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​​​Editor's Note
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My father was born in 1911, at home in a terrace house in the Sydney suburb of Paddington. He was born premature and was apparently no bigger than my grandfather's hand. My grandparents kept him in a shoebox, wrapped him in cotton wool, and fed him with an eye dropper. He should have died, but something in that stubborn little baby's character helped him to somehow keep breathing and hold on to life.

Nowadays, premature babies are cared for with modern equipment in neonatal intensive care units. If these things had existed in 1911, perhaps my father wouldn't have suffered as much damage to his underdeveloped lungs, leaving him with chronic bronchitis all his life. Maybe my grandparents wouldn't have had to leave Sydney and move to a farm so that "little Georgie" could grow up with fresh country air to breathe. He may have grown up a street urchin in a working-class suburb instead of growing up on a farm that is now drowned beneath Warragamba Dam.

My father wrote these stories towards the end of his life after he'd retired. I remember sitting with him in our dining room as he slowly wrote in the school exercise books he used to record his memories. Many of them deal with his early life growing up in the Burragorang Valley. Others describe other parts of his life away from that bushland setting he loved so much. But these are only some of his stories; old age and ill health curtailed his ambitions as a storyteller.

Some stories are more complete than others—some are simply sketches—but I have, as editor, tried to leave his writing as raw as possible, only fixing spelling or grammatical errors or clarifying a few narrative ambiguities. So what you will read here, as much as was feasible, is my father's voice, unadorned and unadulterated. I can think of no better tribute to him.

John Anthony James

Cammeraygal Land

January 2023
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​​​1. Memories
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Human nature, being what it is, has continuously striven for better things, often losing some of the finer things in the process. The hills in the distance always seem to be much greener. Over the next rise, life will be brighter and better. Memories are much the same. We tend to glamorise the good things until the past looks much brighter than it really was, the bad years forgotten as the years roll by.

I was 54 years of age when my youngest son was born. He had a grown-up brother and sisters to help spoil him, and I'm as much to blame as they are. I feel the depression years and shortage of money have left their mark at the back of my mind, so I've spoiled him as much, if not more, than the rest. Still, I hope his common sense makes him a better man than his dad.

My son has so much more to amuse him than the children of my day. To get him to read is like pulling a tooth. All the great stories have been made into films and shown on TV; so much easier to sit and look at the idiot box where the good and the trash are offered for their entertainment. I'm sure that something is missing in their lives.

We learnt to read comics first, then the Boys' Adventure Stories: Coral Island, Treasure Island, King Solomon's Mines, etc. The girls read Seven Little Australians, Little Women, and the Anne and Billabong series. In my opinion, two main things are missing from children's lives these days: companionship and good books. Yet, at eleven years of age, my son has a far greater knowledge of the world through the visual aid of the TV. He keeps up with current affairs in our daily news and shows he understands them with the penetrating questions he asks. Also, he sees the wonders of our world, while we had to rely on our imagination.

Technology has advanced so much in the last half-century; he has so much more to learn than we did. I presume he is no different from the other children of his era. In our time, we had no TV or radio and no cars for our parents to take us to the beaches and parklands for miles around. We had no swimming pools in our backyards. What we had was a greater dependence on each other, so we had to make our own fun.

I was born in Paddington. Back then, it was a working-class suburb noted for its low rents and its convenience to work and the city. Today, it is the Bohemia of Sydney. The "in" suburb to live in with its old-fashioned terrace houses with their beautiful wrought iron balconies and facades, and, for the lucky ones, wondrous harbour views.

One of my earliest memories is lying in bed at night, listening to the lions and tigers roar at the Moore Park Zoo. Taronga Zoo had been built only recently, and the great cats had yet to be moved to their new home.

We used to watch the city lights come on one by one as we followed the old gentleman with his long pole going from gaslight to gaslight, lighting them in turn. A simple pleasure still remembered after 60 years.

What cheeky little urchins we must have been. Where the White City tennis courts are today, there were Chinese market gardens. We used to think we were brave and smart, hanging over the fence watching the hard-working chinamen hoeing between their rows of beautiful vegetables and yelling, "ching chong chinamen, velly velly fat," then racing madly away. Had our parents known, we’d have had our tails smacked good and hard.

I remember the first air race from England to Australia, for which Sir Ross Smith was knighted. I recall running with the other boys as fast as possible to see Captain Pickles make a forced landing in Centennial Park. If there really was a competitor named Captain Pickles, I don't know. Maybe the man who told us his name was pulling our legs. To this day, I'm not sure. All I know is that we were there to watch the plane land.

I recall our billy cart races down Cascade Street. It was a very steep street, and halfway down, the Bellevue Hill Tram used to cross, so all the carts would line up at the top of the hill with one boy watching to see if the way was clear of trams. On his signal, the race would be on. The thrills and spills of those wild rides! It was a wonder none of us was killed. A special guardian angel must look after little boys and girls.

When the Easter Show came around, those same billy carts came in very handy, as the sample bags were free in those days. A mob of us kids with our carts in tow would go to the show, sneaking over or through a prearranged hole in the fence. (There was no fun going in the main gate; entering illegally was much more exciting.) Then, working as a team, we’d bring back sample bags to the people who waited outside, then go back for more until the man at the booths noticed our many trips and refused to let us in. Then it was our turn to wait outside while the rest went in and did their share.

Then we'd return to the back lane, sharing our spoils, one bag per family from each stall. Our method of getting many sample bags makes me wonder if we had anything to do with them no longer being free. All I know is that our parents had enough condiments to last from one show to the next.

Our favourite game was Hare and Hounds, best played in the long twilight of a summer evening. We’d give the hare five minutes' start, and then the hounds would be after them, following the chalked arrows that showed the way they went. We’d purr at courting couples sitting on the gas boxes as we trotted past, a favourite haunt for courting couples. To boys our age, kissing girls was stupid. When the hares had gone far enough, they’d write Home on the pavement, and then it’d be a mad scramble to get back home to base. The ones who knew the best shortcuts usually arrived back first.

Our other pastime was to run down busy Oxford Street and jump onto the back of vans and lorries; not motor-driven but pulled by one or two horses. Then, dropping off, we’d do the same coming back down the other side of the street. This game was called Whip Behind, and many a behind had a whip laid across it, which added spice to the game.

We also watched the fire brigade during their training runs. The bell would ring, and the horses would trot from their stalls and stand underneath their harnesses where they would drop onto their backs from above. In a matter of minutes, they’d be galloping down the street with us street-urchins chasing after them. I doubt if modern firefighters could get their fire engines moving as quickly.

We went swimming at Bondi, and if we couldn't jump on the back of a tram, we'd walk. Bondi had very few houses; from the top of Waverley's hills to the sea, it was mainly sand dunes. Dover Heights had only one house, the home of "Nosey Bob", the Hangman. We’d give a sigh of relief when his house was out of sight. Today, you wouldn't find a vacant block of land on either Dover Heights or the dunes of Bondi.

One last memory. As a special treat, Mum sometimes let us buy our lunch from the shop outside the school. No school canteen in my day. She’d give my brother Les and me threepence to spend. We’d buy a piece of fish and a bag of chips and have a penny left over, which we’d spend on Bullseyes or Humbugs. I can still remember the taste.

My father told me how wonderful his childhood was compared to mine, so I surmise that my son will tell his children the same. 
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​​​2. An Irish Colleen
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My mother, Johanna, was born in County Cork, Ireland, in 1884, the thirteenth child of a family of thirteen, consisting of nine girls and four boys. After the death of both parents, the eldest sister brought the whole family to Sydney. This was a big step for a young girl to take in the days of the windjammers. 

Of the nine girls, my mother was the only one to marry, so she was reared by eight genteel Irish spinsters. I never heard the story of how she came to marry my father, Cecil, under their eagle eyes, but she adored my father until the day she died.

There is one other thing I wish to explain about my gentle, timid, refined Irish mother. She had a saying that describes her as she was. In her soft Irish brogue, she’d say, "If the good fairy gave me three wishes, I'd ask for only one; the gift of understanding." A more understanding woman never lived.

I was the second child in a family of three: an elder brother, Les, and a younger sister, Muriel. I'd been born premature, kept alive in olive oil and cotton wool, leaving me a delicate child plagued with chest troubles. Because of my health, my parents took what must have been a sacrifice for them. Dad, who was a foreman at Anthony Hordern's, had learnt to drive a lorry. He had a good job, above-average earnings and, above all, security.

He received an offer to go share farming in the Burragorang Valley. Being reared in the country, he had no false ideas of making a fortune, but for the sake of my health, Mum and Dad accepted.

Dad went on ahead, taking Les with him. All our goods and chattels went to Camden. Dad drove a two-horse wagon from Camden to the valley, a three-day journey with the slow, plodding draught horses. Mum, Muriel and I stayed behind. We were to join them a week later. We left on the first step of our journey to our new home, and Camden was our first destination.

Today, Camden is an outer suburb of the sprawling metropolis known as Sydney. In 1921, it could almost be described as a frontier town. There were horse-driven teams and bullock wagons hauling silver ore from Yeranderie, a silver mining town at the top end of the valley. Camden was connected to the main rail line via a branch line from Campbelltown. The engine that pulled the train was perhaps the oldest and smallest in New South Wales. Mount Kerry was the steepest grade in the state, and the task of pulling carriages over this hill was always a problem. Sometimes the engine had to shunt backwards and forwards, taking two or three runs to get over. It was known on some occasions, such as football finals, that male passengers were asked to walk beside the train until the hill was climbed. Then they’d rejoin the train and be on their way.

On this day, the train only stopped once to make it over the hill. We arrived safely and went to the Royal Hotel, where we'd been booked for the night.

This was in 1921, not 1800, so I'm not sure what Mum thought of her first country town with its churned-up muddy roads. The big wheels of the farmer's drays and teamsters' waggons had ruined what went under the name of Main Street.

Mum took a pair of button-up boots out of our suitcase. She had to get me to button them up using a small hook for each button, and then do the same with the long gloves. The boots reached halfway up the calves, and the gloves almost to the elbows. Then she took us shopping to buy her first country order. She'd been used to buying her groceries at the corner store when she ran out: half a pound of tea, a pound of sugar, 2 pounds of flour, 7 pounds of potatoes, etc.

Ordering for three months or more was different. With the aid of the shopkeeper, her order was two sacks of flour (180 pounds), 270 one-pound bags of sugar, a 240-pound chest of tea, jam in 7-pound tins, two large tins of biscuits, golden syrup, herrings in tomato sauce for a change, baking powder, dried fruits, bi-carb of soda, a bag of salt and other incidentals.

The storekeeper assured her he’d put her order on the first wagon possible as soon as the river went down. She left the store wondering if she'd forgotten anything.

The next morning, we joined the mail car, one of the few cars in the district. Mum sat in the front seat with the driver, and Muriel and I climbed over the back with the mailbags. The driver carried mail for seven different post offices, and with the mailbags and the parcels to be delivered, there was little room for us kids. But we were on our way!

The driver said I was to be the mailman for the day, which made me a proud little boy as I found the parcel or mailbag he wanted at every stop. I can still see my mother as we passed a straining team of horses on the narrow mountain road, rigid of back, with hands clenched on her lap as we crept by, our wheels only a few inches from the side. She never rebuked me for hanging out of the window and gazing at the valley floor a thousand feet below. She must have had her eyes closed as well.

Arriving at Nattai Post Office, Dad was waiting for us, and the usual country hospitality dinner was waiting for us too, courtesy of Mr Kelly, the postmaster. Mum thought Dad was rude when he hurried us up over our meal, but Mr Kelly seemed to understand, for he had our horse harnessed to our sulky with some of our luggage tied to the back and the rest on the floor. Mum, Muriel, and Dad were soon seated, ready to go, while I had a seat to myself with the luggage, with warnings from Mum not to crush her hatbox.

After going a short way, Mum spoke to Dad, so he stopped the horse, and Mum went into the bush while Dad, in his usual tactless way, said, "If you see a snake, don't worry. Leave it alone, and it will go away." Just think of what courage it took for a woman scared of every living thing that crept or crawled to go into the bush alone.

We were soon on our way again, and Dad drove as quickly as he could. I opened and shut the gates as we passed through the different properties. Soon we came to a bridge that crossed the river. Owing to the heavy rain, the river had risen about ten feet, just about high enough to be called a small flood. There was about two feet of water over the decking, and our horse crossed the bridge very gingerly. Once across, Dad seemed to relax and not be in such a hurry.

We eventually came to the river again, but there was no bridge this time. Dad stopped and "coo-eed". Two boys came running over the brow of the hill on the other side, followed by a man that Dad said was named Joe Fitz. One of the boys was my brother Les. He waved madly. Joe got in a boat and, kneeling upright, paddled across to join us.

That canoe is worth describing. It was made from a single sheet of roofing iron, the front bolted together to make a point. The rear was bent upwards and nailed to the thick timber from a kerosene tin case. Fore and aft were caulked with clay and horse hair. Two spreaders kept it from collapsing inwards or outwards.

Mum looked at it in horror. "You don't expect me or the children to travel in that?"

"It's quite safe," said Joe. "I've been across many times when it's been much higher."

Mum looked at that swiftly running river, the whirling, eddying, muddy, smelly stream. "Alright," she said in a somewhat trembling voice.

Joe took me and the luggage first. He began paddling upstream in the calmer water, then turned and crossed the river, which carried us quickly downstream again, while Joe edged across and soon landed me where my brother was on the opposite side. Mum's turn was next with Muriel on her knee and hat box in hand, the river lapping within a few inches of the top of the canoe. She sat with her eyes tightly closed, never opening them until she heard Joe say, "You can step ashore now."

We spent the night with the Fitz's before heading off to see our new home the next morning.

The house was built in two parts; the original home was at the back, with four rooms added to the front. The lounge and main bedroom were both large and were divided by a set of folding doors. After Mum had cleaned and made the place livable, the local dances were to be held here, the music provided by a violin and an old-fashioned accordion.

The kitchen was a delightful place. A large stool ran along the wall next to a large table. The fireplace was immense and made of abode and smooth lap stones from the river. It was built so that there were seats along either side of an open fire and the stove. The rest of the room was occupied by two large cedar dressers, and this was where we spent most of our time.

The rest of the house had to be seen to be believed. Next to the kitchen was a big storeroom. The back of three rooms were built of slabs with clay and horsehair forced in the cracks to keep the wind from whistling through. There were no doors, only heavy drapes rotting with age. Across the ceiling, calico had been stretched, once white but now a dirty brown, sagging under the accumulation of nearly a century's dust. The walls had been whitewashed so often that the horsehair stuck out, and they looked like they needed a good shave.

There was no laundry, no bathroom, and no Kalgoorlie safe to keep things cool and protected from flies. Because there was no fence around the house, the calves, pigs and hens had wandered through as they pleased, so it was far from clean.

The first thing Mum insisted on was a fence, and with hard work, Mum soon had the house spotless. I will say this: mansion or hovel, wherever Mum was, was home.

In the years we spent on the farm, my mother was so timid that she never learnt to ride or drive a horse. If she wanted to go anywhere, Dad, Les or I drove her with the quietest horse in the sulky. I remember her as she was: a loving wife, a wonderful mother and a woman with a rare kind of courage willing to leave the city and rough it in the country for the sake of her sickly son.
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