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This book is dedicated to the ones who have gone before: Doretta, Arthur, Nell, Graham and Helen, and to my cousin Lew who has encouraged me with ‘You can do it, Darling’, from my early childhood.

And to my mother.

And we must respect the past knowing 
it was once all that was humanly possible.
George Santayana

1: ONCE MORE INTO THE ARCHIVES

––––––––

Two decades ago I found it necessary to review the past in order to perceive my path into the future. I looked back to see where I had come from and found hills and valleys I had explored and other darkened vistas that had never seen the light of day.

While my mother’s mind was still keen enough we constantly wandered together through our joint past and that of our family. Since I have lost her to Alzheimer’s Disease I have continued the archaeological dig alone, turning the past over stone by stone, raking through corners which were hidden, too painful to unearth.

Gradually I’ve discovered through my own vague or obscured recollections, traces of what has brought me to where I am today. Late in my journey though I may be, still there is time to bring reconciliations with the phantoms of yesteryear. It wasn’t just that I wanted to write of the past. I had to.

Currently the reaction to memoirs, family history and the like is vastly different from when I placed my foot on the exploratory road. I was told, ‘Whatever you do don’t say it’s family history.’ Genealogy is more popular than ever. Many of us have a strong sense of family, whether it is excessive or not is a moot point as we dig around pursuing distant cousins and their descendants to try to fill the voids in our family trees.

Now memoirs and memories are considered an essential part of our background—how our houses were constructed, how our families interacted, what the customs of our youth were.

A person who has consumed the written word for so long and so voraciously is bound to spit some of it out eventually. It really becomes a matter of not being able to help oneself.

Full to overflowing with words and never being a great speaker, I have turned to the written word—this time, my own. The day came when I reached overload and began to regurgitate. Out of the past came the volume of stories called ‘One Link in the Chain’ which was first produced in hard copy, then as an ebook. It tells the story of my mother’s rape in 1940 by a family friend, of the trauma through which she suffered as she tried to fight the establishment for justice for herself and her child. Of her battle and ultimate gain of her right to consider herself better than society thought she and her child were. There was the moment of meeting between her child and the man who had committed such an atrocity against them. And finally, a tenuous and hard won peace of mind. So this story is not only mine, but actually my story is only a sub-plot, part of the ripple effect which began long before I was born.

I have had to take into consideration the fact that, by telling the truth as it happened around me and to me, I would be endangering relationships within the family which were important to me. This is the toughest censorship I can imagine for a writer—the fear of hurting those who matter to us.

In the end I had to deal with the past as I saw it and lived it, realizing that my interaction with those who have passed on would have been entirely different from the relationships experienced with these people by other family members. I have had to be explicit while knowing that my interpretations of family members is from my own position, entirely different from theirs. 

In this book I am dealing with several more relaxed memoirs concerning my mother, the extended family and myself. Sometimes I participated and others I was merely a spectator, although always a very interested one, retelling the facts I first learned through hints and glances and silences and nods of warning toward me by my elders. In others, I am retelling what was related to me.

Unfortunately there remain gut-wrenching issues to be considered before I reach the end of our family saga. As with ‘One Link in the Chain’ this is not and was never intended to be an historical document. The writing is far more intimate than that. A lined, formally printed family tree shows none of the emotional upheaval that often goes into the making of a family.

Even though I have been writing for the best part of two decades and using this as a therapeutic tool there have remained pockets of my subconscious which are still opening up to me.

Again, names are changed to protect the innocent and not so innocent. Characters can be composites. One or two are fictitious, simply to flesh out the bones of the stories. There are no towns called Kersbrook, Murwullanda and Dalton, nor a city called Boolgoolie. You will never find them in an atlas. They exist beyond the chimera in the shadows of their true names on the map of the land called ‘Yesterday.’

This and its companion book are the flesh on the bones of the past, written to describe how our family functioned—more or less like other families but perhaps a little less.

We are all a link in the chain of generations, a connection between ancestors and descendants. The interesting part about this interconnectedness is each individual story that lies inside every living, breathing person. How they began and where their years of living have taken them is the intriguing factor.

Nothing happens in a vacuum, so we must look at the events in the context in which the issues took place—that of the extended family and the community at large, viewing lives against the backdrop of cultural mores and attitudes in vogue during the long-ago time.

With the world currently in a state of flux, the current attitude is an interesting contrast to the fixed and immovable ethics of bygone generations. The cultural environment is at last swept bare of threadbare pretensions, finally bringing within the bound of possibility, and even of acceptable conduct, internal and honest searching and questioning. This enables us to come to terms with our own lives, both past and present, while dealing with the experiences of our own lifetimes, to share with others a familiarity or parallel with their own existence.

Tonight I have been cleaning out china cabinets in preparation for Christmas, a ritual my mother and I have done since time immemorial. Christmastime is simply an easy to remember benchmark.

My whole life has moved before me. The ‘Remember me’ cup that Granddad’s cousin gave him before he left South Australia in 1900; the little boy figurine I bought when my mother and I went to Port Augusta, SA in 1997; the fine, pink-striped vase Fred gave to my mother in the 1940s; Granny Ulrich’s blue glass bowls from the 19th century; my mother’s collection of clasped hands. The dinner service I bought Mum for the first Christmas I was working—her first proper dinner service; the bowl my first boyfriend, whom I truly loved, gave to Mum, my christening mug, my grandmother’s yellow jardinière; the tiny china rabbits which were almost the only ornaments my mother had when I was a child; the four gold-plated liqueur glasses my beloved Aunty Nell gave me during her final battle with cancer in 1963; the milk jug and sugar basin my half-sisters gave my mother before I was conceived and she became their enemy.

Should the bushfires that are raging across eastern Australia even as I write, visit our little town, how much will be lost to me? Generations of memorabilia and photographs of no significance to another soul in the world and which, to me, are beyond price.

There must be hundreds of daughters and granddaughters in these circumstances, guardians of tiny, meaningless treasures, valued only because of the hands that have held them.

After having left the workforce in 1993 to care for Mum, I was exhausted. Even though she was always a beautiful person, for a long time before either of us realized dementia was threatening, she would take to her bed for long periods of time. If the doctor told her that her blood pressure was high, she would go to bed for a month. 

Later this occurred without medical reasons and I found these times when I took all her meals in to her bedroom on a tray and sat on the floor with mine to keep her company, to be depressing and lonely, difficult times indeed.

As her dementia increased, my difficulty in getting her up and around accrued in proportion. Once she entered care, she had to get up and dressed whether she wanted to or not, and this was probably much better for her. But as her daughter I found it almost impossible to make her do anything she didn’t want to.

However, my depression at being housebound, even in the latter stages being unable to leave while I shopped for groceries, compounded until I became so isolated I was close to breaking down.

Placing her in care became a matter of survival for me and I would not be able to get past the guilt of handing her over had I not had the emotional support of the man who was to become my husband. But this didn’t negate the guilt of placing her into the care of others or the loss ( worse than physical death) of knowing she had passed from my guardianship forever.

My mother told her story so often that it was as if by telling it over and over would ease the pain, make the hurt drift away on the ether. She told me her story a thousand times, but the hurt never went away for either of us. I still think about that and wonder why the repetition didn’t alleviate the pain but only allowed her to give up the fight and slip into dementia.

I am but one link in the chain and can but wonder where ‘myself ’leaves off and the others begin.

Virginia Wolff, the famous novelist and feminist who has regained much fame in later years, remarked that a woman needed a room of her own and money of her own if she is to be able to write. To this I would add ‘time’ as an essential ingredient for writing. Time to ponder, to remember, to rehash and to come to terms with what has made us as we are. And time to discover the best way to go on as a self-confident human being, cleansed from the ghosts of the past.

2: UNTIL TEN

––––––––

Childhood memories linger for a lifetime, leaving a curiously clear after-image often larger than life. No matter what the intervening years bring, the special early years are clasped, frozen forever in time, unalterable in the hidden recesses of the psyche. Adult experiences can be repressed, even purposely forgotten or lose their fleeting glamour owing to subsequent disillusion, but the bittersweet early years hold an incomparable charm never quite equalled by any other time in our lives. They leave a legacy of evergreen remembrances if one is fortunate enough to have a secure and loving childhood.

Childhood innocence colors our surroundings, giving a measure of excitement and delight to all we survey. Add a little creative imagination sprinkled with initiative and a child can explore its small world, perceiving and framing interpretations of life in a way adults have long forgotten.

My early childhood memories center around a humble old wooden house built by my grandfather for his sixteen-year-old bride soon after the turn of the nineteenth century into the twentieth. He carted large logs, cut them into thick slabs which were meticulously dressed by hand-ax and adze, erecting a two room dwelling with a corrugated iron roof. For years the house, unlined and ceiled, had only an earthen floor for the kitchen and one bedroom.

That was how the house started out, circa 1902. Consisting of two medium-sized rooms. When the board floor was finally added, circa 1910, many years before my birth, the result was that it was not higher than, but was flush with the exterior ground after having large and small feet busily pounding and eroding the earthen floor for years until it was beaten and hollowed out inches below the original height.

My grandparents hadn’t been a family of two for very long. Pretty soon they numbered three when Aunty Nell (Elinor Ruby) made her appearance around the time when the huge drought broke in November, 1902. Over the years as the family continued to grow relentlessly, the house was extended in all directions to meet their manifold needs. Arthur and Doretta were a little more affluent as the hard, early years passed and could afford to buy sawn timber from the mill to add the floor, then front and back verandas to the original rooms.

However, Grandma’s bedroom at the back of the house and attached to the other side of the veranda, was made completely of corrugated iron and raised on stumps, probably because she didn’t fancy and nocturnal reptilian visitors. This room must have been like an oven in the summer, having only small, board, propped-out windows on the eastern and western ends. But she knew no different way of life and when ill would lie on her bed fanning herself languidly all day, absolutely bathed in perspiration. No such thing as recycled air-conditioning or overhead fans. 

This room had been added for Granny Hannah, Grandma’s Irish grandmother, who came to join the family and was living with her own daughter, Ellen Ulrich, who was making Granny’s life a misery. Unfortunately, she never made the transition to her granddaughter’s home, passing away before the room was ready for her.

As the years rolled on even more bedrooms had to be built to accommodate their children as well as various relatives who came to live with Granddad and Grandma. Some rooms were fixed to the house in a row. One had to leave the kitchen and enter from the veranda. Other rooms such as those of Great Uncle Alec, blind Tom and Uncle Sean, stood separate from the house curiously enough, but attached to one another in a cluster some twenty-five feet from the back veranda. I believe this is a style of building in some overseas countries and was common amongst Boer families in Africa in particular, but is a configuration I have never encountered since.

The old tin roof leaked remorselessly when it rained. Buckets and dishes had to be placed strategically around. The Westerlies howled and whistled through the cracks in the walls. But we loved our old house—The Homeplace. The house, in the fashion of the times, was painted rusty red, although the roof was to remain untouched by paint throughout its long lifetime.

There was no plumbing in the house or laundry. Nor was there a bathroom. Water had to be carted from numerous rain water tanks, or in dry times, from the windmill tank which pumped exceptionally hard though clear water. There was an old tin bath tub in this room where we children used to play mermaids in the hot weather. 

The dishes were washed in a large tin dish on a table to the side of the kitchen. Everyone had a sponge-bath nightly, while on Saturday nights the round laundry tub was brought in and placed in front of the stove for bodies small enough to fit into it to bathe. Naturally, it was too cramped for the adults so the only way they could have a bath or a shower was to retire to the bathroom under the tank-stand next to the windmill and submit themselves to cold ablutions.

The cold bath or shower was acceptable enough in summer but in winter it was a daunting experience to participate in and if the evening happened to be sub-zero, sometimes hot water was carted from the boiling copper to alleviate the sheer misery of cleaning one’s self up. But these inconveniences were simply a part of life and had to be endured.

We had no electricity either, only kerosene lights and a finicky old Aladdin lamp that was never a success. The wick was a kind of gauze frame that kept blackening up with soot, so we didn’t bother to use it much. The hurricane lamp was lit for trips to the thunderbox which, for hygienic reasons, was situated half a mile out the back through the fowl yard and up near the horse paddock, so far away that it was necessary to start the journey half an hour before feeling the urge to ‘go’.

The flush level of the main floor with the ground outside meant that snakes remained a constant problem to the inhabitants of the house, as there were no screen doors. The dreaded reptiles thrived around the place, breeding in the thick growth of shrubs and vines that surrounded the building on all sides. No one ever got out of bed at night without lighting a hurricane lamp and waving it around gingerly in case a snake might be snoozing cosily beside the bed.’

Granddad slept on the glassed-in front veranda and one night awoke to find an enormous brown snake curled contentedly around the mosquito-net frame on the top of the bed, industriously attempting to get a green frog which was objecting in no uncertain terms, into its mouth. Yelling fit to wake the dead, sporting the longjohns which he featured both summer and winter, Granddad raced to the kitchen to collect a dipper of boiling water from the kettle on the stove, threw it enthusiastically over the snake and saturated his bed at the same time.

Mum donned her pink and black kimono over her milanese nightgown and raced to see what the ruckus was all about.

‘By Jove,’ shouted Granddad, ‘That’s the biggest reptile I ever saw, man or boy!’ He walked in curiosity towards his bed, and peered at the snake which was obviously in its death throes. ‘You’d better die right now if you know what’s good for you or I’ll chop your head off,’ he threatened. ‘A man’s got better ways to spend the night than fighting with man-eating monsters.’ By this time he had found the machete he had used when cane-cutting up north in his middle age.

Followed closely by my terrified self, Mum peeked around the door just as the scalded snake fell heavily from the frame onto the bed. It further proceeded to meet its Waterloo at Granddad’s hands which were still gripping a machete, while the frog that had originally stirred the whole commotion up hopped gratefully off into the night.

Granddad tipped the dead snake out over the veranda gate onto the path to be dealt with in the morning. He hadn’t even had time to light the hurricane lamp before the fray, so the whole operation had been carried out in the moonlight, such as it was. We all returned to our respective beds, but not a lot of sleeping was done for the balance of the night, except by Grandma, whose bedroom was so far removed from the scene of the battle that she had slept right through the whole drama.

In her own good time she arrived to inspect the damage the next morning.

‘My goodness, you’d better get that mattress out in the sunlight, dreckly,’ she ordered Granddad with a cluck of her tongue. ‘I don’t know, Arthur, trouble seems to follow you around as sure as night follows day.’

––––––––

Once when I was a toddler there was a snake right next to the big wooden box on the back veranda where I used to be put to play. I had just been removed to be put down for a sleep when the adults spied a huge red-bellied black slithering up the side of the box to have a look inside, maybe hoping to have baby for lunch. Grandma came to the rescue with a pitchfork before the wretched reptile made its way inside, where it would have caused no end of mayhem.

‘A stitch in time saves nine,’ she informed Mum. ‘Best kill it before it comes back and causes more trouble. They always return, you know.’ Snakes were not a protected species back then and were fair game for all.

‘To the scene of the crime?’ Mum asked.

‘We only have one baby and we don’t want her eaten before she can fend for herself,’ Grandma said, whisking off with the creature on the business end of the pitchfork.

––––––––

Another day we were setting out to go shopping when Mum returned to the kitchen for a forgotten something and found a medium-sized snake wriggling around amongst the chair legs, unable to get a purchase on the linoleum. It was disoriented and easily dealt with by dumping the piece of railway iron onto its back. Mum was a little handicapped in her high-heeled shoes and black pill-box hat. Weak with relief once the snake was pinned beneath the railway iron, she ran off and left it to die in peace and be dealt with later when we returned from our jolly good day in town. However, we took these small incidents in our stride, all being part and parcel of life back then.

Grandma was our snake-killer in chief. She would make a savage swipe at the intruder with her battered old pitchfork or drop the two-feet long piece of railway iron kept specially for this purpose, onto it, pinning it and breaking its back. Only when quite certain it was dead would she scoop it up victoriously and drop it with a heart full of generosity onto the meat-ants’ nest out on the road, to give them a special, meaty treat for their dinner.

People lived in fear and trembling of snakes and were not privy to the television programs that show snakes as almost warm, fuzzy creatures. ‘The only good snake is a dead one,’ was the belief currently held back then. Nor were there the antivenins we have access to today. Almost all snakebites were fatal.

Exciting times indeed, at the Homeplace.

My grandparents lived there in serenity and peaceful solitude for forty years, untouched by progress, wrapped in their warm family web, at the time when I was born and my mother was twenty-one. As a little girl this rambling old house with its overgrown setting of pepperina trees and shrubbery, held, for me at least, a magic and mystery beyond compare. It was a house bright with the laughter of children which included my resident self and my myriad cousins plus a friend or two from school and some neighboring children.

Over every inch of shed walls and fences, honeysuckle and cat’s claw creepers cascaded thickly. Interwoven through trellises tumbled colorful rambling roses and sweet-scented jasmine, while around the woodheap on the wire netting fence, morning glories raised their vivid purple trumpets to herald the morning sun. Violets, verbenas and crocus lilies flowered in shady spots beneath the trees and along the gravel path to the front gate, zinnias, geraniums, hen-and-chicken cactus and chrysanthemums joyously offered their blooms to the summer sunlight. By the car shed which had been built many years before to house Granddad’s cream truck, bright, gold canna lilies pushed their way through the earth to greet each spring.

Here and there, by tank stands and shaded walls, little green plants shot up through the brown soil each spring, covering the earth with a mat of jonquils, the blooms beautiful and fragrant. 

Enchantment lived for my small cousins and me in the unused rooms and sheds. The garage, packed to capacity with trunks, tubs, boxes and chests, had not had room to house the car for many years, but held, amongst various other glories, a huge old piano with brass candlestick holders. After daring one another about who should go first, in the late evenings, with an air of conspiracy about us, we loved to creep into this place, sinister as it appeared to us with black shadows looming ready to engulf us.

The kerosene lamp cast hideous reflections around us while we waited eagerly to see if ghostly fingers would play the piano that night. Sometimes to our delight and horror we would hear a tinkle or two, causing us to hold our breath in terror as we scooted rapidly from the garage accompanied by the usual sharp cries of ‘The ghost’s back!” Although we were assured by our respective mothers that it was only mice at play (which in our hearts we knew to be right), we much preferred our own tantalizing version, wanting to believe that there was a musical phantom in residence out there.

We stood shivering around our mothers in a bright-eyed huddle until ordered off to bed. For as long as we could possibly get away with it, we whispered excitedly about it amongst ourselves when we were supposed to be sleeping, until the flesh crept deliciously on our small, goose-fleshed backs. With the persistence of the young this eerie experience was repeated nightly, if at all possible.

With the fierce certainty of the immature and untried, all the family members of my particular generation who romped and played there, scattering through the house and sheds and gardens, were unwounded by life, although before too many years were over life would begin to nudge us with a persistence we could not ignore.

But back then we were untried by the future, untested by the fires which would temper us, either turning us into beings with steel-like strength or consuming us, leaving only ashes. We gained much by the stability and generosity of this old house and its adult occupants, when the extended clan gathered under the auspices of Grandma with her pinkly wrinkled face ruling with an iron hand in a velvet glove. The peace and serenity of the environment allowed us to gain a sense of sanctuary, a knowledge of family unity which blessed us all with memories too precious ever to be annihilated or even temporarily displaced was we each grew to adulthood to begin our separate journeys on the wheel of life.

Truth is multi-faceted and not all family members have the deeply satisfactory memories I carry to this day. There are those who recall only the slab walls of the original building and the poverty of which they spoke, seeing lack of creature comforts as the direst of circumstances.

Others recall a young woman with several children of her own who found enough winter fabric to make a warm patchwork jacket for a small niece who set off for school freezing to the bone and was able to return home warmed by her aunt’s sewing and generosity. This modest event was in the first decade of the twentieth century. Were this niece alive today, she would be over one hundred years old. She regaled me with stories of her Aunty Doretta, who would walk to town on Friday, returning with payday treats of saveloys and cream buns for her own growing brood.

But her kindred consisting of cousins from further up the road knew to call in at Aunty Doretta’s in passing as their mother could not provide even these small treats. The children were welcomed, the delicacies shared and everyone was happy. Some recall the lack of basic facilities, let alone luxuries, while others call up memories of people sharing all they had, encouraging visitors to eat their fill and more of home made fare. There was always sufficient for guests, always a bed, a welcome and a yarn to enjoy.

A cousin from Grandma’s side of the family tells me how he and his siblings were taken to visit Aunty Doretta twenty years further down the line. Their mother would tell them to hold back, they had eaten enough, but their aunt always bid them to ‘eat up’ while their eyes would be sparkling at the array of cakes and scones, plain fare but delicious to these children whose parents were even less affluent than Arthur and Doretta. Some recall a severe, uncompromising man who would brook no argument concerning right and wrong while there are others who recollect love, acceptance and esteem.

All these individual memories are true, either partially or wholly for those of us who were a part of that era. I was fortunate enough to see the beauty in the faces of my grandparents and mother while some of a different caste would have preferred them to be more stylish and affluent. Then, as now, I was fulfilled with my home, not needing status symbols but only craving to be loved by the people who mattered to me. Only this lack causes me to cast about elsewhere for reward and consolation.

As I have already reported in the first set of stories called, ‘One Link in the Chain,’ we left this old house for a newer version of ‘home’. A better and more comfortable house in the town. For most of us the shift was acceptable and satisfactory, but did not work for Grandma. Her body went to town but her heart remained in the old house and she couldn’t reconcile herself to the massive changes in her circumstances,

Nothing remains of the Homeplace or its cluttered, jungle-like surroundings. For thirty years after we left, several massive pepperina trees, a few silky oaks and the ugly stump of the once graceful wilga tree were the only remaining memorials of the shrubs and trees which used to grow in abundant confusion. After sixty years they, too, are gone. Where the kindly old house stood by the highway, its face to the north as it waited to welcome and shelter our family for so many years, a neat, weatherboard bungalow complete with three bedrooms, and a wrought-iron railed patio and a roller door garage was built. Around and about in precise order grew native shrubs planted at precise and appropriate distances from one another, not in the happy disarray of yesterday.

Sporting a coat of dull, metallic silver paint, the ancient barn remained standing stoically for many years, serene and persevering in what used to be the horse paddock. How that gallant old structure was allowed to survive was more than I could imagine. Built from the corrugated iron roof of a hotel that had burnt to the ground at the turn of the century, its days were numbered right from the very beginning. But it lingered on doggedly for years after all vestige of the house was gone, and from the dark interior peeped a high-powered speedboat—quite a step up in status for the old barn.

But now, even those newly erected houses have been and gone while in the far paddock where Granddad and I used to gather mushrooms in the damp dewy twilights scented with the pungent aroma of moist grass, a gigantic, complex abattoir stands, an ugly monument to twentieth and twenty-first century progress.

But this is the price we seem forced to pay, and progress has no esteem or concern for the poignancy of childhood memories, happily disfiguring the scene in sweeping indifference, but never really succeeding in obliterating the past.

3: TALKING ABOUT GRANDDAD

––––––––

My grandfather’s name was Arthur James and Grandma detested his first name so vigorously that she was overjoyed that when the time came with the birth of their first child that she could simply call him ‘Dad’ most of the time. I can still experience the comforting pre-memory smell of him, a combination of ready-rubbed tobacco, the odor that lingered after his milking Brindle, corned beef and onion sandwiches and simply his maleness.

My earliest conscious memory of him is of standing at the old back gate between the house-yard and the little back paddock where the cow bails were. I wore a romper suit with a dummy attached to a ribbon fastened with a safety pin. I was held in my grandfather’s arms and was aged about twelve months. A very vivid picture of this is retained in my memory, perhaps because it was a daily ritual for us. I can feel the texture of his silky white hair and fine, almost translucent skin patterned with tiny red veins. In memory I retain the shape of his collarbone beneath my baby hand.

Sometimes I think if I close my eyes and reach out we will still be there, fixed in time, encapsulated forever at the back gate with the dog staring up wagging his stumpy tail. Early each day Granddad would roll himself a cigarette and cram it into his black cigarette holder, gather me up out of the high char and take me to the gate where we would have our daily interview with the blue cattle dog. It was to grandfather that I spoke my first word—pup, on one of these morning expeditions.

Granddad, like Grandma, had his little idiosyncrasies of speech, dropping his aitches and throwing them in where they didn’t belong, beloved old-fashioned soul that he was. He had precious little formal education, perhaps two years at most and it was to his credit that he was able to write a good hand, although his spelling left a little to be desired, and he could work well with figures.

He was born in Gladstone, South Australia, where he received his meager education, then grew up some fifty miles from Port Augusta, too far away to go to any school. The property, ‘Winninnowie’, was within sight of the sea and all his life he adored the smell of salt air any time we approached the ocean. He favored fish above any other food.

As we neared the coast on our occasional trips to the seaside, he would liven up visibly, raising his head and sniffing breeze. ‘By Jove,’ he always stated as we drew near to the water, ‘Can’t you just smell the sea air. We’ll be having a feed of nice, fresh fish tonight, I’ll be bound.’

Although Grandma reigned supreme, Granddad was a very firm, strong character as well, set in his ways and not keen to accept any behavior that fell outside his strict code of conduct. Those of us who dwelt within his favor loved and adored him, as he was truly an honest and honorable man. He was by no means subservient to Grandma in spite of her iron rule, but when push came to shove he was the one to give in to keep the peace, probably because Grandma’s health was poor in the days when I knew them. She suffered badly from diabetes and high blood pressure, refusing medication, so was subject to the most terrifying nose-bleeds if sorely provoked, as well as having some really bad days with her ‘trouble’, the huge hernia that hung from her abdomen after neglectful childbirths.

Granddad was an old battler, working all the days of his life until he died on his eighty-second birthday in 1960. Continuing to go to work even at that advanced age, he considered himself the bread winner although Mum had boarders and I was married. By this time he had softened a great deal, his walk barely more than a shuffle, his voice hardly more than a whisper The degree to which he seemed to have mellowed could have been confused with not caring much any more, but this was not so, for although he could still express his love for us he was unable to express his disapproval about any injustices we suffered. His capacity to grow angry had been worn out by life’s inequities. Instead of flying into a fury he simply nursed his aching heart and had another drink.

On the last day of his life he had gone to work but came home after lunch feeling a bit ‘off.’ My mother found him lying dead when she took his dinner in to him on a tray. We never got to say ‘Goodbye’ to him and thank him for the love and devotion he had shown to us throughout our lifetimes.

––––––––

When he and Grandma were young and first married, finding himself put off the farm for marrying ‘beneath himself’. He was pushed out to find another job to support his family, turned loose to earn a living any old how with no money at all, a meager education and no skills beyond steering a plough and milking cows. He found employment with another farmer but had to walk several miles to work before dawn each morning. There was a creek he had to cross going to and fro. With no bridge across it, he would strip off on one bank, wade across the creek with his clothing held above his head, then dress again on the far side. In the depths of winter this was an awesome way to get to work and home.

‘Toughened me up no end,’ he claimed forever afterwards.

In his younger years he often did seasonal work going north to cut cane, sometimes being forced to leave his family for long periods at a time. As his sons grew up he took them with him, cane-cutting and building bridges. During the years he worked at the latter, he learned a great deal about carpentry, even though proclaiming himself to be only an old bush carpenter, and during his final years worked at this trade for the man who bought the ‘Homeplace’ and built the abattoirs there. A bit of a Jack-of-all-trades, Granddad could turn his hand to most things and do a neat, proficient job of work.

He was a strict disciplinarian with a short fuse and could stop even his wild sons in their tracks when they were young, by simply a word or a glance, never finding the necessity to raise his voice or to hit them. He smacked my mother only once when she was little, when at four years of age she didn’t move quickly enough to do her mother’s bidding. He swiped her around the legs with a rolled up newspaper and she was heartbroken.

Although a little on the autocratic side, his family held no resentment against him, knowing he tried to be just and was not given to disagreeable moods or unfair reproaches as a general rule. He simply expected family obedience, as in the manner of the times, and although he didn’t always receive it from his children as they grew to adulthood, he was very much the pater familias, respected for his position as head of the household when Grandma allowed him to be head honcho.

But if Grandma went too far in getting carried away as the power behind the throne, she knew enough to back down and allow herself to be reined in when Granddad glanced at her with daggers in his eyes.

Now Doretta, enough’s enough would cause Grandma to dismount from her soapbox in a hurry.

In the twenty years we were good mates I never heard him curse or swear. That was for men when they were in the company of other men only. I respect him increasingly for this as the years go by and I hear verbal vomit from television and movies.

The only blind spot I can clearly remember Granddad having was in his relationship with Aunty Nell, his first-born. He seemed to harbor a deep-seated resentment towards her, although I don’t suppose he recognized the cause himself. Unfortunately the issue was never resolved. He was ever critical of her even though once she started work she contributed generously to the upkeep and running of the household containing her six younger siblings. She open-handedly provided clothing, shoes and toys, continuing to send money when she no longer lived at home, even helping Granddad to buy his first cream-truck and cream run. But sadly he remained distant and uninvolved with her all his life.

On a subconscious level he probably resented her because her conception caused untold problems for him when he was practically disowned and tossed out penniless at twenty-four, which seemed to be a cheapskate way for his father to opt out of giving him any help.

‘I wasn’t going to kowtow to them and beg for help of any sort,’ he always said briskly. ‘But it knocked me stone cold, the way it was done—so grand, so indifferent and so lopsided towards the other boys, the white crows.’

To Mum and me he was unfailingly kind and gentle, protective, (sometimes almost unreasonably so) and we loved him dearly. Death is only an absence of life, after all, and Granddad is forever alive to me, with his white, carefully barbered hair, his habitual acid but humorous remarks, peering over his spectacles with an expression of slight, gentle mockery.

There are days in a person’s life that can be recalled in the slightest detail, even years later, and the day of Granddad’s passing is one such day for me. It was a day after which nothing was ever quite the same again yet I know he waits in the beyond behind the veil and I will see him again and we will be the same as of yore, with his gnarled fingers and lined hands, with his habit of turning his head slightly to present his better ear, with his direct and steady gaze and his strength of character.

His wonderful sense of rightness blurred as he grew to be an old man. He ceased to function as he had when Grandma was alive. His conversation became vague, repetitive. He drank too much for his own good. Perhaps he had dementia even though he went off to work daily. Certainly his energy was gone although he kept on trying to be what he thought we needed him to be.

I don’t believe it’s really possible for honor to be taught. One can only be an honorable example and hope that others will learn to follow if it is within their character to do so. Granddad lived his life in a manner that he truly believed expressed his concepts of decency and propriety until he passed away, an old man bowed down from the sadness caused by watching those he loved suffer grief and indignity. If he was wrong on some counts throughout his long life, then he was simply the product of human frailty, like the rest of us.

4: SPEAKING OF GRANDMA

––––––––

My grandmother’s name was Dorothea Anne, which was shortened to Doretta by her family, while to Granddad’s family she was known as Annie. She didn’t quibble about any of this, answering to either. An extremely strong-willed and forceful woman with an affectionate, non-judgmental character, my Grandma appeared to me to be very old indeed, although she was only in her mid-fifties when we became acquainted. Her wavy white hair had never been cut and she wore it scraped back into a severe bun on the nape of her neck.

This hair had been Granddad’s pride and joy and he used to speak of it reverently, seeing it as it had been forty years before, abundant, flowing brown streaked with reddish gold.

‘It was long enough for her to sit on and it was such glorious hair,’ he would inform us children seriously, always as if for the first time. We listened quietly to him, knowing that he still saw thick brown tresses that were as lustrous and real, even then, as the heavy white hair.

In Grandma’s youth she had been well-built and tall, growing from a pencil-thin girl into the robust style Granddad described enthusiastically as ‘a fine figure of a woman,’ broad-shouldered and full-busted. By the time we got to know each other well, Grandma was almost crippled from bearing nine children with inadequate medical attention. She had been severely injured during the birth of her fifth child, my volatile Uncle Charles. The resulting hernia from which she suffered went untreated until after thirty years of accustoming herself to it, the thing had grown into a thing the size of a football, black, dappled with purple, an ugly sight indeed and very painful to live with. She lived to be sixty-five, her mind exceedingly clear until the final stages of her suffering.

Two of her babies didn’t survive infancy but the remaining three sons and four daughters provided her with twenty-five grandchildren, quite a clan over which to preside and Grandma was a matriarch if ever there was one, with the fierce, self-sacrificing protectiveness of a loving mother. Unfortunately she found, (as did my mother and then myself as time passed), that you can’t protect or shield your children from outside events, or even from themselves. All you can do is love them and trust that they make wise choices once they reach the age of judging their own paths.

The harmartea, as the Greeks named it—the fatal flaw—is there with us from birth, as is the strength to win the battle over it if one chooses. Neither can one protect beloved offspring from outside events and influences. We do our best and our children must ultimately take their own chances, as we had to.

Grandma’s babies, with the exception of the first, all entered the world with the assistance of Mrs. Brodie. The first had been delivered in a hospital with the aid of a doctor, an experience which Grandma didn’t appreciate. Henceforth, she had no patience with doctors, spawning her own little set of myths to pass on to her family regarding the uselessness of medical men. She didn’t need doctors, having her own knowledge of ailments and their cures. Twice, as a very small child, I fell ill with pneumonia and later with whooping cough. On each of these occasions the local doctor paid one of his rare visits to our home.

‘The child must go to hospital, Mrs. Browning. Heather, take her down and I’ll be there to see to her straight away,’ Dr. McIntyre said loud and clear, shaking his leonine head and looking from one to the other commandingly. He tossed his stethoscope into his bag and snapped it shut importantly.

‘Never,’ said Grandma with emphasis. ‘People never come out of those places alive or if they do they’re ruined. Ruined!’ She pulled a crumpled ten shilling note from her apron pocket, informing him, ‘We just wanted to know what’s wrong with Margaret, that’s all,’ and escorted him to the door. ‘We can fix her up ourselves, dreckly, I think.’

‘If you insist on keeping her at home I can’t be responsible for the outcome!’ He slammed his tweed cap on his head and stalked out along the path to his Oldsmobile, thoroughly disquieted and put out, thinking himself to be the closest thing to God in this little backwater town.

Each time against his strongest advice Grandma wouldn’t hear of my being sent to die within the walls of the small and cozy local hospital, and as soon as he left she shoved the prescription impatiently into her handbag and turned to my mother with a look of profound wisdom.

‘Now if you go up to the back paddock and get me some of those nice prickly pear leaves, I’ll boil them up and we’ll give the syrup to Margaret to drink. We’ll try that first and see if she gets better. If she doesn’t, then we’ll go to town dreckly and get this other concoction the doctor ordered. Prickly pear syrup’s a good cure all. That juice can work miracles. Just because it’s an ugly old plant—you can’t judge a book by its cover, you know.’

She was in the habit of saying dreckly quite often. I didn’t know for years that the word was ‘directly’ and was always very impressed when she threw it into a sentence.

So on every one of these three occasions the prickly pear syrup was administered to me as I lay on my sick bed and I lived to tell the tale.

‘There,’ she said to my mother as she took a reflective sip of her bedtime milk and water, ‘Your father curses that prickly pear but it’s an ill wind that blows nobody good.’

Goanna Salve was another favored remedy and is coming back to popularity. At home it was liberally applied for growing pains, bruises and arthritis. Poultices of bread, sugar and soap were bandaged to splinters or obstinate prickles in the feet. Cod liver oil was dealt out with gay abandon, especially during the winter months.

But for most afflictions from a broken heart to a headache, the appropriate dosage of castor oil was as inevitable as day following night. Is there anybody out there who remembers Antiphlegestin? This was heralded to be the greatest cure ever know to mankind. Used indiscriminately for congested chests, sore throats, school sores, sprained ankles, in its time this powerful salve held the fabric of society together by keeping the population functioning smoothly. If I remember rightly, it came in a jar and was an oil-based ointment the color and consistency of dark putty.

And Condy’s Crystals? Do they still exist? The water would turn purple when the crystals were sprinkled in it but when you removed whichever part of your body had been soaking in it, the skin would be brown. Magical stuff.

––––––––

My first clear memories of Grandma are of being on bed with her, warm and drowsy, reveling in the smell of peppermint lollies and feathers. The bed was so soft and receptive, as a tiny tot I felt that I could sink into it without a trace—even Grandma almost did! She had a huge old iron bedstead with two or three kapok mattresses and a few kapok pillows and a few more feather pillows.

With a peppermint in her mouth and contentment in her eyes she would sing to me, a song her own Irish grandmother sang to her which seemed to me to be before the dawn of time.

‘There’s a secret in my heart, sweet Maree,

Not a tale I would impart, love to thee,

Every daisy in the dell knows my secret, knows it well,

I would falter at thy feet, sweet Maree.

Sweet Maree, come to me, come to me, sweet Maree,

Not because thy face is fair, love to see

Every daisy in the dell knows my secret, knows it well,

I would falter at thy feet, sweet Maree.’

––––––––

I have never heard this song since, but it still echoes in my mind.

Grandma had a truly amazing cluttered bedroom. There was only a small track leading from the door to the bed. On either side of the track, boxes, ports, trunks and tea chests were packed and piled to the roof, overwhelming in size and variety. Amazingly, she knew exactly what was in each one of them, when she bought each item and how much she paid for it, even if the container had been standing there untouched by human hand for the past twenty years.

Grandma endowed all of us, it seems, with this hoarding spirit which she would be pleased to know is still alive and well within the family. I don’t know how she ever managed to make her bed as one side of it was pushed to the wall, and at the foot the same conglomeration of containers existed.

The roof and walls of her room being of corrugated iron, as we have established, her room as like the pit of hell in the summertime, but she didn’t complain, knowing nothing different. On the days when she was too ill to get up she would simply lie there, fanning herself all day with the perspiration pouring out of her, flapping her cane fan and sucking peppermints.

At either end of the room there were windows, the kind made out of boards nailed together. Hinged at the top, the bottom would be pushed outwards and held in place with a stick. If ever anyone commented on the conglomeration of paraphernalia jammed within those four walls, Grandma would say philosophically

‘Oh well, everyone to their own taste, said the old woman as she kissed the cow.’

‘What does that mean, Mum,’ I enquired of my mother one day as I watched Grandma scratch around to find her ‘plant’ of chocolate to give me my afternoon ‘hit’. It was arguably the most obscure saying I had ever heard at the age of four.

‘Well, Darling, I suppose it means pretty much whatever you want it to mean,’ replied Mum in some confusion. 'Everyone has different tastes. What one person likes, another mightn’t.’

‘I certainly wouldn’t want to kiss Brindle, anyhow,’ I decided there and then. And I never did.

‘It means something like one man’s meat is another man’s poison,’ Grandma said by way of enlightenment as she handed me my chocolate.

‘But Grandma...’

‘You’ll understand when you get older,’ Mum promised and I decided to let it go at that before I became bogged down in Grandma’s philosophy.

Possessing strength of character, kindness and dignity, Grandma was well known for her open hearted hospitality. During the years of the Great Depression and again after World War Two, many a passing swagman humping his bluey along the Warrego Highway to or from the west, called at her door in the certain knowledge of a corned meat sandwich and a billy of tea to enjoy under the wilga tree at the side gate. 

When all of us young fry were gasping to get hold of a lolly we could wheedle Grandma into going off to her room and finding lollies or chocolates she had ‘planted’ there, usually and Nestle’s chocolate in a red and gold wrapper or a few of the hard, striped peppermints that she loved.

During the second world war when tobacco was rationed, she managed to keep a store of it and would go away complacently to fumble around in her room for a while, to emerge proudly producing a packet just when the men’s tongues were hanging out, instructing them reproachfully,

‘Now that’s the last of it, hear? So don’t be making life a misery for me about it from now on.’

But of course they knew it wasn’t the last and also knew better than to argue with her about it. She was a character, our Grandma, and prided herself on having the ability to meet the demands of all and sundry within her jurisdiction.

‘By the livin’ Harry, Doretta,’ short, squat and Scottish Uncle Alec, husband of our Aunty Sis, (Granddad’s sister) would say in his brogue, 'The devil only knows what you’ve got tucked away in that bedroom of yours.’ He would chuckle impishly and shake his head at her with a wry grin.

‘The devil might know, but I’m sure I don’t, Grandma would tell him with a contented laugh. But she knew alright, right down to the last yard of flannelette, kapok pillow or flour bag full of feathers from the chooks killed for last Christmas dinner, waiting to be put into the next eiderdown. 

A law unto herself, she was fully aware that, ‘Too much reading will drive a person mad. Look at poor Aunty Matilda. All she ever did was read and she went right off her head.’

The solicitous words would be followed by an anxious shake of the head and a baleful stare at the book that was sitting there driving some member of her family mad. That her Aunt Matilda had lived, during the late nineteenth century in an isolated bush area alone with her numerous children while her husband worked away from home for months on end, was beside the point. That Aunt Matilda was desperately lonely for adult company and afraid of the Aborigines who used to steal food, was of no consequence at all. That Aunt Matilda’s husband, when he finally came home in the dead of night after a prolonged absence, would poke his head in the window and yell, ‘Boo,’ causing the poor woman to almost expire from fright, didn’t have any bearing on Aunt Matilda’s sanity in Grandma’s opinion.

‘No, no! She read too much,’ and there the discussion ended when Grandma unfailingly set her jaw in a stubborn line and trundled off to see how her fowls were getting along. If the offender dared to stay reading after this enlightening instruction and had the audacity to be still perched in front of the book slowly but surely going insane when she returned with a few speckled eggs or a sick pot plant, she would announce loudly in tones of deep disgust, 

‘Humpf! Can’t you find something better than that to do ? The devil finds work for idle hands, you know.’ She had a myriad of pithy sayings, proverbs and maxims, enabling her to find one or two to suit most occasions.

Grandma wore dark colors when she ventured out, usually black. Her dresses were loose and ankle length, with long sleeves winter and summer. She never left the house without a hat of some description, even to go to the house at the crossing, a few hundred yards down the road. On the most formal occasions—funerals, weddings or trips to the city—was when her false teeth saw the light of day, but she much preferred to be without them as they weren’t comfortable. She could bite an apple, crack a boiled lolly or chew steak with her gums. It was a treat to watch her.

After having experienced extreme poverty and deprivation in her childhood and early marriage, Grandma was quietly determined never to want again. This grim, inexorable resolution developed over the passing years into her passion to save, her compulsion to gather and her obsession to acquire. No piece of string was ever discarded, regardless of how small it may be. Each was carefully rolled, tied and placed in a drawer along with hundreds of others No small pair of shoes was ever thrown away. Some poor child might need them one day even of the tattered uppers were lifting from the worn out soles.

Everything she touched was indispensable, indescribably precious and would one day ‘Come in handy.’ Each cardboard ice-cream bucket and jam tin was washed and saved for planting seeds. Every button and hook was carefully cut from threadbare garments judged finally to be definitely to be beyond repair, and then finished a useful life in the ragbag. Every item had a further purpose planned for it.

‘It will be used again one day,’ Grandma said about absolutely everything. ‘Waste not, want not.’ She could have written a best seller on the art of recycling.

––––––––

As an early resident in the district she knew everyone, their family history and their trials, and was related to numerous families in the area. Thus she was an avid funeral-goer and many of my early memories concern attendance at the long, drawn-out and heart-wrenching funerals of her many relatives and friends. Dignified, resplendent in her best black crepe dress and shiny black straw hat, complete with her teeth in for the special occasion, she never failed to pay her last respects. We would trundle off in the old Chevrolet wearing appropriately respectful and mournful facial expressions, returning in the late evening to discuss the nice funeral in the comfort of our old kitchen.

If Granddad had cause to miss the event, she enjoyed repeating to him word for word all the stories told by attending friends and relatives, what lovely sentiments the minister expressed about the dear departed, then described in detail the lovely wake afterwards.

‘My goodness, Dad, it was such a nice funeral and we had a lovely day. Talk about talk! And I don’t think I’ve laughed so much since Aunty squashed her tit in the mangle.’

‘Grandma!’ I exclaimed in horror the first time I heard her say this.

‘Oh, it’s only an old saying, lovey. Don’t take any notice of your old Grandma.’ She chuckled, poured herself another cup of tea from the brown enamel teapot and buttered a scone, able to relish it now that her teeth were safely deposited in the tea-caddy on the mantelpiece, where they would rest until the next outing.

(*A mangle is an early form of clothes wringer, made with large wooden rollers and turned by a handle.)
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