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The MUP Masterworks series celebrates distinguished Australian authors and their ideas. This volume, the fifth in the series, is drawn from Janet McCalman’s social history of middle-class Melbourne, Journeyings: The Biography of a Middle-Class Generation 1920–1990. McCalman’s study focussed on the lives of students who attended private schools in the city’s leafy eastern suburbs; specifically, those schools served by the Number 69 tram, whose route ran north–south between Kew and St Kilda, bisecting middle-class Melbourne.


First published in 1993 and reprinted several times, Journeyings won the Age Non-fiction Book of the Year Award. Its scope was large, tracing the lives of students as they grew up in the 1930s and 1940s, became adults, and finally reached the ‘years of wisdom’. McCalman’s view was rich in nostalgic detail, but also clear-eyed:


 




Middle-class children had to learn how to ‘exact deference’, and they also had to come to terms with the fact that, while they were superior to the working class, they were inferior to the rich. But whereas the respectable working class endeavoured to convince themselves and the watching world that they were ‘as good as’ their social betters, the middle class placed themselves as the centre—they were the backbone of the nation; those ‘with a stake in the country’; the shoulders upon which responsibility for the well-being of society actually fell. The moral middle class was a deserving middle class, who had got where they had got, not by silver spoons, but by hard work and good character.





The extract published here concerns the years before World War II, and paints a vivid picture of middle-class life at home, school, work and in the broader community among Australians who were young then and are now grandparents and even great-grandparents.


As Tim Bowden wrote in reviewing Journeyings, ‘This is social history of the twentieth century with flesh on its bones’.


Many people were interviewed by the author in the course of her research. Those names that are italicised in the text are pseudonyms used at the subjects’ request.


 


Journeyers over consecutive seasons, over the years, the curious years each emerging from that which preceded it,


Journeyers as with companions, namely their own diverse phases,


Forth-steppers from the latent unrealized baby-days,


Journeyers with their womanhood, ample, unsurpass’d, content,


Journeyers with their own sublime old age of manhood or womanhood,


Old age, calm, expanded, broad with the haughty breadth of the universe,


Old age, flowing free, with the delicious near-by freedom of Death.


Walt Whitman
‘Song of the Open Road’
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The Sixty-nine Tram 1934
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It’s the first day of school for 1934, and the 69 tram begins its long journey along the spine of Melbourne’s middle-class heartland, from St Kilda Beach to Cotham Road, Kew. This is a women’s and children’s tram, not a working-men’s, and as it stops along Carlisle Street, the first college boys and girls climb aboard. Many of them are Jewish and wearing the cardinal caps of Scotch College or the star of the Methodist Ladies’ College, for Jews are made welcome at these two schools at a time when many other private schools have a covert Jewish quota.1 One boy has walked down from Lambeth Place to catch the 69 and he’s early enough to secure his favourite seat—the middle place on the blind side. He begins to read, and to the fascination of his school mates, will not lift his head until he reaches Scotch’s tram stop. His routine never varies. He is to become a distinguished academic lawyer, a public figure of immense charm and cultivation, and a healing governor general.


St Kilda has seen better days and its mansions have mostly declined into rooming houses or have been subdivided into flats. The Depression can still be felt in 1934, even if it has lost some of its sting, and it has hastened the erection of flats at the expense of villas on quarter-acre blocks. But as Carlisle Street becomes Balaclava Road the townscape is more recognisably suburban. George Johnston will later savage its ‘horrible flatness’ in his semi-autobiographical novel My Brother Jack; many others will recall Caulfield with less jaundice. It is a suburb much favoured by returned servicemen, and the Johnston family is only one of many where war-damaged men are distracted by their memories and nightmares.2 The college boys and girls begin to fill the tram as it swings around Balaclava Junction into Hawthorn Road. There are more than a dozen Protestant, Catholic and privately owned schools on the 69 tram route and not one government high school. The nearest high schools are in South Yarra and Albert Park, Dandenong and Frankston, and it will be another twenty years before a government school will offer a full secondary education in the eastern suburbs. The middle class of Melbourne are ‘College People’ from both choice and necessity.3


The Scotch boys on the 69 tram play a game ‘having on the connies’. Some of the conductors enjoy it; others do not. The favourite with many is one afflicted with a crossed eye, who tips his head amusingly to one side so that he can focus his good eye on the ticket before dipping it. A certain deference to college boys and girls is expected and frequently paid. These are good young people, however, a credit to their parents and teachers, and they will soon be mature enough to display courtesy to all. At home and at school they largely do as they are told and with little complaint. Their books of tram concession tickets state that they must always offer their seat to an adult and they do. The MLC girls are a little different. They have a remarkable headmistress (although she is to be mysteriously and unforgivably dismissed before the end of the year), who runs the school under the supervision of a Methodist minister principal. She is an old collegian, a scholarship girl, and the school’s most gifted scholar in its first half century.4 She is still faintly common in speech and she has a certain softness for battlers:


 




Mrs Landen used to say that we were the lucky ones during the Depression—we were still at school, while there were many people who were as important as we were—probably more so—and probably more clever, who were denied education. We were the lucky ones and she wanted us to remember it. And she used to tell us that on the trams we should stand for a working girl of our own age.5





Melbourne in 1934 is a sharply divided society, both in class and religion, and college people enjoy considerable prestige. The major events of the private school calendar are part of the civic culture in a way that will not survive the social upheavals of the 1960s. Adults as well as children flaunt school colours on Boat Race Day and the ‘Milky Way’ in Little Collins Street sells sundaes biliously concocted to match the colours of the six ‘Public Schools’—the Anglicans’ Melbourne and Geelong Grammars, the Presbyterians’ Scotch and Geelong Colleges, the Methodists’ Wesley College and the Jesuits’ Xavier College. The headmasters of these institutions are public figures whose Speech Day addresses are annually reported in the press. Even so, Protestants display a certain reserve towards Xavier in all things except sport. ‘Black and red are the devil’s colours’, some mutter, and the Jesuits they find the most alarming of all the Catholic religious orders because they are clever and can indoctrinate a child by the age of seven.6 But sport and the tram forge an unexpected alliance between Scotch and Xavier. They are the only two ‘Public Schools’ to travel on the 69, and they find common ground in their antagonism to Melbourne Grammar—if Scotch can’t beat Grammar this time, then let’s hope Xavier can.7 Grammar boys sneer at Scotch as ‘that high school’—an insult ‘that speaks volumes’—but Scotch is the school they fear: ‘They outnumber us, and there’s something flinty and determined about them which we find hard to put down’.8 It’s a rivalry that will last a life-time: ‘It’s incredible that you can be in a party of men and women, and you can pick a Grammar bloke—you only have to have a few sentences with him to realise he’s not a Scotch bloke’.9


There is a certain factual base to Grammar’s hauteur towards Scotch, who are a more democratic bunch of boys. As the 69 tram moves up Hawthorn Road, it skirts other major subdivisions of the 1920s, where the grounds of great houses like Harleston, Labassa, Crotonhurst and Cantala have been sold off as building blocks.10 And the fathers of the Scotch boys and MLC girls who come from these streets are engineers and small businessmen, sales representatives and accountants. The majority are new members of the middle class.11 They are not poor, but neither do they have money to throw about. Those on government salaries have had to cope with a 10 per cent drop in their income as part of Victoria’s Depression economies. Some in business have cut their workforce, trimmed their overheads, put their cars up on wooden blocks for the duration, and asked their womenfolk to darn their stockings and make do with less.12 One of the few Scotch boys to come from Toorak has an unusual father—a brilliant musician and a Fabian Socialist, he is also a successful businessman and he has just taken advantage of the fall in property values to build a fine home in Melbourne’s best suburb. One day the son overhears his father ‘almost apologizing’ for sending his son to Scotch in preference to Melbourne Grammar: ‘It’s a good thing it’s so democratic’, he insists to his Toorak neighbour, ‘they come from everywhere there’.13


The tram cuts diagonally across the vastness of Dandenong Road and commences its spectacular journey along Glenferrie Road, through the ridges and dales of Malvern and Hawthorn. It is now amidst the established middle class. Much of Malvern was built in the land boom of the 1880s, but it also boasts some of the finest Edwardian houses in Melbourne. The shopping centre is genteel and prosperous enough, given the economic times, and it is certainly looking better than its equivalents in Richmond or Prahran. There is a real, if subtle, sense of community in Malvern, born of longtime residence and busy church life. Young couples often seek their first home near their parents, and East Malvern offers cheaper houses which are still within walking distance for a young mother pushing a pram. East Malvern is popular too with returned servicemen. The Protestant churches are full for every service: at Epping Street Methodist Church you can wait months just for an audition for the choir, and the very keen are well advised to take singing lessons.14 Finch Street is perhaps Malvern’s finest street, but the well-off of Malvern are homely rather than social and the church is the centre of their social whirl also. But as the tram pushes along Glenferrie Road, past the Malvern Town Hall which Sir Robert Menzies will adopt as the spiritual capital of his ‘Forgotten People’ after the war, it collects fewer Scotch boys and MLC girls. This is the eastern border of Toorak and the navy blue of the boys’ and girls’ Grammars is more apparent. Suddenly the tram takes a marvellous plunge into the valley of Gardiner’s Creek at Kooyong. There are still Chinese market gardens on the flat, but there is also a new tennis stadium. It is, however, a flood plain and part of the Yarra’s system, and on 1 December, travellers on the 69 tram will be stopped by an inland sea—the last great Yarra flood to devastate the eastern suburbs. The river has already been straightened near Richmond; now the backing-up of tide and floodwaters further upstream will have to be dealt with. The Scotch rowing shed will be swept away, the floodwaters will lap the steps of the Memorial Hall, and boys will boast for years of their swimming feats in the flood of 1934: ‘I remember that flood very well. My cousin Mac swam from Tooronga Road, across the flats and right up to the chapel and back again’.15


Rising up the escarpment to the left is Scotch College. It is a stunning site for a school. The playing fields are on the flats, and behind the school there is a frontage to the Yarra river itself. Already there are established trees, including exotic species; fifty years later there will be leafy avenues and romantic vistas. The buildings themselves are apt for a Melbourne middle-class school: displaying various workings of red brick and white stucco, topped with soaring tiled roofs—dignified but not quite beautiful, and perfectly in tune with the houses the boys’ parents have been building for themselves in Camberwell and Caulfield since about l910. For this is not Scotch’s original location. It is by now eighty-three years old—old enough to be creating legends—and very proud to be Victoria’s oldest Associated Public School: ‘In those early days, when the gold fever had entered into men’s blood, the Presbyterians of Melbourne, with all the Scotsman’s passion for education, desired that their children should have the advantages of a good secular and religious training’.16 The Presbyterian Church first built the school on two acres of land granted by the government in Eastern Hill. Under two great headmasters, both Scots, it has established itself as the leading private institution in Melbourne. It has been innovative, democratic and responsive to the modern world of science and technology, history and literature; but perhaps its most prized achievement has been to have ‘formed a public opinion amongst the boys, whereby they [are] enlisted on the side of orderliness, honour and truth’. Foreseeing the growth of the eastern suburbs, the school began the move to Hawthorn in 1915 and now claims to be ‘one of the largest schools in the Empire’.17 The editor of the Scotch Collegian for 1934 will expound the meaning of ‘Scotch’ in his August issue:


 




Cardinal, gold and blue, colours which are held in respect throughout the Empire, are your colours, a common link between you and countless Old Boys scattered throughout the world today. They set before you ideals which, when coupled with the lettering around the badge, mean a full life’s work living up to. Think of it—Beauty, Goodness and Truth. Cardinal, purity and richness of colour reflecting the depth and beauty of high ideals; gold, a symbol of goodness surviving fire and water, age, and even the very acid test of life; and blue, truth in everything, fidelity to all, the old British ‘true blue’ …


‘Deo, Patriae, Litteris’—for God, Country, Learning. You should bow down your heads before her with humility and, with bursting heart, receive these her most precious gifts, to guard them with your very life.


Do you wonder now that our boys went away to shell-torn France singing ‘We’re fighting for the Cardinal, Gold and Blue’? Who wouldn’t fight for Scotch, for beauty, goodness and truth, the finest things in life?18





The feelings of most of the boys walking through the gates of Scotch on this first day of school for 1934 are somewhat more prosaic, although most are very proud to be wearing the cardinal, gold and blue. They know they are privileged to be going to such a good school, and they are proud too for their parents, for this marks their going up in the world. There are 267 boys entering Senior School this year and only twenty of them are the sons of Old Boys. Almost three quarters of them come straight from state schools, and four-fifths will be at Scotch for four years or less.19 Their families cannot afford more than a ‘finishing’ at a private school. The fees are 11 guineas a term, so that a £50 legacy can comfortably buy a year at Scotch; and there are crude folk who boast that a year at Scotch or Grammar is all you need for the old school tie and a foot on the ladder. Grandparents and maiden aunts often help out financially; the prudent have invested in insurance policies; a cheeky few will send their boy for a year and never pay at all.20


The 69 tram is bringing boys from the north as well—in fact as many come from the north as from the south—for while half the boys come from the heartland which extends from Caulfield to Kew, others are coming from all over Melbourne. There are six from Moonee Ponds and only five from nearby Toorak; there are four from Footscray and one from Kooyong; there’s a doctor’s son from Windsor and a bank manager’s son from Richmond; there’s a furrier’s son from Carlton and a hairdresser’s boy from Newmarket. The business of most Scotch fathers is business, but very few own big companies. The majority are men on salaries and the most common qualification is in accountancy. They are not an educated class overall, and there are only eight doctors, four lawyers, three clergymen and fourteen engineers. About one-fifth are in small business, from grocers and butchers, to garage proprietors and builders; from radio dealers and contractors to furriers and tailors. Just one-eighth are ‘senior managers’, and there’s a handful of investors, merchants, importers and senior bankers. And there are clerks and sales representatives, and a solitary ‘railway employee’. Twenty-one boys are the sons of farmers and graziers, but not all are boarding at the school, for the Depression has hit them hard and some can only afford to stay with city relatives and attend as day boys. Perhaps the most vulnerable are the fatherless, and they will have the shortest time at Scotch; only six of the twenty-seven lone mothers admit they are working, and two of those are shopkeepers and a third a Chinese herbalist.


As these boys start their education in the Senior School, they are also taking their first steps towards manhood and independence. The school is now as important as the family, and its task is to train the boys in the mental skills and moral habits which will enable them to join the middle class in their own right and remain there securely and honourably. But the school is also the guardian of middle-class culture and standards: is this boy worthy in mind and character of belonging to the world of Scotch? The school will judge the boys’ performances, and some, especially those whose families are new to the middle class and to booklearning, will not make the grade. Those who are good enough and who embrace the school will find themselves embraced in return by a school family which can be theirs to the day they die, if they wish it. Ahead of these thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds lie great tests and trials. The war will claim the lives of twenty-eight of them, and fracture the health of many more. Most will lead steady lives as good citizens and conscientious providers; only a few are destined for fame, distinction or great wealth. But all of this is far from the minds of the boys as they make their way to the Memorial Hall for their first Senior School assembly.21
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