some time until Sid 
developed a nasty cough. After several biopsies, and 
bronchoscopies and x-rays, Irene was told he had cancer of the 
lung. No one told Sid but he knew he was very ill. Beverley and 
Bill went up and took him around his old fishing haunts 
(Southport and places that meant something to him). I left my 
work to go up to see him for two weeks and to help Irene with 
the food shopping and chores so she could spend time looking 
after Sid. 

He was very ill and had a hard time sleeping with his cough 
and shortness of breath. They were pleased of my help but sadly 
I had to say goodbye and return to my home and work. Shortly 
after that, Irene broke her arm while shopping and rushing to 
get back to Sid.  

Our cousin, Monsignor Frawley, used to call in to see Sid 
and stay and talk with him. Sid got to like the man and asked 
him to say prayers for him when he died. Irene looked after him 
to his death, washing and dressing him and helping with his 
morphine. When Beverley went with her mother to make the 
funeral arrangements, the funeral home stated that the cleric 
officiating had to be of the same faith as Sid. Given Sid’s 
expressed wish that Monsignor Frawley officiate, Beverley said: 
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“Put dad down as a Catholic”. So Sid went out of the world a 
Catholic after all! 

Beverley returned home to her family in Sydney. Sad and 
lonely, Irene continued in her Brisbane home. Her back was 
giving her a lot of trouble with pain. Veronica went to a hospital 
with her to have a bone density test. Irene was told that her 
spine was in a very poor state as she had osteoporosis. When in 
a car, even a bump on the road would cause bones in her back 
to crumble, giving her great pain. As if all that wasn’t enough, it 
wasn’t long before she felt a lump in her breast. To our horror it 
was diagnosed as cancer. She went to hospital and had the 
breast removed then went to Veronica’s for a short stay when 
she got out of hospital. 

Irene came down to Sydney to visit and, with Beverley and 
Bill, found a unit at Epping which she bought. Irene had the 
massive job of packing up and selling some of the larger pieces 
of furniture and the house. She wasn’t well, and Beverley went 
up twice to help. 

There were tools and things under the house. Irene put an 
ad in the paper for anyone who was interested to come and help 
themselves. Somehow she struggled through it all and made her 
way to Sydney. 

Beverley felt she had been cheated out of her childhood 
because of all her boarding school years. I know Irene and Sid 
made the decision together out of concern for Beverley but 
there is no denying it had a heavy price and Beverley paid it with 
the loss of a home life as a child. Irene also ached at the loss of 
the pleasure of rearing her only child. I feel that this wartime 
experience affected Beverley’s relationship with Irene quite 
significantly. There just wasn’t the bond, it had been stifled. 

86 



MEMORIES OF BYGONE DAYS 

By the time Irene arrived in Sydney to move into her unit 
at Epping, her health was poor. The only people in Sydney that 
she knew were Beverley and me and our respective families. In 
fact, Irene was rather isolated in her unit but it is doubtful that 
she was well enough to enjoy retirement life, She certainly would 
not have wished to live with Bill and Beverley, as she would 
have felt that would be intrusive for them. Irene couldn’t even 
enjoy outings because of her back, and she simply did not feel 
up to it with the constant pain. Beverley had a busy lifestyle and 
I was working. Of course the grandchildren were only young.  

Irene became lonely and despondent. Irene did invite me to 
stay with her two weekends. We didn’t go out as she wasn’t well 
enough even to come and visit me. She tried to busy herself 
making a bed doll for Rosie and for herself and for me. 

It wasn’t long before Beverley took her back to see a 
doctor. She was devastated to find that not only had the cancer 
returned, it had gone to her brain. 

She was put into hospital and was given morphine for the 
pain. Irene tried to resist having it, as she got dreadful 
nightmares as a result of it. 

Irene died a horrible death in 1981. She had asked to be 
cremated, as all her life she had suffered from claustrophobia 
and could not bear the thought of being buried. I have known 
her to walk up seven flights of stairs rather than get in a lift. She 
had a horror of being buried alive. 

I dearly loved Sid and Irene. They were like parents to me. 
I lived with them for eight years, going through my adolescence 
with them. I was fourteen when I arrived and twenty two when 
I left. 

Sid was 73 when he died, Irene only 69. 
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29. BEVERLEY 
Beverley was sixteen when she was my bridesmaid, and was 

finishing her schooling the same year. She had considered going 
on to university to be a physiotherapist but had decided she had 
had enough – who could blame her? 

Beverley moved home for the first time, free of school. 
After some time of relaxation she started work with Pat and 
Brian in their butcher shop as a cashier and looking after the 
accounts. She stayed there for a short time before finding work 
with the army doing office work in their barracks. Beverley 
started to make some more nice friends. 

Around this time, Beverley started to meet boyfriends and 
bring them home to meet her Mum and Dad. Sid would take 
them fishing. If they passed ‘the test’ they were okay. The test 
they would take was on the Coomera River. Sid knew every 
good fishing spot and bend of the river, moving the boat with 
the turn of the tide. First, worms had to be caught. The 
boyfriend would have to get out of the boat in knee deep mud 
to find the worms, getting one leg out as the other leg would 
sink deeper into the mud. There was always the thought that a 
mud crab might grab a toe and think it was a nice morsel to eat! 
I only tried it once. There were two boyfriends that I heard 
about: one young man would carefully pat the sand even before 
putting down his towel, then put sunscreen on his nose. Irene 
wondered if he would make the grade but both young fellows 
passed ‘the test’. But Beverley soon discarded them anyway! 

Beverley decided she wanted to see some of the world. 
With four friends she boarded a liner and set sail for London for 
a twelve month holiday. Beverley was seasick the whole six 
weeks at sea, living on not much more than soda water. On 
arrival, they spent some time looking around London before 
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they hired a car and set off for Europe, taking turns to drive. 
After about three months travelling together Beverley wasn’t 
enjoying their company anymore and couldn’t wait to get back 
to London so she could do her own thing. They arrived back in 
London to a pea soup fog and after saying farewell to her 
friends, Beverley set out to find accommodation. Once in her 
room, Beverley promptly threw herself down on the bed and 
wept at feeling so alone. She soon realized tears weren’t going to 
get her anywhere so she went out to find a job. She found a 
position in the office of a large hospital and soon started to 
meet nice new friends and went flatting with them. Twelve 
months soon rolled by and, broke, she wired home for her fare 
to be sent over for her return, again by boat as was the usual 
custom of travelling abroad. 

Back in Brisbane, Beverley found life too dull after her 
travels and so decided to move to Sydney and look for 
employment. One of her English friends decided to join her 
and, with another friend Beverley had made, they set up in a flat 
after finding employment. One of her friends had been out on a 
date and had arranged for him to bring a friend along the next 
time as a blind date for Beverley. The blind date was Bill 
Anderson. I don’t think the first date was a great success but 
there was enough interest to organize another date. This time it 
was just the two of them and they got along much better and a 
romance very soon blossomed until the old face of religion 
reared its head again and the romance was called off. 

One night, Beverley and her friends had a party in their 
unit. They went to work the next day but to their great surprise, 
on reaching home, they found that they were locked out with all 
their possessions inside! The landlady said that they had made 
too much noise! 

89 



CARMEL WOODEN 

Beverley and her English friend moved in with Mervyn and 
me for a short time and got in touch with Bill for his advice as 
to what to do. Like a knight in shining armour he came to her 
aid and once again, the romance was on. It wasn’t very long 
before there was talk of an engagement and the wedding was 
being discussed. Sid and Irene gave them a lovely wedding in 
Sydney and a lovely wooden box of Hampton Court cutlery as a 
wedding present. 

Beverley and Bill lived with Bill’s mother for a year or two. 
David, a bouncing baby boy, was first to arrive, followed by 
beautiful baby girl Rosemary, then Rodger and Stuart. They built 
a home at Beecroft, and after David’s birth they moved into 
their new home. 

30. ANGELA AND HER UPS AND DOWNS 
Angela battled with her marriage and with the lack of 

money in trying to raise seven children. Alex was a good worker. 
He worked at his barber shop, later moving it up to a shop in 
Queen Street. If Mervyn came home with a good haircut I 
would say: “Alex cut it didn’t he?” I would be right. 

After locking up his shop at night, Alex would go and clean 
trams. Then, sadly, he would spend most of his hard earned 
money on alcohol and horse races. He had a lot on his 
shoulders, to feed and clothe his big family of nine. Sometimes 
he would take off and leave the family. Once he passed himself 
off as a wool classer, which is a highly regarded profession. He 
was a good cook, again getting employment as a cook on a 
sheep station. When he was gone from the family home there 
was peace, but no money coming in, as the money never made it 
home. It would find its way into pubs and bars instead. 
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Angela, who had never worked before her marriage, had to 
be the provider. Irene often gave Angela some of her dresses 
and Beverley’s clothes to the children. At one time, Angela and 
Alex had a flat above a cake shop. Angela also was a good cook 
and worked in the cake shop. Eventually they moved into their 
own home. Angela worked very hard caring for the children by 
day and working in a pineapple factory at night. 

When working locally, Alex would return home drunk and 
aggressive. Sometimes Angela and the kids would get out of the 
house to avoid it all. One night at Hendra I went out to a little 
shop to buy some milk and found Angela in a very distressed 
state with the little ones. They had tried to go home when they 
thought Alex was asleep to find he had locked the door. I took 
them back to Mum’s. Angela wouldn’t have gone to Mum’s as 
she wouldn’t have wanted to worry her. 

Sadly, while in her 40s, their eldest daughter Joan was killed 
in a car accident. Some years later, Joan was followed by their 
son Kevin, who had adopted the worst of his father’s traits. 
Alex died in New Guinea of a brain hemorrhage on one of his 
trips away from home. Angela had his body flown back in a lead 
coffin and he was buried in Brisbane. Sadly, at eighty four, 
Angela developed Alzheimer’s. Her daughter Annette devoted 
her life to caring for her mother. Angela died in 2001 aged 
nearly ninety one years. 

31. PAT AND BRIAN 
Brian returned to Brisbane after the war. He met up with 

Norma again but they soon found that they had nothing in 
common, so they parted company. Brian received his army pay. 
Pat had experience managing the butcher business. Together, 
they went into business. They bought the business that Pat had 
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been managing. Pat was an easy going man and didn’t have 
much of a head for business. He was happy with the money he 
was making. Brian had a keener sense of business and soon 
expanded the business and started wholesaling. 

Pat married May, and Pat at least, would have dearly loved 
to have had a family. He and May went together to have tests. 
The doctors couldn’t find any reason why they couldn’t 
conceive but they never did. 

I was pregnant when I went to visit Pat and May. Pat had 
tears in his eyes as he told me how fortunate I was being 
pregnant. They were not so keen to adopt but wanted their own 
babies. It was the days before the pill so many girls were having 
abortions. He remarked how unfair life was when they would 
have loved to have a baby while others were getting rid of theirs. 
He said: “if I can’t have children I will fill my yard with bloody 
animals”. He had three Pekinese, a kangaroo and a racehorse 
(which he shared a drink of beer with daily and which they both 
enjoyed!). He kept the racehorse in his backyard. 

Brian met Robin who was beautiful, and they fell in love. 
She was only seventeen or eighteen when they got married. 
Brian was 27 years old and a silent veteran of horrible war. They 
had a lovely two storey home built very near Cloudland at Bowen 
Hills. A large swimming pool was installed and the latest model 
car graced the driveway. They even had an ocean going yacht. 
(When the Brisbane flood hit in 1972, Brian had gone down to 
moor his boat safely and was asked to go out in his boat to help 
people in distress. He spent the night doing his good deed to 
return in the morning to find his new car under water). 

After moving into their new home, Brian and Robin had 
some custom made furniture made to suit the house. They must 
have carelessly left red paint lying around, as Dianne and 
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Christine painted some of the new furniture red! Robin’s mother 
moved in with them also for a while. They had three beautiful 
daughters like their mother and two sons. Brian was smoking 
and drinking more than he should have. I saw him at a dance 
one night when he shouldn’t have been there. He went to the 
war at eighteen years of age, a time when most men of that age 
should be going and meeting girls, going to parties and sowing 
their wild oats. While he was up in New Guinea driving his jeep, 
with the stench of dead bodies by the road side, he would be 
wondering if he would be meeting the same fate that day or the 
next. One couldn’t expect him to come home the same young 
man after going to war. 

Naturally they had some arguments, finally divorcing after 
thirty years of marriage. Brian moved into a very nice unit at 
East Brisbane and John, his son, lived with him. Brian was 
washing, ironing and picking up after him, saying how untidy he 
was! 

Mervyn and I went to visit Brian in 1987. He said he had 
intended to have all the family over for lunch but Paul the 
youngest of the family wasn’t feeling well. Instead, Brian cooked 
a lovely baked dinner and said he would take us to each one’s 
home to meet them and their family. They were all in very nice 
two storey homes. Lastly we went to Robin’s home to see her 
and Paul. Robin had a single level home but I thought it was the 
nicest one of all. 

Sadly Brian had been diagnosed with lung cancer. He was a 
fighter and didn’t give in and hoped to beat it. They were still on 
good terms as a family, with Brian covering Robin and Paul with 
health insurance. Robin asked him to remarry her sometime 
after the divorce but Brian had refused. He went through 
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chemotherapy and was very sick. Robin took him home and 
nursed him until his death. Brian died in 1988. 

Pat had been ill for years, having one stroke after another. 
He died at a very young age – sixty three. May has also gone but 
Robin and I still talk on the phone every so often. 

32. VERONICA GETS MARRIED 
So many young men of Veronica’s age had been the first to 

answer the call of duty to fight on foreign soil. There were many 
thousands, and as they had to pass a health test, only the cream 
of the nation were chosen. In troop ships they sailed away to 
fight in a foreign country, sadly very many were to spill their 
blood there, never to return to their homeland. 

All the Americans who were lucky enough to survive the 
war had also returned. This left an acute shortage of eligible men 
of Veronica’s age, and mine. She had fallen in love with Tommy, 
a sailor who came from Salt Lake City in America. He was a 
very nice man although he didn’t like me as I often tagged along. 
At times he would bring a friend along for me. He told Veronica 
I was spoilt. Looking back, maybe I was. He used to sing to 
Veronica, who he called Bonny – “My Bonny lives over the ocean, my 
Bonny lives over the sea, bring back my Bonny to me”. He loved 
Veronica but sadly his ship went down in the battle of the Coral 
Sea with all lives lost. 

There was also Bruce, who was an Australian but I don’t 
know what happened to him, maybe she was too keen to get 
married and that had frightened him off, but I don’t know. 

We were walking down Queen Street one Sunday 
afternoon when I spied Ben who had returned from the war and 
I pointed him out to her. They struck up a conversation and he 
asked her out. The romance started from that. Sometime later 
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they decided to get married. Pat was Ben’s best man and I was 
bridesmaid. Coupons were still in so we couldn’t have long 
dresses. Again Irene did the sewing for us. 

Veronica had a small but very nice wedding in a little 
nightclub in Queen Street and paid for it herself as Mum and 
Dad couldn’t afford to. They didn’t get very many presents as 
nothing but war items were manufactured or imported during 
the war. Even household items such as sheets were coupon 
listed as were pots and pans and the like and they were in very 
short supply – if you were lucky enough to find them. 

They rented rooms. With so many men and husbands 
returning, people were trying to get back to some kind of 
normal living and accommodation was very scarce. Sadly they 
were not married very long before cracks began to appear in the 
marriage. Ben said he felt he was trapped and yearned for 
freedom. 

He had returned from army life and his life before that 
hadn’t been so happy either. He said to Veronica: “I am going 
to leave you”. Devastated she begged him to stay. This went on 
for some time. It was slowly getting her down. She went down 
to see Irene and ask her advice. Irene’s advice was “don’t beg 
him to stay. If he says it again say, if you want to go, then go”. 
Next time he said he was going, Veronica said: “if you want to 
go, then go”. He didn’t go and never mentioned it again. They 
worked very hard after they got married, Veronica found a job 
as a filing clerk in the taxation office, she was very happy 
working there. 

Veronica voted for Bob Menzies for another term. Shortly 
after the election, he passed a law that all married women 
employed by the government were to be dismissed thereby 
making more jobs available for returning personnel from the 
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war. Forced from her job, Veronica then worked for old ladies 
living alone in their home.  

Veronica was always very careful, going without many 
things to save the money required to buy a home. At last she 
and Ben bought the home at Hendra that Mum and Dad had 
built and they paid cash for it! It was just a little home. When 
they had their home they decided a baby would make everything 
complete. Sadly they tried for a year or two without success. 
They decided to adopt and told the family of their intentions. 
Around this time they moved to a much larger home and nicer 
suburb in Tarragindi. 

Beverley was at All Hallows school at this stage. The nuns 
there suggested that it might be a good idea if the students 
pooled the money they had left over from their pocket money 
and took children from an orphanage for a day’s picnic. 
Beverley felt Elaine, who was seven, stood out from the rest 
with her broad smile. She suggested to Veronica that they adopt 
her. Veronica said that she wouldn’t adopt her but would take 
her in for the Christmas holiday. Veronica bought her lovely 
clothes and beautiful toys for Christmas. Naturally Elaine didn’t 
want to go back to the orphanage. Angela, even with her family 
of seven, said that she would take Elaine in rather than see her 
go back. There was pressure put on Veronica from all sides and 
finally she and Ben decided to adopt her. 

Elaine recalled, as a little girl of about two, having a red 
coat put on her and being taken to a big black car to be driven 
to the orphanage and left there. She was seven when Veronica 
adopted her. Naturally she had problems, Veronica had also 
suffered a nervous breakdown as a result of her unfulfilled 
marriage and found it very hard to cope with a child of seven 
who had problems. I have often wondered if they had adopted a 
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baby girl as Veronica had wanted, whether it might have 
satisfied her need of love and being loved. But it wasn’t to be. 
As it turned out, the adoption wasn’t very good for anyone. 

Ben would come home from work and hand his pay packet 
over saying “here boss”. But Veronica confided that there was 
no tenderness in love making and that she lacked the feeling of 
being loved that she so desperately craved. Veronica loved 
dressing up in ball gowns and going to dances. Ben was a 
homebody and while he didn’t mind her going, he wouldn’t join 
her. He really wasn’t interested in going anywhere socially. He 
liked to come home from work to find Veronica there ready to 
put his dinner on the table. Eventually Veronica did meet 
someone else at a dance. Ben found out and, of course, it all 
went downhill from there. 

Veronica was divorced from Ben for many years. When she 
died in her sleep, she was holding rosary beads in her hand as 
she had become very religious. She died on 13th November 
1997, just one month short of her 78th birthday. 

Veronica had always played a very important part in my 
life: from the early days when she held my hand going to school 
and cupped her hands for me to get a drink from a running tap. 
She was six years older than me and I felt she was always there 
to protect me. 

33. MERVYN WOODEN 
I had been working for Kenway for five years. Rockmans 

had opened a shop in Brisbane. It was on a much smaller scale 
than June Millinery and minus the revolving trimming bar with 
just a little alcove to serve the same purpose. I thought the 
surrounds were more interesting than where I was working and 
it was time for a change. Also the pay was better at Rockmans. 
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I approached the boss for a job and was asked when I 
could start. Mr Kenway was away on business so I gave my 
notice to his brother who rarely came in. By the time Kenway 
returned from his trip he was very surprised to find me gone. 
He phoned me one evening at the hotel. I had just left the 
spring collection of hats. He said looking that I had surpassed 
my previous efforts and asked me to return on a much better 
salary. I told him it was the principle more than anything, as I 
wasn’t short of money and I was staying at the hotel, board free. 

I became friendly with Margaret, the other lady working at 
Rockmans. She was divorced and had been married to a twin. 
Strangely he and his twin brother had both worked for Pat and 
Brian in their butchery business. The twins went on their rounds 
delivering meat and collecting money from accounts that had 
gone out, and issued receipts, but instead of returning the 
money, they pocketed it. Pat and Brian were going to charge 
them for the return of the money but their father begged them 
not to. He said he would pay the money instead. He had just 
finished paying a grocer for the same thing. Margaret said if one 
was seen out with another woman he would blame his brother. 
She had divorced her husband. 

Margaret asked me to go to a dance with her one night. I 
wasn’t very keen and said if I wasn’t there at the appointed time 
not to wait for me. After dinner, nothing better was on offer so 
I went along. A dark haired man with a moustache and brown 
eyes came over and asked me for a dance. His name was Mervyn 
Wooden. He had taken Margaret home from a previous dance. 

Mervyn was up from Sydney and waiting for a train strike 
to end as he was going further north to work on maintenance of 
machinery that crushed sugar cane. We danced the night away. 
He wasn’t a very good dancer, although he told me that he had 
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taken lessons before leaving Sydney. He took me home and 
asked me out on a date. We went to see a movie. I remember it 
was 17th March, St Patrick’s Day. While waiting on the balcony 
for him to cross the street one night, I noticed that he wore tan 
and white shoes and a watch chain dangling from a pocket in his 
slacks, I thought he looked a bit of a dandy. Irene asked me if I 
was getting serious about him and I said: “no way!” 

We had started up a tennis club at Rockmans and Mervyn 
came along. He lived in a hostel and Joyce, a girl I worked with, 
also lived there. One night Mervyn was spied out with another 
girl and it had got back to me via Joyce whom he dubbed ‘Smit 
the Spy’. Knowing I would have been told, he brought the 
subject up. I told him it didn’t worry me and that he was free to 
go out with anyone, the same as me. He asked me to go steady. 

Later Joyce got drunk on a ship party, fell overboard and 
drowned. 

One night I went to a dance with him and decided I would 
finish with him. I was getting tired of his aggression in his 
pursuit for sex. I danced with Brian who was also there. I asked 
him what the average girl was like and whether all men had a 
one track mind for sex. He replied “how should I know what 
the average girl is like”. Mervyn noticed I was quiet all evening 
and said: “hello stranger”, I told him of my decision and he 
promised to behave. 

By this time Mum and Dad had moved down to live in 
Brisbane to be near the family. They lived with Angela and Alex 
and their many children while their home was being demolished 
in Hampton. The materials from the Hampton home were 
shipped to Brisbane and, with the aid of more weatherboards, 
two small homes were built in Hendra, not far from Angela. 
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Veronica bought one which she kept like a doll’s house. Mum 
and Dad had the other one. 

After living at the hotel for eight years, I moved out to live 
at Hendra with Mum and Dad. Irene and Sid gave me a very 
good tennis racket as a going away present. My romance with 
Mervyn continued from Hendra. He would bring a small posy 
of flowers for Mum and a box of chocolates of me. Mum and 
Dad both liked him. 

I caught a bus to work and sometimes, if I was running 
late, the driver would look down the road and wait if he saw me 
coming. At night, after Mervyn had left me, the buses had 
stopped running. He would have to walk a distance to a tram 
terminal to go to the river to catch a ferry back to the hostel. If 
he missed the last ferry, he would have to ring a bell to get the 
ferry to take him across. He found these nights very cold and 
sent home for his overcoat to be sent up. 

Around this time, Mum had found a letter addressed to 
Dad. She was horrified to find Dad was still corresponding with 
his Hampton mistress through a box number. This upset Mum 
very much. 

Mervyn didn’t ask me to marry him but would say “when 
we get married”. He didn’t find satisfactory work in Brisbane 
and decided to go home to save some money. Wages were not 
as high in Queensland and he felt there was more opportunity in 
Sydney. 

All the boyfriends I had had were all older than me, but 
Mervyn was twelve months younger than me. I was twenty two, 
he had turned twenty one. He returned home and we started 
letter-writing daily. 

Back at work, Margaret decided she would like to move to 
Melbourne to work and asked me would I like to go with her for 
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six months. The idea appealed to me, as I thought I could catch 
up with Mervyn in Sydney, have a short holiday, then meet 
Margaret and go together to Melbourne. I was invited to stay 
with Mervyn’s family for my Sydney visit, but declined and 
decided to stay at Petty’s hotel instead. I booked a first class 
train ticket, like when I had travelled with Irene and Beverley, 
but this time it was minus a sleeper and I had to sit up all night. 

 
On arriving in Sydney, Mervyn met me at the station and 

delivered me to Pettys. He had decided to take the week or 
more off work to see me daily. He took me out to meet his 
family for dinner. His mother Betty was a Scot with a very broad 
accent. The family were of a different religion to me. Mervyn 
and I had many a discussion on the matter of marriage and the 
children following my religion. I don’t think his mother 
approved of his choice of girlfriend, particularly as I was a 
Catholic and he hadn’t been back from Queensland very long 
and was now spending his time with me. 

As Mervyn called for me each day, he was getting later and 
later. Downstairs, waiting for him one day, the doorman said: 
“he is late today isn’t he”. The fact that someone else had 
noticed his lateness made me even more annoyed with him. 
When he arrived I was so angry I didn’t say anything or even 
look at him as we walked out. Somewhere down the street he 
said: “have you noticed anything different about me?”. On 
looking I noticed he was minus the moustache. He told me he 
went to bed with the blind up and woke to a darkened room 
with the blind pulled down. I suspected sabotage by his mother. 
In his hurry to shave, he had cut a little too much on one side of 
his moustache. He had tried to even it up and when that didn’t 
work, he had shaved it all off. 
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We enjoyed our time together, now it was time for me to 
meet Margaret and go to Melbourne. I thought going to 
Melbourne might be a good idea because of the constant battle 
with Mervyn over sex. I kissed Mervyn goodbye and set off on 
our journey. We bought our train ticket to Melbourne, again on 
a steam train. This time it was second class and we had to sit up 
all night. Margaret was kind enough to allow me to face the way 
we were going while she sat opposite. On the way down in first 
class I had a head rest each side of the seat, now we only had 
one rest and with an aching neck we travelled on to Albury. 

Arriving at about midnight at Albury, we had to alight for a 
meal and take our luggage with us to catch another train. The 
gauge was a different width in N.S.W. than in Victoria.  

We didn’t know anyone in Melbourne and hadn’t arranged 
anywhere to stay. A traveller’s aid information booth was on the 
platform so we went to ask their advice on accommodation, and 
they advised us to go to the Salvation Army hostel. We were 
pleased to take up the offer. We had a room each with meals. It 
was cheap, the only rule being we had to be in our rooms before 
10pm which was “lights out”. We looked around for a home to 
board in and for jobs. 

Rockmans had opened shops similar to the one in Brisbane 
and we soon found employment. After placing several 
advertisements in the newspapers, we moved in with a husband, 
wife and three small children at Oakley. We were pleased to 
leave the hostel and the tasteless evening meals which invariably 
included cabbage. 

Margaret and I worked in different branches of Rockmans 
but travelled together by train each day. We shared a bedroom 
and discovered that we were not always compatible. When I 
wanted the light on to read or write my daily letter to Mervyn, 
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she was ready for bed and wanted the light out. She also 
embarrassed me at the dinner table each night, correcting the 
children on their eating habits. The mother had tried to give her 
the hint that she didn’t appreciate her interference but Margaret 
didn’t get the message. 

The letter writing continued. Mervyn was back to working 
long hours of overtime to save up again. We had spent the last 
money saved on our holiday. Now he was saving for an 
engagement ring. 

We arrived in Melbourne in time for the Melbourne Cup. 
We dressed up and went along. Margaret wasn’t at all bashful 
and without a ticket for the grandstand, marched up and asked if 
we could get in. The ticket collector said: “not without a ticket 
but when the race starts I won’t see what anyone does”. We 
entered and had a great view of the finishing line. 

I’d even met Neil White, my then 14 year old drummer 
boyfriend from Crows Nest. The station-hand I’d approached 
about a train we wanted to catch turned out to be Neil. As a 
train came in, he had to signal it off. He told me he was married, 
but in the next breath, asked me what I was doing that night! 

I went to Melbourne intending to stay for six months, but I 
had had enough after six weeks. I was also missing Mervyn, so I 
returned to Sydney. 

34. EMPLOYMENT AT JUNE MILLINERY 
After returning from Melbourne, I went to June Millinery 

and asked for a job. They were very impressed with my 
reference. Most girls didn’t have much training, the men didn’t 
have any. 

June Millinery was a terrific firm to work for. Mr Burnham 
senior would sometimes make an announcement saying anyone 
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who wore a hat to work that day could start at lunch time the 
next day. I always wore a hat. 

I loved my work. If I wasn’t trimming a hat for someone 
there were shapes to work on without having to make them 
from scratch. In my spare time I had the run of the beautiful 
shop. I could create something for show without any pressure. 
The girls were all good company.  

The worst part about work was the transport to and from 
“home” and work, getting on packed or late trains and standing 
all the way. The bus driver in Brisbane had often waited for me 
when he saw me coming up the road, and people in Brisbane 
were not in a rush as in Sydney. But here, it was everyone for his 
or herself. The men would push past a woman, get a seat and 
hold a newspaper up. It didn’t matter if she was young, old or 
even pregnant. She didn’t find anyone to stand up and give her a 
seat. If someone did give up a seat to a pregnant lady, it was 
generally another lady who had probably once been in the same 
condition herself. 

When I left Brisbane Mum had asked me to write on a 
regular basis. She had said: “if you stick to one definite day a 
week, you won’t put it off”. I did do that. Mum stuck to the 
same rule. Each Tuesday I would receive my letter, care of June 
Millinery. One day Mr George Burnham the managing director 
came up to give me my letter. He said: “it is a day late this week 
but it has arrived.” 

Another day, Mr George (that’s what we called him) came 
to see me. I thought he had said he wanted me to make hats for 
the window display at Manly. He drove me there, picking up his 
wife at Northbridge on the way. When we arrived at Manly I 
found he wanted me to sit in the window making hats. The 
crowd soon gathered on the footpath and in doing so blocked 
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the traffic. We were told by police to stop!! I must say it was 
much to my relief. There were mirrors on the floor and I had to 
be careful where I sat! 

On another occasion, a photographer was called in to take 
photos for a magazine and to promote the male milliners. I was 
chosen as a customer and the photograph went in the magazine. 

My next move at June Millinery was to be an advisor on a 
counter – at times to the mother of the bride or groom who 
wanted advice on headwear for the upcoming wedding, or to 
advise on trimmings for a hat. I also assisted ladies who were 
going to a live theatre show or ballet, as it was usual to wear a 
cocktail hat, often much to the annoyance of the person seated 
behind! 

Mervyn’s family invited me to stay until I could find other 
accommodation. I was pleased to take up the offer. They lived 
in a brick house in Mortlake with three bedrooms. His mother 
and father shared one, his sister had another. Mervyn had to get 
out of his room to allow me to sleep there while he slept on an 
open back verandah. 

One night I got the shock of my life to awaken and find 
Mervyn sliding into bed beside me! I was in a panic to get him 
out. I couldn’t speak very loudly as his parents’ room was only 
next door and his sister was across the hall. If anyone had seen 
him coming or going, my name would have been mud even 
though I was quite innocent. He left quietly! 

As I worked on Saturday mornings I had asked Mervyn to 
check out accommodation for me at Summer Hill and, if it 
looked okay, to put a deposit on it for me. 

The Saturday afternoon he took me to the Summer Hill 
address we argued about religion and by the time we got to the 
front door he put my bag down and we agreed it was all over. I 
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rang the doorbell and the lady came to the door to let me in. I 
was shown my bedroom but before I had put my case down, she 
said: “your friend paid the deposit, have you got the balance?” I 
promptly paid her the money. We had frankfurts for dinner which 
didn’t impress me very much. Feeling very sorry for myself I lay 
down on the bed and had a little cry. It wasn’t many nights before 
Mervyn came around and the romance was on again. 

The meals were not improving very much and my tea and 
sugar coupons were disappearing, I wasn’t very happy there. I 
had left a half-written letter to Mum in my drawer, saying I was 
thinking of finding alternative board somewhere else, and had 
then gone out that night. Next morning, at breakfast, the 
landlady said: “I have a feeling you are going to leave”. That 
made up my mind. She had read my half-written letter. 

Mervyn’s mum said Mrs Campbell, a Scots lady near their 
place, might take me. Mrs Campbell agreed. Again Mervyn was 
there to help me move. My reception was so very different from 
the last encounter. I had barely put my case down when I was 
grabbed by the hand and we were out the door with: “there is a 
wedding up the road, come and we will have a look at the 
bride”. 

My landlords were a lovely old couple. Mrs Campbell 
insisted on even doing my washing and ironing which I didn’t 
expect her to do. If I went to wash anything on the weekend she 
would say “what are you doing, don’t I do it good enough for 
you?” The only thing she complained about was me having a 
bath each night. She said: “you are not dirty and you don’t need 
to bathe everyday” so I said: “I will give you more money for 
my board because I like to have my bath”. 

I was missing Irene and her beautiful sewing. After giving 
material to dressmakers and not being satisfied with the results, 
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I decided I could do better myself. Irene had offered to teach 
me but I thought I wouldn’t be as good as she was and would 
be told to do it myself anyway, so I hadn’t taken up her offer. 
Sometimes when what Irene made didn’t fit, I would get a 
punch but it was worth a punch to have it made for me! Mrs 
Campbell said she would help me with the sewing but wasn’t 
impressed when I came home with a red velveteen. She said that 
it was the worst material to start on as I had to match the pile. 
Between the two of us, it turned out well however, and I was 
happy with it. 

A ball was coming up so I needed something to wear. 
Mervyn had some nice friends we used to play tennis with. I 
decided on a black taffeta skirt, it was cut in four pieces and 
flared at the bottom. For the blouse I decided to gather lace and 
put it on a net background. It took forty five yards of lace, all of 
which had to be gathered by hand before putting it on the net. 
Mervyn decided to help me gather the lace. He attached the lace 
from one side of his mother’s lounge room to the other, walking 
along and gathering it as he went. I am sure his mother wasn’t 
very impressed seeing her son gathering lace! My outfit turned 
out very successfully and I often wore the blouse even in the 
daytime with a skirt. Mrs Campbell would say: “have you got 
that bloody blouse on again” because she used to iron it! 

Not long after returning from Melbourne, Mervyn and I 
had taken a day off work and went shopping together for my 
engagement ring, and then to the pictures afterwards. We saw 
Oliver Twist, a rather bleak picture. 

We spent time at Mervyn’s place on the weekends. Mrs 
Wooden was a very good cook and treated me alright. Mervyn’s 
father was a very nice man but rather down-trodden by his wife. 
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He had lost an eye as a boy in an accident and he had a glass 
eye, the same as my grandmother had. 

Mervyn’s sister Marjorie was never very friendly but not 
unfriendly either. We just didn’t seem to have anything in 
common to talk about. She would spend a lot of time in her 
bedroom. She was going out with Colin. Mrs Wooden didn’t 
think he was good enough for her. Mrs Wooden told me 
Marjorie had been in love with another man who had a good 
position and he had broken off the romance. Mrs Wooden 
thought Marjorie had taken up with Colin on the rebound. 
Marjorie bossed Colin like her mother did her husband. While 
brow beaten at home, Mr Wooden did shift work at the gas 
company and was a die-hard active unionist. He had been 
offered a management position but refused it to stay with the 
union and the workers. 

Mervyn and I continued to work and save our money, as 
we started to make arrangements for our wedding in Brisbane. 

We both enjoyed our games of tennis but his true love of 
sport was cycling with his two friends Vic Smith and Allan 
Massey. They used to go on long training rides together, often 
up as far as Katoomba. I had gone to see them finish a race 
from Goulburn to Sydney. He was a good rider and won some 
lovely prizes. As they were not professionals they couldn’t 
accept money. Angus and Coote would sponsor a race, the 
winner or place getter would get a voucher to spend with Angus 
and Coote. I could never ride a bike but Vic’s and Allan’s 
partners could. Vic was married to Betty and Allan was engaged 
to Adair. 

The boys got the idea of hiring tandems and going for a 
ride with us girls. We had planned to go to a dance on our 
return. I dressed for the bike ride: pedal pushers and sloppy joes 
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which had just come into fashion. So, dressed for the occasion 
we set off on our ride to the Kangaroo Valley no less! No one 
took into consideration my lack of experience. Mervyn had said 
he would do all the peddling, I just had to keep my feet on the 
pedal. It wasn’t as easy as I had thought, my legs were aching. I 
was told to take my feet off the pedals which I did but if I 
wasn’t careful I would get a crack on the shins with the turning 
pedal. One fellow on the sideline said: “look behind you mate, 
she is pulling the lead”. Vic wasn’t having much luck either. As 
he was going down a hill his pedals came adrift from the bike! 
Betty carried a frying pan and sausages on her back behind Vic! 
Needless to say, we didn’t go dancing when we got home, I was 
stiff and sore for days after. 

I had known Mervyn for nearly two years now as we had 
met in March 1948, got engaged in April 1949 and planned our 
wedding for May 1950. Naturally, as we were in love, I was 
finding it very difficult to stay a virgin. The only thing that 
stopped me was the scare of falling pregnant and having a baby 
out of wedlock. I didn’t want to let my mother and father down. 

Marj and Colin were also planning their wedding. Sometimes 
we dropped by the house at night when they were alone, Mervyn’s 
parents having gone to the pictures. Here was an engaged couple 
sitting on the lounge, the lights on, Marj was knitting and Colin 
sitting at the opposite end of the lounge doing nothing! Later they 
had a lavish wedding with Scottish pipers in the church. There 
were over a hundred guests at the reception. They set off on their 
honeymoon to Forster for two weeks. They returned before their 
due date, as Marj was homesick and said that there was nothing 
to do! 

Even on my earlier trips to Sydney with Irene, I got cold 
sores almost as soon as I arrived. Living in Sydney, I was 
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frequently getting them, so Mervyn suggested I go to see their 
family doctor. Doctor McCarthy thought the cold sores were a 
reaction to the change of water. He gave me a prescription for 
the cold sores – a mixture of his own making. If I got in on the 
first sign of the tingle, it wouldn’t come to anything. I used the 
prescription until it fell to pieces. 

During my visit to the doctor, he asked me why I was in 
Sydney as my home was in Brisbane. I told him I was working 
down here because my boyfriend lived here. He asked me if I 
was having sex with him and I said no. His advice was “don’t 
have sex with him, no one will buy a cow when they can buy a 
penneth worth of milk”!! 

Mervyn also paid Dr McCarthy a visit as his hair was 
starting to recede. He didn’t get very much for his trouble as he 
was told “you can’t grow hair on bloody wood” (referring to 
Mervyn’s surname – Wooden). Mervyn tried several concoctions 
that were supposed to grow hair. One night his mother and 
sister were walking up and down the hall wondering where the 
nasty smell was coming from: it was a brew Mervyn had put on 
his hair!! 

While Mervyn’s hair continued to recede relentlessly, our 
plans for married life moved forward steadily. 

I gave notice to June millinery for my return to Brisbane. 
Mervyn and I had planned to live there when we were married. 
The Sydney weather didn’t suit my health, I was catching many 
colds after being in an air conditioned environment all day and 
then going out in the cold air after work. Mrs Campbell looked 
after me alright. She would tell me to get some rum. Her cure 
was to drink heated rum with butter melting on the top. One 
night I dreamt of snakes after drinking it, but it would do the 
trick and have me back to work in a short time. 
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Mr George said he was very sorry to see me go. He gave 
me a glowing reference and said there would always be a job 
there for me anytime I wanted it. I thanked him but I didn’t 
think I would be back. The Burnhams and the staff also gave me 
a beautiful box of glasses. 

I kissed Mervyn goodbye once again, with the promise of 
writing daily, and returned to Brisbane to make arrangements 
for our wedding. 

George Campbell heard I was back. He asked me if I 
would go with him to see the live show “Annie Get Your Gun”. I 
didn’t see any harm in it for old time’s sake and went along. I 
didn’t kiss him and I felt it was just on a friendly basis. Mervyn 
wasn’t very happy when I told him! 

I booked our wedding at Saint Stephens Cathedral for the 
6th May 1950. I also booked Lennons Hotel for the reception, it 
was the best hotel in Brisbane. The list of guests was very short 
as I was paying for it, the same as Veronica had paid for hers. 
Mum and Dad said they would pay for the cake, which was all 
they could afford. 

When I arrived back home to Mum and Dad, my first 
priority was to find work. I answered an advertisement for a 
milliner to work in a private home at Hamilton, a Brisbane 
suburb and a short bus trip from home. I applied for the 
position and got the job. I was to work for Eve Douglas. 

The Douglas’s lived in a very stately old home set on a 
large block of land with a tennis court. They employed a 
gardener to care for the land and garden. Eve’s father had been 
a judge but was deceased. Her sister was a doctor travelling in 
Europe and her brother was a priest. Her mother was a smart 
old lady. Inside the house (it had definitely seen better days) one 
would almost trip on the big holes in the linoleum. 
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Eve came up with the ideas she wanted me to create. We 
worked well together. When we had a collection she would ring 
up one of her many friends who would typically be the wife of a 
doctor, lawyer or the like and say: “Darling! I have just the hat for 
you, you must come around and see it”. ‘Darling’ would come 
around sometimes to buy not one but two hats. Other times 
Eve would have a fashion parade and invite her wealthy friends. 

Each day her mother came into the room where we were 
working with homemade scones, jam and cream, or a freshly 
made sponge cake for morning tea. When I asked for a pay 
increase, Eve said she couldn’t afford to give me more and 
reminded me of my morning teas! I went back to Rockmans for 
my old job!! 

Again I was welcomed with open arms. I worked at 
Rockmans with a Mrs Holman. I never did know her Christian 
name as we were all very formal in those days and when we 
befriended someone older, we would address them as “Mrs”. 
One day Irene came into the shop to see me. After Irene left, 
Mrs Holman remarked that she had often admired a lady she 
now knew to be Irene, as she used to walk through Farmers 
Department Store where Mrs Holman worked at that time. Mrs 
Holman said that Irene was always beautifully dressed, as was 
‘the child’ (Beverley) she sometimes had with her. 

Irene had told me she would make my wedding dress. 
While I was in Sydney I had decided to be a blue bride and had 
bought the material. On arriving home, I regretted my decision 
and would have dearly loved to be a white bride instead but I 
couldn’t afford any more material. I wanted a dress with frills, 
one upon another – like Scarlet O’Hara had in “Gone with the 
Wind”. To this day I can’t bear to look at my wedding photos as 
a blue bride. 
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Beverley was to be my bridesmaid. Mervyn had befriended 
a man who lived at the hostel where he had stayed in Brisbane 
and had asked this fellow to be best man. Irene made my dress 
and also designed and made Beverley’s dress. I made my 
headdress and veil as well as the hat Beverley wore and the 
parasol she carried. Irene also made me some lovely lingerie. 

One thing I hadn’t expected to have any trouble with was 
the booking of a hotel for the night of the wedding. First I went 
to the Carlton Hotel but was told there wasn’t a vacancy. I was 
getting concerned as I tried one hotel after another with the 
same result. To my distress, I found there was a big race meeting 
in May and as a result most hotels were booked out. Irene was 
still at The Victory so I went to ask her advice as to where else I 
could try. She told me of a hotel that had just been taken over 
by Ansett. Luckily there was a vacancy. I made the booking for 
Mr and Mrs Wooden and paid a deposit. While attending to me, 
the girl was speaking on the telephone and giggling. She seemed 
far more interested in the phone call than doing business with 
me so I was careful to ask for a receipt with the date of the 
booking on it. This was to prove a very wise move. 

The invitations went out. Everything was ready and I 
waited for the replies. Eileen, my friend from Kenways, sent an 
inability to accept which didn’t surprise me as the reception was 
to be held in a hotel and this was too liberal given her Methodist 
background. But she sent a lovely little tea set. One inability I 
didn’t expect came from Mr and Mrs Wooden. They said that 
they couldn’t come as Mrs Wooden wasn’t well enough to 
travel. I knew it wasn’t her health that was keeping her away. 
Marj and Colin weren’t coming either as they couldn’t afford the 
trip. They did send some very nice Stuart crystal glasses. Mr and 
Mrs Wooden sent a bible for Mervyn and some money and with 
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it we bought a small Singer sewing machine. Mervyn put more 
money towards it as it cost thirty pounds – there was a bigger 
one for forty pounds which we couldn’t afford. I felt it was not 
only a slight to me but very sad for Mervyn that his family did 
not come to our wedding. Moira Carney, a friend of the family, 
was the only one to represent the family. George Campbell had 
asked me to invite him to the wedding which I did. 

The wedding and the reception went off very well. After 
the wedding George shook Mervyn’s hand congratulating him 
while assuring Mervyn that it wasn’t his fault that he, George, 
wasn’t standing in his place! 

Mervyn and I changed into our “going away” outfits and 
set off for the hotel. When we arrived at reception, Mervyn said 
that there was a booking made for Mr and Mrs Wooden. They 
looked up their books and told us they didn’t have a booking 
and said that they didn’t have a vacancy. I definitely didn’t want 
to spend our first night as man and wife at home with Mum and 
Dad. Luckily when I made the booking I had insisted on a 
receipt, as I hadn’t felt confident with it. On showing the receipt 
we told them they had better find a room for us. They juggled 
their books and we were shown to our room, which had twin 
beds!! 

The next morning we caught a bus to the Coolangatta 
Hotel which was opposite the surf. While we sat on the balcony 
waiting for our room to be made up, we met a couple who were 
up from Sydney, Noel and Shirley Barlow. They had been 
married on the same day as us. We all became friends. We 
enjoyed their company for the two weeks and kept in touch for 
some years after but then drifted apart. Our honeymoon over, 
we returned to Brisbane and Mum and Dad, ready to start our 
life as man and wife and to save our money to buy a home. 
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35. MARRIED LIFE 
As I have said, we went home to Hendra to live with Mum 

and Dad to start our married life together. I would like to say we 
lived happily ever after, but that wouldn’t be quite correct.  

Before our marriage, his mother had told me I was too 
good for him as he had a bad temper. I knew she wasn’t 
thinking of my welfare, but it was her last ditch effect to stop 
me marrying her son. It didn’t take me very long to find out that 
she was telling the truth about his temper. Sometimes I almost 
felt the sparks came from his brown eyes when he was really 
angry. 

I went back to my work at Rockman’s, and Mervyn set off 
to find employment. Mervyn found employment but he wasn’t 
very happy with the money he was earning, as he found again 
that wages in Queensland were lower than in NSW. But it was 
nice to come home from work to the dinner Mum cooked for 
us. 

We did our washing once a week. I would do the washing, 
Mervyn the rinsing and putting the clothes on the line. 
Sometimes he would splash me with water saying that this 
wasn’t his department. It would start as a bit of a joke but often 
it would get more serious. Dad would say he would have the 
bloody washing out in half the time we took to argue.  One 
afternoon Mervyn was hanging out the washing and talking to 
one of his mates at the same time. I thought it looked rather 
funny as he walked along hanging out my panties and bras while 
talking to his mate as he was unaware of what he was doing 
when he was talking about bikes! 

Mervyn surprised me one day saying he wanted to spend 
around two hundred pounds on a racing bike. At first I asked 
him if he was joking about the cost but he wasn’t. I went along 
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with it, and he bought his bike and joined a racing club. This 
was almost equivalent to buying a new car today. 

Early on Good Friday one Easter, Mervyn set out with 
three cycling friends to ride to Tamworth and back. He arrived 
home on Easter Monday and then mowed the lawn!! 

Life went along much the same, we went to the pictures 
and dances and Mervyn had his bike racing with his friends. 
Some mornings he would get up early and go on a training ride 
before going to work. 

Veronica was going to the beach for a holiday and invited 
Mum to join her. Dad wasn’t ever keen to go anywhere. Dad 
thought he would surprise Mum and paint the kitchen while she 
was away. Mervyn offered to help him wash down the walls. In 
doing so he knocked down the blind in the kitchen and it landed 
right in Dad’s Irish stew which he was making for our lunch. 
Mervyn said Dad was red in the face, jumping up and down 
saying “you should have taken the bloody blind down first, you 
have taken the bloody good out of helping me. I am sorry I let 
you help”. 

Grandfather Davidson’s Poem 
(from Hendra Days) 

In a city suburb, 
Just six miles out of town, 
Where we rebuilt 
our country home 
and thought we’d settle down, 

Now we scratch 
from day-to-day 
to keep the wolf away, 
But every time 
there is a bill to pay 
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My dear old wife will say: 
We’ll have a job to see it out. 
I always say 
There is a doubt 
But that does not change her 

For she leaves to roam 
She packs her port 
and goes away 
That leaves me all alone. 

At present the seaside claims her, 
To watch it day and night 
Its salty foam appeals to her, 
And I didn’t think it right. 

But in this humble cottage, 
I will try and take my lot. 
No matter what she does to me 
It always is forgot! 

Eighteen months after we married, Mervyn said: “we are 
not getting anywhere up here. I must return to Sydney where 
there are more opportunities”. I can still remember the look on 
Mum’s face when I told her we were leaving. Mum had taken 
him aside and told him that if we stayed they would leave the 
house to us. He said he couldn’t accept that and that he had to 
make his own way in life. 

I gave my notice at Rockmans and they said that they were 
very sorry to see me go. I was also sad at the thought of moving 
back to Sydney. Our family was a close one and I didn’t like the 
thought of saying goodbye. When I left Rockmans, the firm and 
staff gave me a hat case to carry my hats. Each girl had made a 
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little miniature hat with a note pinned on and put them in the 
hat box. 

Each time I went to my suitcase as I was packing, my kitten 
Michael (which Pat had given me) would be curled up in it. If I 
could have, I would have dearly loved to have closed the lid and 
taken him with me. Mum would have been just as pleased to get 
rid of him, as he was climbing her curtains and scratching the 
furniture. 

I felt I was a little too thin and had started taking malt and 
cod liver oil. The kitten started to purr around my feet so I 
bought Michael some cod liver oil too. He was growing into a 
big, fat healthy cat with a shiny fur coat. I think it did more for 
Michael than it did for me!  

It was time to leave. We engaged Grace to move us and our 
wedding presents. We bid our farewells and left for Sydney to 
stay with Mervyn’s mum and dad. Marj had married Colin and 
they were living there also. 

36. LEAVING BRISBANE BEHIND 
On returning to Sydney, I returned to June Millinery and 

back to the trimming bar. 
I had been there for some time when the manageress came 

up to me and asked if I would like to be manageress of a 
section. Miss Davies, the then manageress, was surprised when I 
said I would think about it. I wasn’t too keen on the thought of 
standing all day when I was used to sitting. There was a pay 
increase of two pounds a week so I decided to take it on. I was 
in charge of two ladies in their seventies who had worked there 
for years and eight young girls who told dirty jokes that would 
go over my head. At times I wondered if it was it worth the 
extra money. 
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When we went to live with the Wooden family, Mrs 
Wooden had said she hoped we didn’t have babies while we 
were there. It was more luck than anything that we didn’t. We 
were not keen for a family either until we had our home. There 
was no “pill” then and even if there was, being a good Catholic 
girl, I wouldn’t have taken it. All we did was to ensure Mervyn 
got off at Redfern (you work it out dear reader!!). 

The Wooden family had a dog called Tiger who used to 
have terrible fights with the dog next door. The only way to part 
them was to turn the hose on them. I wasn’t too keen on Tiger. 
When I first moved in he often growled at me when I was 
returning from the outside toilet. He got used to me eventually. 
One time, Mr and Mrs Wooden, Marj and Colin were all away 
and Mervyn was working overtime all night. On advice, I locked 
Tiger in with me as I was nervous on my own. Tiger pricked up 
his ears and growled, I opened the door and told Tiger to go for 
“him”, but there wasn’t anyone there. The next night, there was 
a knock at the door. Tiger was fast asleep and I had to answer 
the knock. It was a neighbour wanting to borrow some eggs. I 
didn’t trust Tiger after that and left him outside. 

We all kept to ourselves in the modest three-bedroom 
house. Marj still mainly stayed in her room, so we got on okay. 
One day I had gone out to make a phone call (the Woodens 
didn’t have a phone on). When I walked back into the house 
Mrs Wooden was talking to a neighbour saying: “she drags him 
out every weekend looking at houses, he is so tired”. I walked 
past Mrs Wooden and the neighbour and went to my room. 
When the neighbour had left, I went out and said: “if you have 
any complaints, mum, I would appreciate it if you would tell me 
instead of the neighbours”. She hotly denied saying anything 

119 



CARMEL WOODEN 

and stopped talking to me. As I was in her home and she was 
older than me I had to apologise. 

37. ERMINGTON 
Mrs Wooden would take me to look at blocks of land close 

by, for us to build on. I had made up my mind without looking 
at them that we wouldn’t buy any of them, as I wanted at least a 
bus ride between us. Marj and Colin had a block of land a few 
blocks away and her father and Colin (with the help of 
tradesmen), were building a house on it. 

Mervyn was quite content living at his parents’ home and 
was prepared to stay there until we could pay cash for our own 
home. 

Yes, I was dragging him out on weekends looking at 
houses. I had a job to get him there and a job to get him away, 
as he liked each one. There was one we both liked. It was a brick 
stucco home painted cream with green shutters on each side of 
the windows. It was in Gladesville. We went to put a deposit on 
it but it had already been deposited so we missed out. I wasn’t 
too keen on the house we bought at Ermington which I 
somehow got railroaded into buying. 

It cost three thousand pounds. We had half the money as a 
deposit, the interest was 3½%, later going up to 4%. We paid 
the mortgage quarterly which was around forty pounds a 
quarter. The house was situated on Victoria Road, the main 
highway between Parramatta and the city. When we first moved 
in we could see cows in the district at the back.  

It was built of double brick and comprised two bedrooms, 
a lounge, a separate dining room and kitchen. At the back was a 
small glass enclosed area called a sunroom. Downstairs outside, 
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there was a laundry and the outside toilet which was attached to 
the house. 

We moved in with very little furniture. Mervyn’s parents 
had given us the three quarter bed (Mervyn’s father had made it 
from solid cedar) which we had been sleeping on, an old 
wardrobe and a dressing table. We also had our wedding 
presents which comprised a small amount of crystal, china and 
of course, my sewing machine. We purchased a cane table, two 
chairs and a settee for the sunroom. The table was small and 
barely held two dinner plates. If we were not very careful, our 
plates would have slipped off the table with our dinner landing 
on the floor! The last thing we bought was a (Silent Knight) 
refrigerator on time payment. Shortly after moving into our 
home, I shared third prize in the lottery with work mates. It 
bought us some very nice bedroom furniture and put good 
carpet on the bedroom floor. 

After moving into our new home, we were thrilled to find I 
was going to have a baby. I continued to work but I was finding 
it very difficult, as our home was in a new area and there were 
no shops around, so I had to shop for food in my lunch break 
and carry it back home at night – even potatoes! Not only did I 
have to catch the crowded train and fight for a seat but I had to 
catch a bus at the other end. It was supposed to be waiting, but 
if the train was running late the bus often left before the train 
arrived. 

The longer I lived there, the less I liked the place. Mervyn 
said: “leave your job”, I said: “I will work a little longer”, he 
said: “if you don’t give your notice, I will give it for you”. So I 
had got what I wanted in a man! I still wouldn’t have wanted a 
‘yes’ man. 
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I did give in my notice the next day. On leaving they gave 
me a very generous cheque as a present, made out to Marjorie 
Dore, which was a lovely baby shop next door. They all wished 
me the best of luck, I bought a shawl with the cheque. I went 
home and started to sew maternity clothes and clothes for the 
baby. 

38. A PREGNANT PAUSE IN MY CAREER 
My Mum came down to stay with us for a holiday. We took 

her for a few days on a Pioneer bus trip to Jenolan Caves. We 
attempted to go through one of the easiest caves but, like Irene, 
Mum was claustrophobic and wanted out – just as well we were 
the only party so we could go back out. Mum stayed on with us 
before we saw her on a plane to return to Dad and Brisbane. 

Mrs Wooden had described childbirth in detail, saying she 
didn’t think there was a person on earth worth going through it 
for. She had slapped the doctor’s face because she thought he 
wasn’t doing enough for her and the pain! My doctor asked me 
what I knew about childbirth and I told him “only what my 
mother-in-law has told me”. He assured me that things were 
much better “these days”. 

I awoke early one morning to find my water had broken. I 
said to Mervyn, who was sleeping: “get up, we have to go to the 
hospital, the water has broken”. Half asleep, his reply was “call 
the bloody plumber”!! After getting to the hospital I found 
things hadn’t changed since Mrs Wooden’s days and it was just 
as she had explained except at the end the baby had to be 
withdrawn with forceps. I was so pleased it was a little girl but I 
wasn’t allowed to see her for days as she had some bruising 
from the forceps. I nearly drove them mad asking if she was 
alright. 
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Mervyn walked into the room the next day. The baby was 
born just after midnight and fathers were never present for the 
birth in those days. The Fathers’ Waiting Room was down the 
hall. On seeing the baby, Mervyn said: “all my own work”. I was 
only the mother who had just given birth and of course, I had 
nothing to do with it! Going home in the train he said he felt his 
head was so big with pride that it could almost burst. He realized 
then how the saying ‘you have a swelled head’ came about. 
Mervyn wanted the baby named after me so we called her Carmel 
Anne.  

When she was eight months old, I made a plane booking to 
go up and see Mum, as I knew she wasn’t well, and to see Dad 
and the family to show them my beautiful baby girl. Mervyn was 
annoyed when I told him of the booking because I was leaving 
on a Saturday, saying “you know I work overtime on a 
Saturday”. I offered to change the booking to a Sunday but he 
said: “never mind, leave it as it is”. 

A few days before I was due to depart I found a white dove 
which couldn’t fly in the yard. I took it in and looked after it 
until the day before I was due to depart. It flew away just prior 
to my departure. Unknown to me, a couple of days earlier Mum 
had had a fall. As a result she had caught pneumonia and was 
hospitalized. In view of this and what was about to happen, I 
later saw the incident with the dove as a special sign that gave 
me a knowledge that mum was at peace. 

We didn’t have a car but Mervyn was taking me to the 
airport to catch my plane. We would have taken a bus and train 
to Central and then a taxi. On arriving in Brisbane, I saw some 
of the family there to meet me and was surprised that Mum 
wasn’t there. She had had a fall resulting in her catching 
pneumonia and she was in hospital. I was taken to the hospital 
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to see her. She was conscious but coughing and very ill. She saw 
the baby but a nurse came in and said the baby must be taken 
out of the sick room. I stayed for a while but then left.  

Once again, sadly saying goodbye to everyone, baby and I 
returned home. 

We had just arrived home when we had a phone call to say 
Mum had passed away. She was five months short of sixty nine 
years. She had waited to see me. The dove being the sign of 
peace, I felt Mum was at peace when she passed away. I had 
never before seen, and never again saw a dove at Ermington. 

Angela, Irene and Veronica took turns to go out to Dad’s 
to do the housework after Mum died, and to look after Dad. 
Dad had also had a stroke and refused to stay in hospital any 
longer than he had to. They engaged a live-in housekeeper and 
Pat and Brian paid for that. They had a lot of trouble finding 
someone suitable, one attendant said to Irene: “if you leave this 
house tonight, so do I”. Dad was partly paralysed and got 
confused in his speech. He lived about three or four years after 
Mum, dying at seventy three. 

Two years and three months after the birth of Carmel 
Anne we were thrilled to welcome a beautiful baby boy into our 
family and the world. We called him Carl Edward. We now felt 
our family was complete and hoped not to have any more 
children as we wanted to do the best we could for our family 
and to give them more opportunities than we had had. It was a 
girl for me and a boy for you. 

While I cared for the children at home before returning to 
work I made improvements to our home – with much sweat 
and tears and very little money. I bought second hand dining 
room furniture, which comprised of a table, four chairs with lift 
out seats and a sideboard, with the intention of renovating it 
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later. I had watched a husband of a friend living opposite us 
wash the walls and ceiling. He scrubbed off the loose water 
based paint, back to the original base. I decided to do the same 
with our home. I used the dining table to stand on to reach the 
walls, so with a cap on my head (to protect my hair), with special 
detergent water and steel wool I set about my task. When I got 
to the ceiling, as the walls were so high, I had to put Mervyn’s 
solid wooden tool box on the table and stand on that to reach 
the high spots. Water was running down my arm, soaking me to 
my bra. 

Carmel Anne was at school by this time and Carl was 
playing in the yard. I stopped my work to check he had not gone 
out the gate. (He was only a little fellow and I always insisted the 
gate be closed at all times. Once, when we were rushing to catch 
a bus, I didn’t close it properly. Carl had insisted we go back and 
close it!). I said: “you wouldn’t go out of the gate would you?” 
he replied no. I returned to my work but worried, I went out 
again to confirm that he wouldn’t go out. When I asked him 
again, he replied: “I said ‘no’ didn’t I!” 

Mervyn was working hard and I didn’t expect him to do 
the washing down. He did a small area at one time, but getting 
down he said: “I don’t have the right bloody gear or the right 
bloody equipment”. He did a good job of painting. I didn’t have 
much to do with that. 

Carl slept on the settee in the sunroom for many years 
before we could afford to build on a bedroom for him and to 
have our kitchen modernized at the same time. I also ripped up 
the shabby carpet in the lounge and dining room and polished 
the floor with wax that needed constant attention. 

My next venture was to work on the dining room suite that 
I had bought second hand. Stripping back the stain to the plain 
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wood was a messy job. I managed to remove the two wooden 
panels each side of the sideboard and replace them with glass I 
had cut to fit. I stripped the table and chairs also and stained 
them in a cedar colour. I then covered the seat of the chairs with 
silk brocade. When we later sold the dining room suite the 
young girl next door cried because she hadn’t had the 
opportunity to buy it! I also made curtains and had a few scatter 
rugs on the floor. 

As the years advanced so did the traffic. We could no 
longer open our bedroom window because instead of fresh air 
there was now the smell of fumes from the cars. Houses were 
built at the back where the cows had once been.  

Beverly gave me the name and connection to a factory in 
Newtown which made exclusive furniture for the main city 
stores. Their name was Boyce & Brigdon. Ongoing to their 
factory, I selected pieces of furniture from samples and pictures 
in their catalogue. First, I started with the dining room – a lovely 
sideboard, table with six chairs and a china cabinet with mirror 
sides and cream brocade at the back. I also selected a lounge 
suite. The dining chairs and lounge were all upholstered in 
matching gold brocade. Later they came out to my home to pick 
up a piece of furniture to match the same mahogany for a twin 
china cabinet like the last one and for a nest of tables. By now 
our home was very nicely furnished with a good quality carpet 
on the floor. 

39. ERMINGTON – NEAR DISASTERS 
One day I went into the laundry to do my washing. The 

laundry was outside at the back of the house. On turning on the 
tap, to my horror, the tap came off in the palm of my hand with 
water spurting out everywhere. I went to the front of the house 
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to turn the water off at the mains but there was no mains to be 
found. Later, I found out it was buried about a foot under the 
ground! 

Mrs Murray, who lived next door, was often tinkering with 
cars with her sons so I went to her for help. She asked me 
whether I had Stiltson wrenches, to which I replied ‘no’ and told 
her that I was unable to turn off the water at the mains. She 
came to my aid while I held an umbrella over us both and she 
re-screwed the tap back in place. Later, I was to find out there 
was much worse to come with escaping water. 

While going about my duties one day, I could hear water 
going through the pipes but didn’t take much notice of it until 
going to the front of the garden, I was confronted with a large 
pool of water on the other side of our fence. Returning inside, I 
phoned the water board. Workmen came out to check the 
problem and said it was coming from our connection to the 
water mains and was therefore our responsibility. They gave me 
some time to stock up on water before they turned the mains 
off.  

When Mervyn returned home from work, he went over to 
his father’s to tell him of our plight (as I have explained, the 
Wooden family didn’t have the phone connected). The Wooden 
family and Mervyn and I were very friendly with their next door 
neighbours, Jim and Marie Corbert. Thankfully, Jim was a 
licensed plumber and offered his help to see what he could do 
for us. 

Jim Corbert, Mr Wooden, Colin and Mervyn all took time 
off from work and arrived with picks and shovels to see what 
could be done. To everyone’s horror, it was found that the 
mains was on the opposite side of Victoria Road from us! 
Victoria Road, at that time, was a double lane road with gravel 
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strips each side, not the four lane highway of today. 
Nevertheless it was a daunting problem as it was a main arterial 
road. They dug down in the gravel on each side of the road to 
get to pipe level. Much to everyone’s great relief, it was found 
that the copper piping which Jim had brought along with him 
could just slip inside the larger galvanized pipe that was there. 
We were very fortunate. If we had to have the road dug up (and 
close the main highway), the cost would have been the loss of 
our home. 

While watching “Peyton Place” on television one night, we all 
heard our front gate squeak, and Mervyn went to the front door 
to check if anyone was there, but no one was to be seen. Several 
nights later, Mervyn had gone out to attend a school meeting. 
Luckily I had locked all the doors as I heard someone turn the 
handle of the back door (we used the back door more than the 
front door as the garage was at the back, which opened onto a 
back lane). I didn’t open the door but thought that maybe 
Mervyn had returned early and it rather puzzled me when he 
didn’t come in. To our horror, we were to find out later that a 
peeping tom had been watching Carmel Anne (who was a 
teenager at that time) in her bedroom, which was at the side of 
the house, undress in her bedroom before going to bed each 
night. A large tree was growing there and he had been hiding in 
the large branches of the tree. I can’t bear to think what might 
have happened that night had the door not been locked. 

One New Year’s Eve, when all was still, a loud noise broke 
the silence. Our first thought was of a thunder storm. But no, a 
car had gone through our front brick fence and had come to a 
halt in our garden! The driver was unhurt but in shock. We 
brought him into our home and gave him a cup of tea. 
Unfortunately, that experience was to be repeated some years 
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later, with similar results. Each time, we found it very difficult to 
find a tradesman to replace the brick fence. 

40. A WORKING MUM 
I didn’t go back to work at June Millinery until Carl was old 

enough to start school, then I started back part time for four 
hours a day plus Saturday mornings. It was Carmel Anne’s 
responsibility to get herself and Carl home from school on the 
bus. I had told her never to open the door should someone 
knock. 

I had been back for some time working again on the 
trimming bar, when I returned one afternoon and was told by 
Carmel Anne that someone was selling badges. Next day I went 
to work and said to Mrs Curry (the then manageress and sister 
to the Burnham men): “I must put in my notice”. When they 
asked why, I said: “This time it was badges, who knows who it 
might be next time? Besides the children are often sick”. I was 
told by Mrs Curry: “Don’t worry dear, start an hour earlier and 
if the children are sick just phone and come back when you 
can”. 

It was a rush in the mornings getting away, each morning I 
cooked a breakfast for Mervyn and packed his lunch. The 
children now packed their own lunches and made their beds. 
Washing had to be done, boiling up the copper and getting the 
clothes on the line. When Carmel Anne was about ten years old, 
I bought a semi-automatic washing machine – the latest 
technology! What a release that was, though I had to run up and 
down to the laundry to push it onto the next part of the wash 
cycle. Mervyn took this new equipment very seriously and did a 
few loads while poring over the instruction book!  
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The biggest hassle was the travel. At the best of times, it 
took an hour by bus and train to arrive in Pitt Street to work, 
not allowing for the bus missing the train or the train running 
late. Somehow I managed to do it. 

Neither Carmel Anne nor Carl gave us any trouble or 
teenage tantrums. The worst I could complain of was Carl’s 
loud music. The neighbours knew if Carl was home alone by the 
volume of his music! 

Carmel Anne, like me, wasn’t interested in sport. As she 
grew into her teenage years, she was very mature for her age. We 
had a very good mother-daughter relationship and would 
confide in each other and often spent time together with lunch 
and movies. Carmel Anne didn’t go through the Beatles mania 
or fanaticism about any football team or games. Often, after 
hearing about my youth, she said that she felt that she was born 
into the wrong era.  

Mervyn got very involved in all Carl’s sporting and school 
activities, and also in the cubs and scouts when Carl joined, and 
swimming. Like me, Mervyn wasn’t a morning person, 
nevertheless he got up early on summer mornings, gathered the 
children of the district who could fit in the car and take them to 
Parramatta pool to train. While Carl would train, swimming up 
and down the pool, Mervyn would teach other kids to swim. 

Carl was later trained by Forbes Carlisle at Ryde pool, and 
held the award for best time in butterfly and back stroke for 
Catholic Schools and the district. In Carl’s last year at high 
school, he was sportsman of the year and was voted by his 
teachers and peers as captain of the school.  

When Carl moved out of home, he was a surf lifesaver at 
Mona Vale for several years. Mervyn believed in keeping Carl 
busy instead of hanging around milk bars, which the youth of 

130 



MEMORIES OF BYGONE DAYS 

the day did, and often getting mixed up with the wrong crowd. 
In Mervyn’s eyes, Carl could do no wrong. He adored his son. 

Carl also went to University of NSW and got a degree in 
marketing. He thought it would further his career if he was able 
to speak and understand Japanese. So he packed his bags to go 
to Japan, planning to teach English for one year while learning 
Japanese. Carl found it hard to make ends meet in Japan. He 
was about to return home when an advertisement appeared in 
the paper wanting a bilinguist in English and Japanese for an 
Australian based marketing company. He got the position, and 
before long he was made manager of South East Asia until the 
Asia bubble burst in 1991. He was always coming home next 
year …. next year. 

Mervyn was a good father. However without going into 
detail, suffice to say, we had a stormy marriage. There were 
times I would have dearly liked to move out and take the 
children with me but with no money and nowhere to go, I had 
to stay. 

One time I had taken some time off on school holidays to 
spend some time with the children. On my return, a lady had 
come to me for a special hat to be made and pointing to Mrs 
Curry, the manageress, said: “that lady said that the lady who is 
good at that type of thing is absent today, but if you come in 
next week she will do it for you.” Often a hat from one of the 
other shops which was very badly covered would come back to 
me to recover or fix up. On the strength of that, I felt it was 
worth asking for a raise in pay.  

I asked Mrs Curry and she said she didn’t think I would get 
more money but she referred me to Mr Max Burnham anyway. I 
approached Mr Max (as we called him), who had taken over 
from Mr George when he retired. On explaining the extra work 
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I was doing, I said that I felt I was worth more money or even 
some holiday pay. My pay was increased, the only stipulation 
was that I was not to tell anyone about it. Unlike at Kenways 
where with each increase the others would catch up with my 
enhanced rate, at June Millinery my higher rate was increased 
proportionately with the other workers with each pay rise.  

My big moment was when I was asked to do a television 
commercial. I left home early to have my hair set before going 
to work to do the commercial. I was on the train, and when 
stones started to hit the floor I knew something was wrong. 
Suddenly the train was off the line and tilted to one side. We 
were told to get off and walk to the station at Redfern. Without 
a platform, it wasn’t easy getting off the train or walking along 
the track over large pebbles with high heels on! I eventually 
made it and began to work on the commercial. 

Two actors came down the escalator, supposedly being 
husband and wife. The woman picked a shape for me to cover 
with material. It was her choice of shape and, of course, she had 
to choose a Breton, with its brim turned up all the way around; 
it was the hardest shape to cover. Generally if someone on the 
bar got a Breton to do, they would send the client around to me. 
I managed to do it and the lady walked out with it on her head. 
The sad part was I never did get to see the ad myself as it was 
always played in the daytime when I was at work (it was before 
the days of videos). I was told by the children that the making of 
the hat was shown in fast motion to fit into the time slot 
allocated for the ad. 

Time and life passed for another ten years until the 
Catholic Church made an announcement that it wasn’t necessary 
to wear a hat to church any more. Business started to fall off 
because of this and the increasing casual nature of dress women 

132 



MEMORIES OF BYGONE DAYS 

wore to compensate. June Millinery extended their business to 
add a bridal section. After June Millinery opened their bridal 
salon, we improved our service. Brides-to-be would come in 
with a small piece of material that was the same as their wedding 
gown to have a shape covered for their wedding headdress. 
Instead of just pinning it, we now used invisible glue to 
complete the job. Later the glue was extended to all the shapes 
to be covered. 

Carmel Anne was now a teenager and was offered casual 
employment in the bridal section on Saturday mornings and late 
shopping on Thursday nights. Mrs Curry was very impressed 
with the dresses Carmel Anne wore that I had made for her. I 
was asked to go upstairs to work with a dressmaker up there to 
make wedding and bridesmaid dresses! I protested that I wasn’t 
a dressmaker but a milliner. Sadly this fell on deaf ears so I 
didn’t have much option but to follow Mrs Curry’s directions. 

After about a year or so, Mr Max got very ill and the family 
decided to put the business up for sale. In the five or six weeks 
that followed, no more orders were taken for bridal wear and I 
returned to the trimming bar for the last time. The girls working 
beside me were amazed when I told them of the salary I was 
now receiving. 

Leaving with a wonderful reference, I was very sad to see 
June Millinery days end. They finally closed their doors for the 
last time on 14 October 1972. 

Around this time Carmel Anne won a scholarship to any 
university of her choice. She chose the University of NSW and 
majored in Industrial Relations. She was the first person in two 
years to receive the first class honours in that subject. 

While completing her course at university, Carmel Anne 
met Daryl Hull. He was a young distinguished university 
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lecturer. On the first or second date, he gave her an alternative – 
either it was sex or nothing. He gave her time to consider it, as 
he said he didn’t want to see her hurt. My advice was: “you will 
get hurt and in time he won’t even remember the colour of your 
eyes”. That was the end of the affair.  

Professor John Niland (now Vice-Chancellor) suggested 
that Carmel Anne should apply for the position as tutor at the 
university. She had to sit before a panel of university staff and 
have questions fired at her. Carmel Anne was successful and got 
the tutor position at NSW University, and later at the University 
of Technology. At the end of one year as full time Head Tutor 
at UNSW, which involved split shifts over the other side of 
Sydney, Carmel Anne was approached by the Printers Union to 
work as a Research Officer. 

Meantime, I had to urge Carmel Anne to go out to meet 
some nice young men. After going to youth and church 
meetings, Carmel Anne mostly came home disappointed with 
her evenings out. She did have a couple of boyfriends and was 
going out with one up to the time she met Paul at one of the 
meetings. Carmel Anne and Paul clicked immediately. 

Carmel Anne married Paul Robinson in 1978. 

41. POST JUNE MILLINERY 
I was not only unemployed, but had lost my trade as well. 

But I felt I needed a change anyway. I took a short break to relax 
and ponder where my career would take me. I needed the money 
and still wanted to work. 

My first day out job hunting involved answering two 
advertisements for part time employment. The first one was to 
demonstrate a Husqvarna sewing machine (which I knew 
nothing about). I felt the interview went okay. They said they 
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would let me know. Then I proceeded to my next interview 
which was a jewelry store in George Street. The name of the 
store was Vardies. I was told I had the position and could start 
the next day. On arriving home, Carl had taken the message that 
I had the machine position as well. I called the machine 
company to inform them I had accepted another position. 

Starting at Vardies I was soon to find out there was much 
to learn about jewelry. The shop was owned by a Jewish couple 
who had come from different countries in Europe, and often 
had an argument in a foreign language, but when the shop was 
free of customers, Mr Vardie would ask me if I would like a 
drink of apple cider, or an ice cream. 

Time passed, I had been there about five or six months and 
over the Christmas holidays. They were generous to me to the 
extreme, paying me for Christmas holidays which as a part time 
worker I wasn’t entitled to and giving me gifts for Christmas. 
The work didn’t hold any interest for me and I couldn’t say I 
was happy there. 

One afternoon after returning from work I found an 
advertisement in the mailbox for employment at Ermington 
Post Office, which was only a five minutes’ walk from my 
home. I made an appointment for an interview before going to 
Vardies one morning. They said that they were going to 
interview people for a week, and I was somewhat surprised to 
be told I had the position by the end of the week. I informed 
the postmaster I couldn’t start for a week because I had to give 
notice where I was working. I felt very guilty giving notice as the 
Vardies had been so generous and treated me like a long term 
employee.  

I started work at the Post Office on a part time basis. I am 
sure I got the position because of my glowing reference from 
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June Millinery and also, I was told, because I didn’t have young 
children. My first day had an afternoon start and I was advised 
to stand by a lady with her money drawer to watch as she served 
the customers at the counter. I was told to check on parcels, 
contents, weight and custom forms for each country (the 
information was held in a large book).  

I worked at the Post Office for fifteen years, both on the 
counter and also in the mailroom sorting letters and parcels. I 
worked on a part time basis for seven or eight years and later 
went on to full time when the part time position was phased 
out. Being so close to home held many advantages. The main 
benefit was that there was no travel and I could go home at 
lunch time to get my washing from the line. 

When I was on the counter, people would come in from 
surrounding factories with lots of parcels to send and large 
orders of stamps. All I had to add up the sales with was pen and 
paper. Our cash drawer was counted every two weeks to see 
how it tallied up. If it was down, we were responsible to make 
up the difference, if the cash drawer was over, the difference 
would go to public revenue. I am pleased to say that I never had 
to put a large amount of money in to make up the tally. 

In the last years of my employment there, I worked in the 
mailroom. My job at the end of the day, after all the mail had 
been collected and put in the van, was to switch on the burglar 
alarm and lock the back door and gate as I was the last one 
there. The local position paid well, and I had money to do lots 
of nice improvements to our house. 

42. MERVYN’S WORK IN SYDNEY 
While we lived in Sydney, Mervyn worked at several places 

including working on ships at Mort’s Dock. At times he would 
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work an all night shift to get a ship out on time. On going to 
work one day, the men were called up to be told the shipyard 
was broke and there was no money for their wages.  

Over his earlier working life, strikes lasted typically one to 
three weeks, I found it very difficult to catch up on bills that 
relentlessly came in. I was very relieved when the children were 
old enough for me to return to work. In those days there wasn’t 
the luxury of childcare. 

Mervyn was the union representative. Like his father before 
him, he was a union man and was soon to find out there wasn’t 
any superannuation either. He was especially concerned for all 
the men who had worked there all their lives. One man had lost 
an eye while being employed there and had been promised 
lifetime employment. Mervyn went off to fight their battle for 
them, but on his return was disgusted to find most of his tools 
had been stolen. He switched from being a Labor voter to a 
Liberal voter overnight. 

After that, Mervyn went to work at Sankey Benson Wheels. 
While there he was disappointed to find that there were many 
strikes over trifling matters. One situation that gave rise to a 
strike was when the boss had asked a worker to wash his car for 
him! 

One day in 1980 Mervyn went to work as normal. He was 
on the way to the canteen when he thought he felt a stone in his 
shoe, but soon he couldn’t walk. I got a phone call at the Post 
Office to say Mervyn was ill and was on his way to hospital. So I 
hurried to Concord Hospital where the ambulance was taking 
him. After many tests and a CT scan, the doctors decided that 
he had suffered an embolism (a clot had broken away from the 
aorta and had gone to his foot – had it gone to his brain he 
would have died instantly). 
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Waiting to talk to the surgeon after the operation, I was 
shocked to be told: “he has complications but hopefully he will 
survive”. He was home again soon after. 

After Mervyn had recuperated, he went back to Sankey 
Benson Wheels, where he’d held a long-time position as Spare 
Parts Manager. Unfortunately, Sankey Benson’s were forced to 
close because Telecom or someone had neglected to put their 
business phone number in the telephone book and, as a result, 
their business had fallen off. Mervyn was retrenched at 57 years 
of age and found that he was too old to find full time 
employment.  

I was working at the Post Office, so Mervyn took over the 
household chores for two years while I worked. He would come 
over to keep me company while I did my last chores and we 
would walk home together. Mervyn had mellowed now and was 
more like the man I had fallen in love with and married. 

43. TRAVELLING 
Carl travelled to many countries before he went to Japan to 

work, and while we were living at Ermington. On returning 
from one of these trips, he left a scatter of brochures lying on 
the floor. I picked one up about Hong Kong and China. It 
looked interesting and Carl said: “Go for it mum.” It didn’t take 
much to talk Mervyn into the trip, so off we went. The trip was 
interesting enough to give me the travel bug. So the next year, 
we decided on a trip to Japan. Carl hadn’t moved to Japan to 
live at that stage, but we had heard a lot about the country and 
decided to see it for ourselves. We booked a seventeen day tour 
from Tokyo to Fukuoka, going by bus, train, the Shinkansen 
(bullet train) also by boat and ferry. Our trip travelled over and 
ended in Tokyo, the last leg by plane. Our introduction to 
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Tokyo was the warning from the guide that Tokyo had suffered 
a massive earthquake 54 years before and was due to have 
another at any time! 

Japan is a very interesting country. We went to beautiful 
gardens, serene lakes, active volcanoes, beautiful temples lined in 
gold leaf, and many cities. Often, the hostess would say: “today 
we are going to a small city” but on our arrival we would be told 
how many millions of people lived there! My favourite place to 
visit was Beppu. It had a beautiful hotel which took up the 
whole block. We stayed one night. It must have been VERY 
expensive. I don’t remember if we were told that it was the 
biggest hotel in the world or the biggest in Japan. It was built 
near hot springs and, in the distance, we could see large bronze 
statues that looked like angels (I don’t know what they 
represented). It was mystical with steam coming out of the hills. 
There were life sized stone statues of reindeers and lots of fish 
(carp) in pools in the magnificent grounds surrounding the 
hotel. The hotel also had beautiful hot baths, hot coffee beans 
which you could soak in, and a large statue of “The Peach Boy” 
(the subject of a favorite Japanese children’s story).  

After dinner, we were encouraged to try the baths and we 
were given a cotton kimono to wear. On arriving at the baths, I 
found that I was expected to take off the kimono and, with 
nothing on, be handed a towel by a male attendant before 
entering. I couldn’t bring myself to do that, but I dearly wanted 
to try the hot springs. So instead I went in fully clothed just for a 
look. I heard it was the same routine for men, except that a lady 
handed out the towels to the men. I observed that in the 
bathroom, one had to wash before entering the water and to be 
sure no soap suds remained. The hot bath was just to relax in. 
Mervyn sneaked a camera into the men’s baths, as cameras 
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weren’t allowed. He took a photo of a bather from the rear. 
Mervyn commented to a fellow traveler later on his ‘scoop’. The 
response was: “what would you have done had he turned 
around?” Mervyn replied: “I would have taken a shot from the 
front too!” 

After the bath we were supposed to have had, and still in 
our kimonos, we were taken to a live theatre to see a show. It 
was very well done and a very interesting war story which 
centred on a Japanese mother writing to her son and, on the 
opposite side of the stage, an American mother writing to her 
son. They were writing about their similar fears and hopes. The 
battle raged in the middle of the stage with a warship and a 
plane overhead raining down bombs on the ship. The end of the 
story had Japan victorious!  

We really enjoyed the seventeen days holiday, and when it 
was over we returned home thinking that would be our last visit 
to Japan, but more was to follow. One or two years later we 
returned to Japan as Carl was teaching English there. He took us 
to Sapporo, the last island north. One year the winter Olympic 
Games were held there. We went into a building to see beautiful 
ice carvings. In subsequent visits we went to Tokyo Disneyland. 

My last trip with Mervyn was to go to Japan for the 
wedding of Carl and Mariko. Mariko had attended an English-
speaking Catholic university and she had studied the Catholic 
religion. Mariko accepted the teachings but didn’t want to 
become a Catholic. The wedding was held in a lovely little 
chapel of the university and was conducted by a priest who had 
fled from Europe during the war. The service was performed in 
Japanese and in English for our benefit. 

The reception was held at the International Press Club, 
which is like a hotel and surrounded by a beautiful garden. 
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Mariko married in traditional white, and changed before 
the reception into a traditional Japanese Kimono. Mariko had 
lost her mother many years before. I appreciated that she waited 
for me to arrive to help pick out her wedding dress. Carl and 
Mervyn had hired dinner suits for the wedding. Before going to 
the winter wedding, on 18 December 1988, I looked at all the 
shops for something suitable to wear. Not finding anything, I 
made my outfit myself. 

The only sad part was Carmel Anne had only just given 
birth to Garry and couldn’t attend the wedding. Carmel Anne 
and family have been over many times since as a family and 
individually. 

Carl and Mariko went to Europe for their honeymoon. 

44. NORMANHURST 
I retired when I was 60. Ermington had never been my 

desired place to live and I often dreamed of moving to a nicer 
area. Eventually we made our move to the leafy suburb of 
Normanhurst. The home was in Avery Street, a small cul-de-sac. 
It was a lovely brick home. Out the back was a gully with a creek 
and a small waterfall. Beyond the creek there was a heavily 
wooded reserve. When it rained, the creek would be a raging 
torrent. The noise could be heard several streets away. 

To take advantage of the view, Mervyn and his builder 
friend built a large deck at the back and added a ledge the length 
of the deck so that we could feed the lovely birds of the district. 
We fed over a hundred lorikeets twice daily, as well as magpies 
and kookaburras who would look up at us and ‘talk’ to us. We 
got to know the birds with young families and we knew to 
expect that they would return for more food to feed their 
babies. A kookaburra once left a dead grasshopper on the ledge 
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for us. Another attractive bird was the butcher bird. Often when 
I was in the kitchen, one would land on the screen door or the 
kitchen window to warble his melodic sound to let me know of 
his presence. The butcher bird used to catch the food while in 
full flight. 

The Normanhurst home had a large plate glass window in 
the lounge room. Often when I was on the telephone (which 
was near the window) a magpie would come to the window 
whistling his tune and wanting me to give him some mince 
meat, which I always kept in the fridge in small packs. If I 
ignored him, he would peck on the glass. After getting his 
mince, he would call his mate and share what he had with her. 

After buying a book on birds to help us identify them, we 
discovered a Cuckoo bird had raided a Honey Eater’s nest. It 
tossed out the Honey Eater’s eggs and laid its own! The Honey 
Eater returned later to sit on the eggs, thinking they were her 
own. One Cuckoo chick hatched. The Honey Eater’s effort to 
feed the Cuckoo chick was insufficient and so the chick 
squawked loudly for more food. We had to supplement the 
chick’s food and we were very relieved when he also decided it 
was time to migrate. 

Two years after we had moved I was feeling unwell so I 
went for X-rays and tests. After one test, I suffered a lung 
hemorrhage and was taken by ambulance to Royal Prince Alfred 
Hospital. There it was decided I needed an operation and had a 
piece taken from my left lung. I went through many tests but no 
one could come up with the cause except to say, thankfully, that 
it wasn’t cancer. I recovered and returned home. 

Carl came home on holidays to see our new home. He also 
brought Mariko over to meet the family and spend a few 
Christmases with us. Carl returned many times on business as 
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well. On one occasion he asked if he could bring a Japanese 
business man over to stay at home instead of at a hotel. We 
happily agreed. Uchajama was a very nice man with whom we 
were to become great friends, and we often enjoyed a very nice 
meal with his delightful family back in Tokyo. On one visit, he 
took us on the Shinkansen and by hire car to a small seaside 
village for the day. We stayed at a Japanese business man’s club, 
slept on a futon on the floor, and had a Japanese bath and 
Japanese cuisine before returning the next day. We were 
informed we were the only non-Japanese ever to stay there. 

Carl and Mariko returned often to Normanhurst and 
brought friends over for a holiday. Mariko’s brother Markato 
and her father Tajima-san (“san” is a Japanese mark of respect 
included after an adult’s name), also came for visits. Mariko’s 
father was a very nice old man. He liked Australia and came to 
visit several times. Mervyn would learn a few Japanese phrases 
(about plants and animals) before his visit. Once, Mervyn took 
Tajima-san down to the creek just in time to see a large water 
dragon leap from the water. After Mervyn died they came over 
several more times. On a few occasions, Carl and Mariko went 
out leaving Tajima-san and me home together (as Tajima’s knees 
were giving him trouble). It made for an interesting day as he 
couldn’t speak English and I couldn’t speak Japanese (except for 
a few words). In that predicament, we were inclined to speak 
louder and wave our arms around. But with the aid of a two way 
dictionary, we got by. When we would go out in a foursome, 
Carl said: “people will think he is your husband”. If someone 
during the war years was to tell me I would entertain a Japanese 
ex-soldier in my home, I would never have believed it. One can 
never say ‘never’! 
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Carl blends in very well in Japan. He has olive skin, brown 
eyes and black hair. 

At our home in Normanhurst we had several very nice 
dinners and barbeques with Carmel Anne, Paul and the children, 
Carl and Mariko, Japanese friends and colleagues of Carl. Peter 
Thompson, Carl’s managing director (who was English) came to 
visit several times. One Japanese business man once told us that 
we didn’t need to go on a holiday as we had it all in our 
backyard with the view and the birds. He thought it was like a 
resort! 

Our home was on a steep decline from the street so we had 
privacy, both in the front and back lawn, for a barbeque. The 
front of the house had a double rail fence. The backyard was 
uncluttered by fences and our lawn, and our neighbour’s lawn, 
extended down to the creek.  Occasionally a mother duck and 
ducklings would waddle up from the creek and we would give 
them bread to eat. 

When Mervyn was too old for cycling, he had taken up 
bowls and loved the game. He played bowls both at Ermington 
and after our move to Normanhurst. 

Those eight years were the happiest of our married life. 
The end of this happy time was heralded, one Saturday a 

couple of years after my lung episode. Mervyn had gone off to 
play bowls as normal. On returning home he said that he didn’t 
feel well and went to bed. He never complained when he was ill 
and it was a dirty word to ask him how he was feeling. The next 
morning he couldn’t get out of bed as he was paralysed. I called 
our local doctor who, on first seeing Mervyn, thought he had 
suffered a stroke. An ambulance was called and he was taken to 
hospital. The doctor took an x-ray and it was found Mervyn had 
a tumor on the brain. It was later discovered that the tumor was 
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a secondary which had come from the melanoma that had been 
removed from his arm eight years before. After two brain 
operations and x-ray treatment, Mervyn was slowly dying. 

Carl took leave from work for about nine weeks and came 
home from Japan to see his father. Carl was there for his Dad 
through the operation and later would pick his Dad up from the 
hospice and bring him home in a wheelchair for the day. 

Mervyn’s last dying wish, being a very determined man, was 
to walk into Marjorie’s home (instead of using a wheelchair) on 
New Year’s Day to have lunch with her family and ours. Mariko 
had also flown over to say goodbye. When the New Year was 
over, Carl couldn’t delay getting back to work any longer and, 
with Mariko, they flew home together.  

It was the saddest day of Carl’s life when he kissed and said 
goodbye to his father for the last time. As the nurse said after 
Carl had left: “he (Mervyn) dropped his bundle”. Shortly after, 
Mervyn went into a coma. He was only 65 when he died. Sadly 
he didn’t live to see and meet Jenny (Carl and Mariko’s 
daughter). 

Carl was very upset that he could not be present at the 
funeral. He tried to get a return flight in and out the same day 
but it wasn’t to be. He still has regrets but as I have told him, he 
was here when it counted the most. 

Mervyn turned Catholic on his deathbed. When he told us 
of his decision to do this, he said he would have done it sooner 
only for Marjorie, who he felt would have strongly resented it. 
His mother and father had passed away by then. In those last 
few years, I had stopped going to church. Mervyn had asked me 
to return saying that we would meet again in heaven. I did try 
returning to the Church but it still wasn’t for me. I believe in 
God but I think the Church has definitely lost its direction. 

145 



CARMEL WOODEN 

After Mervyn’s death the funeral arrangements went in the 
paper, saying he was to be cremated and a requiem mass was to 
be held at the Catholic Church at Waitara. A phone call from 
Colin came as a complete surprise to us. He wanted to know 
what time the cremation was as Marjorie and Colin didn’t intend 
to go to the church. Carmel Anne and I asked Colin to put 
Marjorie on the phone. With tears streaming down our cheeks 
we both begged and pleaded with Marjorie to attend her 
brother’s funeral. Her reply was: “I wouldn’t understand it”. 
Marjorie was ultimately persuaded to attend the church service 
but she and Colin’s family didn’t go back to our home 
afterwards for the wake. 

It is a shame how religion can affect some people! 
Mervyn died at 9am on 12 January, 1992. Carmel Anne, 

Paul, Monica and I were at Mervyn’s bedside from before dawn 
until he died. Monica, who is an ex-nun and a renowned singer 
and Paul’s cousin, softly sang a beautiful hymn as Mervyn was 
dying. Monica couldn’t be at the funeral, due to her travel 
commitments, but some of her very talented cousins Mary-
Anne, Josie and Christopher, sang some beautiful music, 
including a song which Chris had composed. Carmel Anne also 
read a sad and moving eulogy as a tribute to her father. 

As I write this, it is twelve years since Mervyn has gone, but 
I still miss him every day. I lived with this man for nearly forty 
two years, sharing the most intimate part of our lives together. 
Losing my husband, lover and best friend at first made me wish 
I could die and go with him. But with support of family and 
friends I realize, life goes on and I have to move on with it. 

Three years after Mervyn’s death, with five friends, I 
travelled to England, Ireland, Scotland and Europe. We went as 
far as Prague and Budapest on a seven week holiday. Shortly 
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after my return, Carmel Anne and Beverly planned a very nice 
surprise party for my 70th birthday.  

Now alone and lonely, I returned to my three bedroom 
home. I decided it was time to move on. Saying goodbye to my 
home and all its pleasant memories, I moved to Bramblewood, a 
very pleasant retirement village in Normanhurst, just the other 
side of the rail line from my old home. 

It was on my trip to Europe that Carl finally caught up with 
me in Austria with a surprising and exciting phone call to say 
that Mariko was expecting a baby! Jenny was born on 25 
September 1995. 

After Mervyn had died, I didn’t expect to go to Japan again. 
But after Jenny’s birth I made three more trips. I went for two 
weeks in 1996 to see their beautiful baby. Carl and Mariko 
invited me to extend my stay an extra week and I didn’t need 
much convincing. 

In 1997 Carmel Anne and I returned for another trip. I 
again went back alone in 1999. This time I was very nervous as 
my health had really deteriorated. My doctor had to tone down 
the seriousness of my respiratory condition for me to get travel 
insurance. I said to Dr Knowles: “do you think I am well 
enough to go to Japan?” Her reply: “if nothing happens to you, 
you will be alright”. Dr Knowles is a lovely family doctor so, 
armed with medication if I should get the flu and more 
medication if I should catch pneumonia, I set out for my trip. 

Before going I had taken a bone building medication for 
osteoporosis and was told, after a test, to go off it as I was 
getting an irregular heartbeat. A heart specialist had also changed 
my blood pressure tablet. Shortly after arriving in Japan I broke 
out in welts, starting on my legs and creeping up daily to cover 
most of my body except my face. Carl and Mariko separately 
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took me to St Lukes (a private English speaking hospital) near 
their home. That alone was an experience. I wouldn’t have 
gotten anywhere but for their help. After a couple of 
consultations it was decided I was allergic to the blood pressure 
tablets and my medication was changed. 

Carl sends me videos of Jenny growing up which is lovely, 
but as Carmel Anne said: “you can see but not touch”. I miss 
very much not seeing Jenny growing up. Carl, Mariko and Jenny 
have been over several times, although I would love to see Jenny 
and the family again. I naturally miss their company, but I have 
always felt that so long as Carl is happy there I don’t mind. 
Everyone has to live their own life. I am not well enough to 
travel now, but I have been very fortunate to have been to the 
country six times. 

Bramblewood is a small and friendly village with a bus seat 
and bus at the front that runs a service between Hornsby and 
Westleigh. It is also a short walk down a steep hill to 
Normanhurst station. I go down to the dining room for my 
main meal of the day. It is a very nice home cooked meal, saving 
me the trouble of shopping for meat and veggies and the 
cooking, not to mention having to wash up after a meal. I also 
like the company. I am happy here and I have taken up playing 
cards on a regular basis. What I like most about Bramblewood is 
the convenience to transport and it is only a ten minute drive to 
Carmel Anne, Paul and their family. It is also very close to 
Beverley and Bill. 

Everyone has a story to tell, this one is mine. Writing this 
book has made me appreciate how full my life has been and the 
many blessings I was fortunate to receive during my life. 
Reflecting on my life has been an intense, emotional experience. 
In travelling again the routes my life has taken, I feel as if I have 
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just returned from a wonderful adventure. I discovered “ME” 
on my trip and I am proud of who I am and thankful for the 
people and forces that have brought me and mine to where I am 
today. In particular, I am blessed with a loving family who care 
about me and my welfare. There are some serious regrets such 
as the lack of opportunity for a good education and the lack of 
dental care as a child! But those regrets belong to bygone days 
and I now must focus, renewed, on tomorrow …. for tomorrow 
is another day! At times recently I must confess, I would not 
have given a damn for tomorrow, but how else would I find out 
what happens next???? 
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45. TERMINOLOGY 

Sulky 
had one seat. It sat on two high wheels and was pulled by one 
horse harnessed to one shaft. 

Buggy 
was much larger, with one seat for the driver and a tray on the 
back. It had four wheels and was pulled by two horses harnessed 
together, between two shafts. 

Private hotel 
Same as a hotel but didn’t sell or have liquor on the premises. 

Pounds, shillings & pence 
changed to decimal currency in 1966. 
• 12 pence to a shilling 
• 20 shillings to one pound 
• 2 pounds to one dollar 

Part time work 
was four hours per day. No sick pay or holiday pay. A 
percentage of the usual salary of the day was added on an hourly 
basis. 
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46. PHOTOGRAPHS 
 

 
Photo 1: Me at 2 years 

This photo was taken at Hampton, and it is the only known 
photo of me as a child. 
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Photo 2: Me at around 16 years 

I made this dress to go dancing at Cloudland in Brisbane 
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Photo 3: My dear sister, Veronica 
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Photo 4: The Hotel Victory – circa 1939 

 
 

 
Photo 5: Hotel Victory rear entry 
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Photo 6: I'm in the middle at Cloudland 

It was called Cloudland because we used to get a cable car 
up to the dance floor. I went there most weekends. 
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Photo 7: I was a Model Milliner 

At one time I made hats in the shop window and the Police 
were called to control the pedestrian traffic crowding around to 
look! 
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Photo 8: Night out with June Millinery work mates 

I’m the third from the right 
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Photo 9: Unique in all the world 
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Photo 10: Luna Park, Melbourne, with Margaret 

This was a posed photo, from the days when it was very 
rare to fly. 
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Photo 11: Me, modelling a two-piece swim suit 

This was one of Australia’s first two-piece swim suits. On a 
Sunday drive to Southport in my brother Brian’s car. 
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Photo 12: Police had to be called to manage the crowds when I 

modelled in person! 
 
 

 
Photo 13: Regent Theatre Pinup competition: I won! 

The winner was the one who got the loudest applause, and 
I won! 
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Photo 14: Irene in the beach suit Kent bought 
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Photo 15: Visiting Sydney with Irene and Beverley 

Irene made many beautiful outfits for the three of us to 
wear on our Sydney visits, and I made the hats to go with them. 
Everyone wore gloves and hats in those days. 
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Photo 16: Another Sydney ensemble 
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Photo 17: We stayed at Pettys Hotel Sydney 

We loved to stay at this beautiful boutique hotel 
 

 
Photo 18: Mervyn & Me 

I met Mervyn after the war, when there were very few 
eligible men. I was lucky to get a handsome man. 
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Photo 19: To Dear Mervyn With Love From Carmel 
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Photo 20: Mervyn 

 

 
Photo 21: 100 Yards of lace 

I used 100 yards of lace to make this blouse. My sweet 
landlady, Mrs Campbell, would get so cross when I wore it 
because she insisted on washing and ironing it, including all the 
lacy frills! 
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Photo 22: Mervyn & I in downtown Sydney ~1948 
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Photo 23: Our Wedding  

I wanted to be different, so I chose a blue lace for the 
wedding dress that Irene made for me. I cringe now every time I 
look at it. I so wish I had worn white like a traditional bride. 
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Photo 24: Bride & Bridesmaid Couples 
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Photo 25: Our wedding, St Paul's Cathedral, Brisbane 
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Photo 26: Honeymoon at Coolangatta 

On top of the world! 
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Photo 27: Mervyn on his bicycle 

Mervyn, on the right, won many bicycle races. He would 
ride from Sydney to Brisbane  
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Photo 28: Living with Mervyn's family in Sydney 

Left to right: Brother in Law Colin, Mervyn, Mervyn’s 
father also Mervyn, Me, Mother in Law Betty, Sister in Law 
Marjorie 
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Photo 29: A win at the races - Dad & Irene 
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Photo 30: My brother Pat 

My brother Pat had racehorses and I remember there was 
often a race horse at home at Hampton. Later Mum and Dad 
rebuilt their home in Hendra, Brisbane, near the race course. 
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Photo 31: Mum & me at Jenolan Caves 

Mum came to stay with Mervyn and me in Sydney after we 
were married and living in our new home in Ermington. 
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Photo 32: Beverley near the time of her world cruise 
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Photo 33: Young parents at Ermington 

Carmel-Anne in the middle. 
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Photo 34: My children: Carmel-Anne and Carl 
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Photo 35: Carl - a lifesaver at Mona Vale Beach 

Carl is seated in the first row on the left 
 

 
Photo 36: Carl & Mariko at Bobbin Head, Sydney 
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Photo 37: Grandchildren: Leona, Garry, Brendan 

 

 
Photo 38: Granddaughter Jenny's 1st birthday 

 

182 



MEMORIES OF BYGONE DAYS 

 
Photo 39: Our happy Normanhurst home 
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Photo 40: Brendan & Tina's Wedding - 28-April-2013 
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Photo 41: Granddaughter Leona looks so like me 
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Photo 42: At Brendan & Tina's wedding 

Left to right - Carmel-Anne, Myself, Leona, Carl. 
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Photo 43: Grandson Garry (2013) 
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Photo 44: Carmel-Anne and Paul (2013) 
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Photo 45: Granddaughter Jenny Cheerleading 
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