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			“The time has come,” the walrus said, “to talk of many things: Of shoes and ships - and sealing wax - of Cabbages and Kings.”


			― Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


			and 


			Through the Looking- Glass


		




		

			
Preface


			I was prompted to write this book when I realized what a very different world it is today in which my grandchildren are growing up compared to the world in which I was a child in the Fifties. When I look back upon those years there is little poignant touch of nostalgia, mainly relief that we’ve moved on from that era into a world that, although far from perfect, is nonetheless a much better world in many ways than that of my childhood in Melbourne. My granddaughter is a child of “Generation Z”, an age bracket that has taken cyberspace for granted in the on-going quest for a paperless existence. These kids have no concept of a world like mine way back when in the Fifties before modern know-how transformed the realms of science fiction into reality.


			Exactly how I should define this work is another matter. I first set out to tell my story as a tale of experiences with a backdrop of social history. However, while social history takes up a good part of the work, it’s not primarily a social history. It was pointed out that it should have a psychological background, ie. this happened in my early life, which then went on to cause this and that in later years. But it’s not only a treatise on psychology. Again, this book is not an autobiography, although there are many anecdotes from my life in it. I suppose in a way it is all these things, sometimes more, sometimes less.


			After a great deal of deliberation about what should be included and what was best excluded I decided to describe what life was like for a child in the Fifties in Melbourne followed by how my life degenerated during my teens to a paradigm typical for a child emerging from a broken home. Rather than a continuous blow by blow narrative, I chose instead to focus upon flashbacks of those more important events relevant to the nucleus of the story. Using the age-old analogy of a woman’s skirt, I’ve attempted to make it long enough to cover the subject but short enough to keep it interesting.


			Consequently, the opening chapters discuss the times and those closest to me from what family I had in addition to my interests, limited though they may have been, as well as certain outside influences that had a bearing upon life at that time such as the Church, communism, and immigration.


			The second half of the story is all about the effects of those earlier years with the emphasis being on the absence of a father. Here we see the transition from childhood to youth as I dropped out of school, tentative interaction with the opposite sex, respite in alcohol, street fights, car theft, and criminal charges all of which firmly placed me as part of an established sociological pattern of behaviour of which I was blissfully and totally unaware. It was only many years later that counselling brought all this to light.


			The closing chapters pause to reflect on the past, to consider the world in which we live today compared to that long ago but not forgotten world of the Fifties, along with some anticipation and wonder about the decades ahead and what lies in store.


			Note that all of these stories are true. There are no half-truths, exaggerations, or lies.


			When my wife discovered that I was writing a book she asked what it was all about. “It’s about my life” I told her. To which she replied, “You not the queen. Who want to read about your life?” She is not a native English speaker and was raised in the rice paddies of Isaarn, the agricultural area in the east of Thailand. There I could imagine Thais spending their lives sowing and harvesting rice and looking after water buffalo, and by so understanding where she was coming from made it easy to appreciate her train of thought. In fact, it amused me.


			In addition to children from broken homes, there will be those, more likely of the older generation and especially the Baby Boomers, who will remember the things I’ve written about, will relate to them, and will read on with relish. On the other hand I imagine there will also be others, probably of the younger generation, who will wonder what I’m on about.


			While I wrote this work chiefly for myself as writers do for the immense enjoyment and satisfaction I gained from writing it, it would be an untruth to say that any attempt to dump the baggage of a lifetime in the process was of little importance.


			Should my grandchildren decide to read this one day then I would be more than pleased. Also, should an editor somewhere, someday, find worth in it and persuade a publishing house to put it into print, then that would be the fulfillment of a lifelong ambition.


			R F Baldwin


			Chiang Mai, Northern Thailand


			May, 2016


		




		

			
Dedication


			For the memory


			of


			Frank Walker


			and 


			Bernie Howard


			Gone but not forgotten


			Rest in Peace


			And 


			For the memory of my father


			Snowy Baldwin


			We knew each other for too short a time


			Rest in Peace


			And


			For all my children and grandchildren


			With love


		




		

			
Prologue


			A Father’s Love


			I was five years old when my father died so my memories are few. I recall climbing onto his knee and being burnt by his cigarette. I also remember the sight of his lifeless body upon the bed where he lay for twelve months while his life slowly ebbed away. These are the only recollections I have. He was a well-known man in Melbourne horse racing in his day, and many photos show me as a baby on a horse. At that point nobody had any idea of tobacco’s long term effects and the epidemic of lung cancer that was to follow. Nothing altered the course of my life or affected the development of my character and personality like the untimely death of my father.


			I wandered through the house early that dreadful morning, a small boy lost in the strange silence and not comprehending its enormity. The house was menacingly quiet and empty, and the usual hustle and bustle of the day to day business of living wasn’t happening. Somehow even the prattle of children on their way to school and the hum of traffic were absent. While as a child I sensed all this, I wasn’t able to put it all together. I didn’t realize something terrible had happened. All I was aware of was the hush, the small kitchen empty, the lounge room dark and cold, and the gloomy passageway more forbidding than usual. 


			I hurried through the passageway to my parents’ bedroom. The curtains were partly open but little light penetrated. Inside the door a number of people gathered in respectful quiet. I recognized the young curate from the nearby Catholic parish, Uncle Bill, Gran, the neighbour from across the road, a couple of the stable hands, and my maiden aunt along with others whose faces remain blurred. No one spoke.


			Their subdued presence magnified the sound from the other side of the bed where my mother knelt sobbing beside the body of her dead husband; the body of my father. Wide eyed and innocent, I felt the stifling anguish that filled the room and sensed the devastating loss.


			I hesitated in the doorway before I tentatively walked to my mother. I put my arms around her and said, “Mummy, you’ve still got me”. But in her grief, she pushed me away. I cried. I wanted to hold her and comfort her, but she pushed me away.


			“Come away,” said the maiden aunt. She gripped my shoulders, quickly marched me out of the room, and closed the door. I beat my small fists against the door as tears ran down my cheeks. I was in the dim passageway on my own not understanding what I’d done wrong, and that was the last place I wanted to be because I was always frightened there, especially that morning.


			I don’t remember the days following my father’s death, or his funeral, apart from my mother dressing me in a white silk shirt and long white pants, giving me a small prayer book, and instructing me to flick through its pages during the service.


			I can never remember her taking me into her arms and comforting me for the loss of my father. In fact, I can’t recall anybody ever doing that.


			In the years leading up to that terrible day back in the era of the extended family our home was filled with life, with the comings and goings of the many connected with horse racing. In addition to our stable hands and the owners of my father’s horses, people traffic included a wide circle of friends and relatives some of whom worked as pencillers or bagmen at the Saturday races. Even the market gardener, who turned up each Friday after market to collect the horse manure, stayed for lunch.


			The transformation throughout the household was like a curse – from happy vibrancy to depressing melancholy. My mother never smiled anymore, her eyes held that faraway look reflecting her broken heart. My maiden aunt was bitchier than ever with the way she snapped at me and the apprentices and wore a scowl as though she’d taken charge of the household and it was too much for her. 


			With the daily hours involved in training horses, the house had been vibrant from the dark, early morning hours until well after night settled in seven days a week.


			But after dad’s death, the only occupants comprised my invalid mother, my frustrated maiden aunt, and me, while visitors, both family and friends, were significantly less in number and frequency. It wasn’t a happy home any longer.


			As an only child in that lonely house, I quickly learned to keep my own company. I played indoors with toy soldiers or rode my scooter around the block with my dog running beside me. Those lucky enough to be part of a conventional family with brothers and sisters don’t understand the meaning of loneliness. But the repercussions didn’t end there. 


			I was too young then to realize the effect my father’s death would have upon my life. The absence of a constant, male role model led to confusion and compounded social inadequacies during those formative years that so lacked direction. But perhaps even worse over the years to come I felt that I had no one to stand up for me and protect me. I was on my own.


			As a teenager, I remember a job where I shovelled metal. The boss walked over to me and said, “That’s not how you do it. Shovel from the bottom and the screenings will fall down onto it. Like this. Didn’t your father show you how to use a shovel?” I felt I’d failed at a simple task that anybody could handle except me through no fault of my own.


			Another time in my teens, I was at a service station talking to an employee my age. His father drove in, rolled his window down, and said to him, “Come on up to the pub for lunch. I’ll shout.” This was a father/son thing with which I was predestined never to participate, which left me with an empty, gnawing feeling in my gut. I felt I’d missed out on something that would have been very dear to me.


			Years afterwards, when I was married and we’d spent most of a weekend with the kids cleaning up the backyard, I commented, “That’s a good job done.” But my wife replied, “No one’s any happier”. This confused me. Pathetic as it sounds I didn’t know that we were supposed to be happy, because I can never remember being happy in the home where I lived as a child. It was as if a curse hovered over our home.


			Then to top it all off, when my own son had grown up he once remarked, “It’s not your fault you weren’t much of a father Dad. You didn’t have a father, so you didn’t know how to be a father.” This left me speechless. I was unaware at the time that he’d been getting counselling. While I know it was never intended as hurtful, still it was another crushing blow.


			Probably what stands out most in my mind from my early childhood, apart from the sight of my father’s dead body, is the fear I felt in that passageway particularly at night, or when alone. Even in daytime when some light filtered through the glass panelled front door, my neck crawled with prickles, but at night terror filled me. That grim, forbidding darkness always closed around me and I felt a presence hovered, waiting. I was a little boy afraid with no one to protect him. At least one other person, of whom I was aware besides my father, died in that house, and being the old house that it was others probably passed away in there as well.


			Sure it was only a short distance from the lounge room and the warmth of its burning fireplace to the light of my bedroom, but that looming presence waited so I always ran, scalp crawling, heart thumping, down the passageway and burrowed into my bed.


			Now more than half a century later, still I see the child in the passageway alone and locked out of the room where his father’s body lie, and I wonder what might have been for that boy who never cherished the memory of a father’s love in this lifetime.


		




		

			
Chapter I


			The Fifties


			Perhaps many look back upon the Fifties with some nostalgia as a time of blessed freedom from the vagaries of the stock market and the delusions of European dictators which manifested in decades of depression and world war. Some may remember the period simply as one of prosperity with full employment. However, despite the overall optimism of the decade, it wasn’t all rock and roll, and others again may harbour more dismal memories.


			It was still a time of monarchy, of unity, and allegiance to the crown of Great Britain before the stirrings of republicanism took root and flourished among the “small l” liberals of Australian society. As a child I waited on the corner of Flinders and Elizabeth streets along with thousands of others and waved to Betty and Pip in February 1954. Many still considered Britain their homeland and proclaimed unwavering loyalty to the Crown. 


			However, the flood of American culture through the media of cinema, radio, and television soon challenged Australia’s cultural ties with Great Britain. Technology that broke down geographical barriers and permitted innovative, exciting forms of popular culture, such as rock and roll, to permeate Australian society facilitated these changes.


			Still the country would not significantly cut the umbilical cord of Mother England until Menzies left the political arena, and by that time, the British Empire was evolving into a commonwealth of nations as an increasing number of its colonies gained independence.


			As our society became globalised, so too did our sport which gradually unfolded into a professional, highly lucrative industry in which Australia performed remarkably well at an international level. The development of sport in Australia reflected the steady movement of our culture away from its British heritage with traditional games like cricket and rugby towards American pastimes such as basketball and baseball. For a nation with such a relatively small population our love of sport is evidenced by the numbers of people who play, attend sporting events, and view sport on television which can partly be attributed to a climate that encourages outdoor activity.


			The 1956 Olympic Games fostered a sense of national pride and cast the international spotlight onto Australia like never before.


			New trends emerged and old ones continued. Swimming at beaches became a hip new pastime, and as more people learned how to swim, lifesavers began to patrol beaches, and swimsuits adopted a more comfortable and practical design.


			I remember being escorted against my will to the Melbourne City Baths on a Saturday morning to participate in the “Herald Learn to Swim Campaign” after it was decided by the powers that be that every Australian child should know how to swim. “I’ll drown,” I protested.


			“You won’t drown,” insisted the maiden aunt as she dragged me along by the hand. 


			Also, American toys like hula hoops and pogo sticks became all the rage while comic books continued their growth in popularity.


			The medical profession contended with no shortage of challenges. At that time, the cures for many diseases were still but researchers’ dreams in laboratory test tubes.


			Lung cancer reached epidemic proportions, a legacy which began in the wake of the heavy smoking during the trauma of the Great War and beyond into the swinging nightlife of the Roaring Twenties. But despite this, cigarette smoking was still fashionable as the link with lung cancer had yet to be proven. A lot of boys, including my father, left school at the legally permissible age of fourteen and took up smoking as a matter of course.


			What’s more, tuberculosis had not been eradicated, and because my mother had been afflicted with it years earlier, I was required to be X-rayed annually on the big screen at the Melbourne Chest Clinic.


			To aggravate health matters, the effects of poliomyelitis crippled young bodies like the stock market crash of 1929 had crippled economies, and it wasn’t until 1956 that free mass inoculations with the recently developed Salk vaccine began.


			Family structure was very different back then and most children enjoyed a two parent household. Divorce was uncommon due primarily to societal pressures and the stigma it carried. People also married younger, and men were expected to be married too. Consequently, only a very small percentage of homes sheltered but one occupant.


			Women’s employment prospects weren’t what they are today with their limited opportunities centred on the traditionally accepted roles such as teacher, nurse, librarian, and secretary, or for the uneducated, factory hand, which added the economic incentive to stay married. Women’s roles centred on home and family, and those who held wartime jobs were expected to abandon their careers to provide employment for men returning from the war.


			While some challenged traditional values and remained in the paid work force, their pay packets were considerably lighter than men’s.


			The Women’s Rights Movement was still a decade away, and the liberated females of today were unheard of. The division of labour was clearly defined - married women were not usually a part of the workforce in a society of predominantly one income families.


			Women were encouraged to stay at home, raise children, and care for their husbands assisted by all the new home appliances that promised to transform the chore of housekeeping into a delight. This involved not only appliances but also the easier and faster preparation of food coupled with the convenience of shopping through the innovative quick frozen and dehydration technology. The female performed the traditional function of women in the one income family as a submissive wife and conscientious mother who cleaned, cooked, and shopped without monetary compensation and was confined to house arrest in a monotonous daily routine.


			The advent of labour saving home appliances released women from many time consuming household tasks, while progressively greater car ownership decreased distance and travelling times thereby enhancing leisure time.


			But women still shopped in small corner stores as supermarkets were still a phenomenon of the future. Melbourne’s first self- contained shopping centre was Chadstone, which opened in October, 1960, and at the time was the largest of its kind built in Australia. 


			Food was unlike nowadays. While our meals weren’t frozen we didn’t have the incredible selection of worldwide gastronomic delights available these days. The Sunday roast was an institution, as were scones with cold meat and salad on Sunday evenings and fish on Fridays. How I detested some of the traditional food of the era. I can still recall the revolting taste of smoked cod for Friday lunch.


			Popular everyday food such as pizzas hadn’t arrived in Australia despite their invention centuries before and the shiploads of Italians who kept coming to populate the country. Apart from the occasional delicious foray into Melbourne’s Chinatown, there wasn’t much by way of tempting international cuisine from which to choose.


			People ate as they had done for decades blissfully ignorant of the health risks of certain foods and unaware of the body’s need for others. Dietary guidelines for healthy living were a thing of the future, and the masses consumed lethal doses of cholesterol, suffered heart attacks, and died before their time. 


			Families sat down to eat and watch television together afterwards, if they had one. However, somebody had to get up from the couch to change channels because there were no infrared remotes. And that was before “Reality TV”. All those television families, for example, “The Nelsons” and “Father Knows Best”, weren’t real. The content of shows at the time focused on good, wholesome, family entertainment, and Hollywood producers projected a positive, family-oriented image of modern day America as they believed that was what viewers wanted to see.


			Melbourne wasn’t known for its exciting nightlife in the Fifties, and formerly the man of the house probably read the newspaper before the evening television news made the afternoon paper redundant, while the rest of the family sat around the fireplace listening to the radio.


			In addition to unhealthy eating habits other as yet undefined killers lay in wait. Victoria’s pubs closed at six o’clock and had done so since 1916, something to do with moral fortitude in support of the Great War. Motor vehicle ownership had not yet proliferated and private cars were for the affluent few who knew little of road safety. Alcohol consumption, especially the “six o’clock swill”, was very much in vogue, and because drink driving laws were yet to be formulated and safety belts invented, carnage often followed.


			But the nature of consumption of food and drink wasn’t all that was dissimilar to modern times. Fashion dictated that everybody wore hats, and braces, not belts, kept men’s trousers from falling down, while cardigans and sleeveless pullovers kept the chill of the Melbourne weather from seeping into their chests. Men carried Gladstone bags which contained their lunch and newspaper, and sported the obligatory “short back and sides” hairstyle.


			In addition to hats, which were a must for women in church, women also wore gloves and stockings and dressed far more modestly than the majority do today.


			Following Germany’s demise in World War II, the ideological dissimilarities of the superpowers again imposed the rift between them. Britain and America wanted to convert defeated Nazi Germany into a capitalist democracy with whom they could trade and also establish democratic governments in the Eastern European countries. The Soviet Union, however, wanted revenge for what Germany had done to them and furthermore aimed to create more communist countries on its western border as a buffer zone against any future threat from the West. The “Iron Curtain”, a phrase coined by Churchill, fell on Eastern Europe, which was now divided geographically, politically, and ideologically; a place where tensions festered without ever developing into conflict. The “Cold War” had begun.


			What’s more, Australians lived in the shadow of the mounting tensions of the Cold War. The period has come to be equated with the uninterrupted rule of the prime minister, “Pig Iron Bob”, and the waging of the Cold War at home and abroad.


			Communism evolved from slavery through feudalism to capitalism and from there into socialism and spread alarmingly from its origins in Russia to Eastern Europe, China, and Korea, where Australian soldiers were at war.


			The menace of communism hung over the future of everyday Australians like a storm cloud over a parade, ever threatening. The insecurity of an Australian populace, isolated in their sector of the western world and apprehensive of the dominoes falling southwards, was a major downside to the times. Australia was traditionally perceived as the target for any drive to the south by the yellow hordes in South East Asia and the Far East.


			To aggravate matters, on world maps the Soviet Union, which occupies a massive space on the globe, was customarily shown in red, and so too was China, and the colour red denoted communism. All that red in that part of the world directly above an under populated, relatively defenceless Australia was cause for anxiety.


			And understandably, of course, after the hardships and insecurities of two world wars and worldwide depression in the first half of the century, the world had had enough of suffering and was ready for peace. But beneath the political and economic stability of post-war Australia confidence was fraught with the simmering anxiety that it could all be snatched away. The racist propaganda which bombarded Australia during the war warning of the “Yellow Peril’s” imminent invasion changed to target communism depicted as a cancerous growth determined to destroy the Australian lifestyle.


			Roman Catholicism initiated some balance to communist intimidation because the Church had no intention of relinquishing its power to communists and decreed that Catholics could not in conscience vote communist. 


			During that unstable period following World War II, the Australian government introduced the “Populate or Perish” campaign, in which Italians and Greeks, amongst others, were encouraged to migrate to Australia to reinforce the growth of this under populated nation. Additionally, Australia’s reconstruction efforts following the war demanded workers whose numbers were insufficient at the time thereby instigating a program of immigration to boost its labour force, and migrants were happy to come. Italy, for instance, was a medieval country in Mussolini’s time with little to offer, while Australia offered work and a future.


			Throughout the 1950s, a flood of migrants totalling one million transformed the composition of Australian society. Most hailed from Britain and other European countries and introduced new culture by way of food, music, and traditions. 


			The Fifties decade proved to be the commencement of that gradual change from an Australia which consisted largely of white, Anglo-Saxon protestants to an Australia boasting a multicultural society, but this didn’t fall into place overnight. Many Australians perceived New Australians to be a threat because they were different.


			This concept of racial threat was not a new thing to Australian society. It originated with the Chinese on the goldfields in the 1850’s, where they numbered one fifth of the local population, which led to the introduction of the White Australia policy with federation.


			Furthermore, the 1950s was an era of “assimilation” in which migrants were expected to abandon their distinct culture and language and “blend in” with the existing population.


			Post-war Australians didn’t realize they were at the beginning of an unprecedented economic boom that would last until the early Seventies.


			This coincided with the most turbulent and fearful period of the Cold War when many feared another global conflict only this time complete with nuclear weapons. People didn’t know that the Cold War standoff wouldn’t boil over into world war and that contemporary hostilities would instead be contained locally.


			The technological age that followed World War II heralded a previously unimagined era of consumerism in which the level of material acquisition comprised the yardstick of accomplishment. Prior to that time a more unhurried society, along with other factors, such as the unavailability of credit, restricted purchasing power and made durable products the most economically wise choice.


			But post-war affluence and revolutions in manufacturing technology led to the creation of a new style of consumption more compulsory than ever before. The new, rapidly changing society, along with its technological upheaval and stepped up consumption, led to consumers foregoing the purchase of the traditional, more durable products in favour of those less long lasting. Costs dictated that ending was preferable to mending, and new improved versions hit the market at an ever increasing pace.


			The recognized symbols of success included the family home, the motor vehicle, and kitchen appliances in which brand featured prominently. The key selling point emphasized convenience. The market changed to accommodate those product ranges that offered the quick and easy meal solutions demanded by the faster pace of the new society.


			Additionally, with a renewed economic optimism and willingness to spend, Australians in the 1950s could afford more means of entertainment than ever before. Rapid technological advancement transformed the Australian lifestyle as television connected us to the rest of the world and the influx of motor vehicles provided a new mobility. 


			Regrettably, however, growth and full employment were marred by inflation and shortages and by the risk of a return to depression.


			The incidence of less than one in every ten homes with a car in the garage at the beginning of the Fifties was no longer the norm by the end of the decade when a family to be without a car became the exception rather than the rule. The motor car’s arrival into the family environment had far reaching social and economic effects, because the car had to be paid for along with the new home as well as the latest household gadgets that flooded the market.


			The increased private ownership of motor vehicles also initiated a different type of holiday for Australians. For the average Baby Boomer born into an average working class family, the annual summer holiday more often than not consisted of loading the family car which was then driven to a beachside town, where depending upon savings or affluence, the family’s accommodation consisted of hotel, guest house, on-site caravan, or tent in the local camping ground for a week or two. 


			Not only did the increasing private ownership of motor vehicles influence the nature of holidays but was also one of the factors affecting the shopping habits of Australians. The shopping centre was next in this evolutionary process introduced into Australia designed specifically to cater for those who arrived by car. Because of home refrigeration people no longer needed to shop on a daily basis for perishables such as meat, fruit, and vegetables. Shopping began to take place on a weekly basis which, coupled with car ownership, afforded travel to distant venues that offered lower prices and/or a more extensive product range. And those daily deliveries of milk and bread also fell by the wayside as more and more consumers purchased these from supermarkets.


			This in turn paved the way for self-service which assisted to minimize salary costs. Supermarkets kick-started the trend with the provision of baskets and trolleys for their customers with the end result being the demise of the traditional corner store. Self-service eventually permeated all kinds of retailing such as service stations in the Seventies and banking in the Eighties with the introduction of Automatic Teller Machines.


			And of course there was the introduction of the drive-in theatres to Australian cinema-goers by means of which the family car not only revolutionized shopping and holidays but entertainment as well.


			It soon became clear that a single income was insufficient to cover these expenses, and married women across the country began going back to work to pay for these newly acquired essentials. This led, in turn, to the proliferation of child minding services that sprang up throughout the suburbs.


			In addition to these innovations of working women, family cars, and self-service shopping, Australia’s youth were far from unaffected by this brave new world. During World War II, American troops on leave introduced their culture to the youth of Australia who imitated them. Aussie kids grew up influenced by American culture on screen which intensified with the introduction of television pioneered by the United States as an entertainment medium.


			In the 1950s the gradual “Americanisation” of Australian culture first became evident. American shows dominated what Baby Boomers watched in part due to the absence of alternative programming. By the end of the 1950s, Australia’s up and coming generation had adopted rock ‘n roll as their own and the idols of American popular culture became their idols.


			The term “Teenager” was coined in the 1950s, not that young adults hadn’t existed before, but the youth of previous generations generally had no money and were therefore not targeted or defined as a specific type of consumer as were the youth of the western world of the Fifties. Significantly, in earlier times the demands of the workplace and the emphasis on survival and familial responsibility, reinforced by societal mores, were not conducive to the modern acceptance of a long, leisurely, social development extended through the teenage years. But now convention was out and attitude was in.


			The teenager was a separate category of person although still dependent and requiring close supervision and restraint along with reinforcement of the norms characteristic of acceptable middle class behaviour. Millions of kids wanted their own clothes, shoes, and music which meant there was big money to be made and still, fifty plus years down the track, teenagers pour hundreds of billions of dollars into the world economy every year.


			But those first tribal days weren’t just about fashion and music - the teenage emphasis was about identity, rebellion, and “give me my own space to grow up when I’m good and ready”. In that respect, they were much the same as the teenagers of today.


			The strict control of the economies of the western world brought about by two world wars provided the necessary impetus for the advances in science, technology, and communications in addition to the improvements in lifestyle that accompanied them. The effects of all these were only beginning to show and it wasn’t until the later decades of the twentieth century that the masses would really begin to reap the benefit of it all.


			Notably, the Fifties saw both discovery and invention with far reaching scientific effects. These included the unique double helix structure of the DNA whose development brought identification to an unimagined level and relegated finger printing to second place. Ray Croc opened the first McDonalds where fast food was produced to a standard, Robert Stack starred in the first 3D movie, and Sony, a brand new Japanese company, introduced the pocket sized transistor radio. Given time these innovations were launched onto the Australian market where they became an accepted part of life. 


			Nonetheless, despite the absence of video games, mobile telephones, and computers coupled with an abundance of ignorance, anxiety, and social change, given the advantage of hindsight we can see the decades after the war as an unmatched period of economic prosperity and relative peace standing out in contrast to the chaos and bloodshed of the first half of the century.


			In retrospect, there are those who may say that the Fifties was an era in which Australia was static, complacent, and mono-cultural, while others more conservative may describe it as a period that was prosperous, unified, and satisfyingly middle class.


			Others again may describe the period as a great time to be alive.


		




		

			
Chapter II


			Kinfolk


			“There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in...We should be thankful we cannot see the horrors and degradations lying around our childhood, in cupboards and bookshelves, everywhere.”(1)


			When I was a child we lived in an old house in Flemington where my father leased a stable. Situated on a corner block, the house front was accessed from the main street and both its rear and the stable from a side street. While the stable comprised a huge red brick structure with its interior wooden railings painted dark green, the house’s drab exterior was constructed of grim, yellow and brown bricks which made it gloomy in itself, and its narrow windows did nothing to alleviate its dim appearance. Four chimneys protruded through the dark slate roof - one serviced the lounge room and another the kitchen, while the other fireplaces were located in the two biggest bedrooms at the front of the house.


			This was Melbourne after all, a city afflicted with long, cold, and wet winters, and the house had been built in that bleak time before central heating and reverse cycle air conditioning, both of which were still far into the future. I felt what a fine pair they made: the bleakness of the Melbourne weather and the forbidding atmosphere of the house.


			Out front a central gate opened onto a narrow, tiled path that cut between beds of lavender before ascending three steps onto the veranda and front door.


			Lots of children walked past our place on their way to and from school. Most lived in the housing commission flats near the showgrounds and walked across Ascot Vale Road down our street, over the footbridge above the railway line, and on to St Brendan’s Primary School. Schoolgirls frequently stopped by on their way home to ask for cuttings of the mauve flower, because lavender and old lace were in their heyday back then. I hated the lavender because it attracted bees.


			With the sky beyond the narrow windows often overcast, more often than not the living room was inadequately lit. An old piano stood proud but disused in one corner, and I can’t ever recall anybody playing it, but back then convention dictated that everybody kept a piano. A large fireplace occupied the feature wall.


			We sat in that dim room at night and listened to an old radio on old and worn chairs in front of the fire, where a faint overhead globe, assisted by flickering winter firelight, lit up the otherwise dreary space and furnishings.


			In the Forties and into the early Fifties the many occupants of the house reflected the age of the extended family. In addition to my parents, my Aunt Sarah lived with us in one of the small bedrooms, but she passed away when I was twelve months old. A couple of my older cousins, Doris and Francie, left their family’s orchard in the Adelaide hills and migrated to Melbourne where they shared the other front bedroom. Sarah obtained employment for them at the British Tobacco factory in the city where she worked. Another cousin, Johnny, lived with us in the fourth bedroom after his discharge from the army at the end of World War II. He worked at the Victoria Market during the week and as a penciller for a bookmaker at the track on Saturdays. Additionally, the stable hands slept in their own quarters out back.


			My mother had her work cut out cooking for them all, although Aunty Sarah, Doris, and Francie pitched in to help when they weren’t at work. 


			A few short years down the track the extended family became a thing of the past and the modern nuclear family somehow superseded it, which I felt proved to be a sad transformation for western society. 


			And after my father’s death the house was every bit as depressing within as it was without at the best of times. 


			Note, however, that while the Fifties may have been a boom time it was not an era of omnipresent consumer abundance. We never owned a refrigerator, only an ice chest, which the ice man replenished weekly with a big block of ice that he carried on a hessian bag spread across his shoulders. Plumbing, complete with hot and cold piped water, bath tub, and shower, wasn’t taken for granted in many Melbourne homes at the time. I remember a hot water unit over the kitchen sink, and another in the bathroom, but when I had a bath the hot water came from a big kettle heated on the stove. An open fireplace heated our home, not gas, with coal in the form of briquettes being the order of the day. Nor did we own a television. An old, standard black telephone sat in the passageway complete with letters and numbers that required dialling unlike the smart phones of modern times.


			As an only child I was conditioned from an early age to keep my own company, an inclination which has persisted throughout my life. My mother was often sick in bed, and my maiden aunt was either at work or cooking, plus as we didn’t have a television I had to amuse myself. To do so I read comics, played with toy soldiers, or spent time with my pets especially my dog. I remember so well the loneliness, the depressing old house, and the dimly lit living room. But, I loved my pets and my comic books.


			And I loved being in the stable with the horses and the smell of the horse feed and the leather from the saddles and bridles in the tack room. Still today, those odours that were always part and parcel of the stable prompt my mind to recall the first eleven years of my life spent on that property; a period when my life was simpler, although insecure, and not so fraught with assignment and obligation.


			My parents married in their late thirties, the first time for each of them, in 1943 at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. I try to imagine my mother, sick as she was throughout her life, walking “all those miles” to the altar in that massive cathedral that is such an integral part of Melbourne’s history.


			The following letter, reproduced verbatim, describes their wedding and what a treasure this letter is. Years later its recipients very kindly gave it to me along with a group wedding photograph and samples of the material used for the bridal gowns.


			42 Dover St,


			Newmarket W I


			1-9-43


			My Dear Bob & Edna,


			Well I’m sure I don’t know what you must be thinking of me. I’m almost too ashamed to write after leaving your last very welcome letter so long unanswered. Anyhow I know if I do not write tonight I won’t be game enough to write at all. The worst of it is that my conscience does not begin to prick me until the postman stops calling & then I realize how very neglectful I’ve been. But truly there has been some excuse for me this time as you can probably guess. Getting married is a big step although it only seems a few weeks ago instead of getting into months. I hope you were not hurt because I did not let you know beforehand. It just happened that I decided suddenly & then time just flew & I seemed to be snowed under with hundreds of things to do & my main object & worry was to keep everything quiet. There are several old friends of mine who do not know even yet. I only hope they will not be offended but I did what I thought best. You know my health has not been the best & I’ve had so much worry with Sara’s failing health that I dared not take any risks with too much excitement. Sara could not have stood up to too much fuss & I’ve been getting that way the moment I get upset or too excited or bustle around too much I get suffocated & faint, or rather feel that way (actually I’ve never fainted in my life) the doctor said it’s only nerves as I’m quite well otherwise. Well I wrote out a list of guests & I could see it would, without much effort run into a couple of hundred, & I could see the crowds around me & myself just dropping at the critical moment. I know dozens of people having been born around here, but Snowy Baldwin is known all over Victoria, you’ve no idea, so we decided our best plan would be to keep it entirely to ourselves & only have the family there & believe me they were all well warned not to tell anyone outside. There were only the family & several of the owners & their wives, by the “owners” I mean the men who own the horses Bob trains. I included them because of Bob, they are here every week & always come to the house. They were delighted to be invited. There was a whisper about it on the morning of the wedding at Flemington racecourse & several of the jockeys & trainers were waiting for Bob, but he did not go to the track, he sent the horses without him. I got up early and went down to my sister’s (Mrs. Swain’s) place. I and the girls left there. My sister in law made all the frocks and brought them down on the day. I can honestly say, not because they were mine, but I have never before seen three lovelier maids. I wish you could have seen them. Doris wore blue lace over taffeta with silver trimming, a Juliet cap of lace with a halo of pink, blue and mauve flowers & a shoulder length veil of blue tulle. France wore a similar frock of rose pink lace over taffeta with pink veil & my matron of honor (sic) wore mauve lace over taffeta & their shower bouquets were mixed pink blue & mauve flowers in pastel shades. They even had their hair dressed the same way. You can imagine how thrilled the kids were never having been in a wedding before. My material was pre-war & really lovely, being of soft satin with silver bows woven into it. I bought it three years ago & have never seen any like it before or since. It looked beautiful made up. I had absolutely no intention of being a bride, but my sister in law wouldn’t let me have any say once she saw the material. I did mean just to wear a dinner frock & have only one bridesmaid but there you are. I will always be thankful that Alma made me a bride after all its to look back on isn’t it? Anyhow my gown had a short train & I wore a little Juliet cap of the material with a halo edged with orange blossom & a fingertip veil of tulle & a garland of flowers. We were married in St Patrick’s Cathedral at 5.30, we weren’t game enough to be married out here & the Cathedral is beautiful, only if it seems miles walking to the altar. My brother gave me away & one of our owners & Bob’s best friend was best man. I wouldn’t have any groomsmen as the wedding seemed too big as it was. We had a dinner at the Federal Hotel, had roast turkey with plenty of champagne & hock & everyone had a great time. But the part I liked, which really touched me, was after the dinner when we were going away they all lined up to the car & sang that song “Now is the Hour when we must say Goodbye” (the Maori’s Farewell.) Some of the voices were rough but a couple of the men had good voices & were helped of course by the champagne, but I thought it was lovely. We went to the best man’s home to see his wife who had been very ill & was unable to go to the wedding. I was so thankful I went because she died a few weeks after. It was terribly sad. She recovered from a most serious operation & then had a haemorrhage of the brain. We went to Albury for a week’s honeymoon & had a lovely time. I forgot to tell you I caught tonsillitis the day before the wedding so you can imagine how I felt. 


			When Bob & the best man got out of the car at the church, he said, “Look at the crowd there must be another wedding there” & it was not until he climbed the steps that he saw familiar faces & realized it was his own wedding, several people, or should I say 50 Mrs. Swain counted outside the guests, heard about it at the last minute & drove in to see us. Well it’s all over now & again time is quickly passing by. When we returned from Albury I had Sara in bed for a few days with bronchitis, then Doris with chicken pox & then Sara went down again with a bad attack of pleurisy so you can see I’ve been kept busy with plenty to do & no spare time. I get up at six o’clock & cut three lunches & breakfast for three & the girls especially have no light appetites. After I get them away to work there is the next breakfast to be got ready, usually seven hungry men to feed at nine o’clock besides Sara & myself. I still have four cats to feed twice daily 30 canaries & two dogs. Then we have fowls now. Bob built a good fowl house at the back of the stable & we have 15 fowls & I’ve also reared 35 chickens. We got them as soon as they came out of the incubator. I still have four of them in the house in a big box with a hot water bottle, they are not quite strong enough to go out with the others yet. I think we have had a very cold winter don’t you? Although up to date I haven’t had a cold, with all I do I have never felt better since I’ve been married. How are little Heather & Valmai? I haven’t forgotten the pets. I bought little presents for them in Albury but never sent them, however the little parcel will be going with this letter. I go to the races occasionally but haven’t had time to go elsewhere much. I usually wait for when the girls are home to go out. We have a full stable of horses, there are fifteen in work & we are short handed too. I think our first winner will be Scottish Maid, I hope so anyway. I was sorry Clarrie couldn’t call in this way on his return from leave. I’d have loved to have seen him. He must have been thrilled to see his baby. I think it’s sad for those boys whose baby’s (sic) are born when they are away, they miss all their early days. My nephew has been home on leave & returned north again. I wish the war was over although I think it is nearly won now, although it will probably go on for some time yet. I suppose you have been very busy also. I don’t know how you manage with the children & all the preserves you make & I suppose your vegetable garden is still going. I was looking at the children’s snaps the other day when I was showing photos to visitors. They looked a picture. Are you feeling any better? You were not too well when last you wrote & how is Bob? I hope he is feeling much better now. Well my dears you will be tired of reading this scrawl. Please excuse mistakes & writing & try & drop me a line soon & let me know how you all are.


			With best wishes to you all.


			Your loving pal


			France xxxx


			She gave birth to me five years later at age forty three. Our family doctor, Dr. Rutherford, delivered me by caesarean section at the Jessie McPherson Hospital, Melbourne at approximately 5.30am on the fifth of February, 1948. 


			The year I was born the federal government ended the rationing of food and clothing imposed during World War II, employees working under the Federal Award System began working a forty hour week, and the first Australian car rolled off the assembly line becoming a symbol of Australian prosperity.


			My mother often told me during her happier moments, “We went to Queensland for the Doomben Cup(2) and when we came home you were on the way. And your father never expected he’d have a child one day, much less a son.” 


			My mother always felt she’d been dealt a cruel hand, and I often became the receptacle of her anxieties. “I was the Belle of the Ball,” she’d say to me. “And they put me into a sanatorium when I was twenty one.”


			She must have been attractive when she was young as she cherished a fond memory of young men gathered outside her bedroom window after a dance to sing, “Goodnight Irene”.(3) I can’t imagine the youth of the current generation doing something like that. “It was so wonderful,” she’d say. “And I had two years taken away from me.”


			Preoccupied with her own health and financial problems and unable to come to terms with the loss of her husband, my mother’s thoughts focused only on her loss, not a boy child’s loss of his father. Sadly she envied those who enjoyed marital bliss over many years while hers ended prematurely. 


			I must have been around eight when the emotional blackmail started in earnest. “Be a good boy for me today. I mightn’t be here tomorrow,” became a threat frequently levelled at me. But nobody else ever saw that side of her.


			Not satisfied with emotional blackmail, she also dumped financial worries onto me. I still harbour a vivid memory of a Friday afternoon when I arrived home excited from primary school and asked if we could go to the school fete that night. “We can’t afford to go to the fete. We haven’t got the money. We can’t manage. Do you want your mother to end up in debtor’s prison!” was the unexpected response which caused me a lot of anxiety which remained over the years.


			She made me believe that if things weren’t right in the house that only I could make it right.


			She also told me in later years that she didn’t go onto the pension until a year after my father died because of her pride, which I suppose is all well and good provided you don’t starve in the meantime. 


			I suppose she meant well but lived in a world of her own with no idea of reality. Because I’d lost my father at such an early age, she tried to make it up to me in her own misguided manner with big parties up until my tenth birthday and I always received lots of Christmas presents, both of which alienated me from the other kids in a neighbourhood where the number of “have nots” exceeded the “haves”. The life of an only child is fraught with loneliness, and above all I wanted to belong.
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