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My Parents & WWI

My parents were Helen Ross Cowper and William 
Harrington Cowper, and my mother’s maiden 
name was Nott. 

Although I was born in New Zealand, I have to say firmly, 
and for the record, that I’m very much Australian. I’m sixth 
generation Australian on my father’s side and fifth generation 
Australian on my mother’s side. My parents were born and 
brought up in Sydney; they met as teenagers, became great 
friends and were secretly engaged at the age of 17. They were 
not allowed to announce their betrothal until my father was 
21. By that time, he was working for the Liverpool London 
& Globe Insurance Company as an inspector. His job meant 
he was frequently out on the road.

When he turned 21, in 1913, they were able to announce 
their engagement. The First World War erupted in 1914 
and delayed their plans a little. 
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On September 11, 1915, they were married in a little 
Congregational church at Strathfield in Sydney. It was the 
family church, and after the wedding, he went straight off 
to the War, by that time he was Sergeant Cowper.

He was sent to Egypt to fight. My grandmother and mother 
took off to join him in Egypt. They managed to book passage 
on a ship, but when they arrived in Aden, the port had been 
closed 24 hours beforehand, and they weren’t allowed to go 
ashore. However, my grandmother and mother had friends 
among the officers on the ship and when they heard about 
the problem, they told them to be on the boat deck at 
midnight, ‘so they could secretly go over the side’, where a 
boat would be organised to take them ashore.

This they did and eventually they managed to find their way 
ashore before travelling to Cairo where my father met and 
ensconced them in a hotel. Presumably, he went off back to 
camp after that and had his dinner, but he did tell me once 
of a time when he attended a ball where a General was in 
attendance, so some good life did exist.

When the fighting finished in Egypt, he was sent to France, 
and my grandmother and mother went to London and 
rented a flat there. When my father or any of his friends 
had leave they would stay with them. I remember stories my 
mother told me that they would arrive, and they’d been in 
the trenches in France, and we all know how terrible that 
was and they would arrive covered in lice, and she would 
take them into the bathroom.

Once there she would tell them to take all their clothes off 
and drop them out of the window and to have a bath to rid 
themselves of the lice. 
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My father had an attack of appendicitis, and was rushed to 
hospital for an operation, and while recovering in hospital 
received a visit from King George the Fifth. When he 
was able to leave hospital, he was sent to Glamis Castle in 
Scotland, home of the Bowes-Lyon family. Their daughter, 
Elizabeth, was living there at the time and Dad told us he’d 
danced with Elizabeth at parties organised for the troops. 
Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon later married the King’s second son, 
Bertie, who later became King George Sixth, and she of 
course survived him to become the Queen Mother.

Dad’s brother Mac was only a year younger, and it was such 
a terrible time, and Dad was horrified to find his brother 
in France with him. Mac was an ambulance driver, and 
although he wasn’t fighting he was right up at the front 
amongst the fighting, which was very dangerous.

On my mother’s side, her brother was also fighting in France. 
My mother had been on a world tour with family friends just 
before the War; they were in London and were just about to 
set off for Moscow when War broke out. And the Moscow 
part of her tour had to be cancelled. 

My uncle, who was Ted Nott, stayed behind and joined a 
British regiment and my mother came home, presumably to 
be married. Uncle Ted was fighting in France and won the 
Military Cross. By this time grandmother had come home 
to Australia and my grandfather and Auntie Bea had gone 
over to join Mum in London. Imagine these trips going by 
ship that took six or eight weeks. Grandfather received a 
telegram to say that Uncle Ted was badly wounded, and 
if he wished he could go to the front in France to see 
him. So grandfather and Aunty Bea set off for France and 
went to the field hospital where Uncle Ted was dying.    
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He died half an hour before they arrived, but the man in 
the bed next door had his parents there and they were able 
to tell my grandfather and aunt what he said and how he 
was in that little time before he died. My family kept up 
contact with them. The parents probably would have died 
reasonably soon after the War, but the young man in the 
next bed, whose name was John, kept in touch with our 
family for many years. 

A much younger aunt went to England years later, and she 
met John in London and had lunch with him.

Uncle Ted was buried in Abbeville, France, and over the 
years various members of the family have visited his grave.

My eldest brother, who was also named Ted after his uncle, 
was born in London during the first daylight air raid. A year 
later my mother was expecting her second baby, and she 
decided she would travel out of London where it might be 
safer. She stayed with an aunt who was the wife of a minister 
living in the vicarage in a town in Wales, and that’s where 
my brother Philip was born.

My father, his brother & four cousins went to the War 
which was a total of six people. Twelve people came home. 
My father had two sons in England and two of his cousins 
had one son each. The other two were my mother and 
grandmother.
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Great War Ends - 
Growing up in NZ

The First World War came to an end in November of 
1918, and my father went on leave. During the War, 
he had taken time out to visit the head office of the 

Liverpool London & Globe insurance company, where he 
had worked prior to enlisting. He wanted to keep in touch 
with them, so they knew where he was and what he was 
doing.

He knew he would need something to go back to after the 
War, and he decided the best way was to keep in touch with 
his employers. He’d set off to the War with just a wife. He was 
going home with a wife and two small boys, and so he went 
into the head office and told them he would like a better 
job when he returned to Australia. They quite understood 
that and they told him, that although there wasn’t anything 
better in Australia, there would be an opportunity in New 
Zealand as the manager there was due to retire in a year, 
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and he would be happy to train a suitable replacement to 
take over. 

That is how my family happened to be in New Zealand; 
initially in Dunedin where I was born and then, when the 
manager eventually retired, we moved to Christchurch.

I was born on December 6, 1922. I was the fourth child of 
six. My two brothers, Ted and Philip and a sister Joan who 
had been born in 1919 were five, four and three when I came 
into the world. I was named Helen Anne after my maternal 
great-grandmother. She was the daughter-in-law of David 
Jones, of the David Jones stores.

My father would enjoy telling this story. My parents had 
an English nanny to help look after us. There were four of 
us children at that time as well as Mother and Father. My 
father had a motorbike with a sidecar, and occasionally they 
would plan a picnic. He would make two trips. First of all, 
he would take Mum and a couple of the children, and then 
he’d go back for Nanny and a couple more children so that 
they could all go and have this picnic. 

Two more children joined the family in Christchurch, my 
younger brother Peter and a younger sister Pam. We had a 
very happy childhood. We had an old weatherboard house 
with a huge garden and in it was every fruit tree you can 
imagine. We had very loving parents. We were eight in the 
family; we had a cook and a nanny which meant there were 
ten of us in the house. 

When I think back to those times I often wonder how on 
earth they managed not only to accommodate us all, but to 
do it so exceptionally well. 

They glassed in a veranda and for some years the boys, my 
elder brothers, slept out there, and eventually they came 
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inside. When the baby sister arrived, they built on a room 
that the baby sister and Nanny shared.

We were all sent to great schools. The boys became very 
interested in athletics and in successive years they came 
home with every trophy imaginable. There are photographs 
in family albums of a whole table full of trophies, and because 
of that I trained with them. We would wake up early in the 
morning and go running. I was probably eight or nine, we’d 
go on training runs, and we had a high jump set up where 
we practised high jumps, so much so that in the under-10’s. 
I won everything, simply because I had the experience of 
setting off and making a good start. I remember my mother 
saying it had been a most exhausting day for her because she 
had to make sure that Anne was at the starting point, as well 
as collect her at the finishing point, and take her back to the 
starting point again for the next race.

I never did anything sports related again. I evidently decided 
that was enough, and so I never bothered to do anything of 
that sort again.

My greatest hobby, if you would like to call it that, was 
reading. My mother had a lot of trouble with me because I 
always had my nose in a book. I was the fourth child. Ted 
and Philip and Joan were all very close because there was 
only a year between them. I came three years after Joan, so 
I was an afterthought, and I suppose I had to make my own 
entertainment. 

For many years I was too small to join in whatever they 
were doing, and so I learned to be fairly philosophical. 
I was just actually on the fringe of things, not that this in any 
way worried me or that I was conscious of it at all. I think 
that was why I became as I was, philosophical and able to 
entertain myself. 
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My father had grown up in Sydney and was very keen on 
body surfing in those days. When we children were in 
Christchurch he would take us all down to the beach and 
very often we were the only ones there. He would teach 
us how to body surf. When it was time for us to go home, 
he would go out on to the beach and whistle. The six of us 
would all come up and he would count us and take us home. 
I rather think that’s why most of the succeeding generations 
have had a keen interest in the beach and swimming.

When Dad travelled on business to various other towns in 
New Zealand he would sometimes be away for a few days. 
When he was coming home, we were all excited and we had 
a system we adopted. He would arrive home early in the 
morning and we would make a placard saying ‘Welcome 
Home Dad’. We took flowers out of the garden and glued 
them on the placard before tying a string across the driveway 
with the placard on. We would wait for Dad to come home 
and he would drive through the placard and we all cheered. 
That happened many times. 

When we lived in Christchurch, we went to church every 
Sunday.

We would all dress up in our best clothes and be taken to the 
Church of England church. Dad was on the church council, 
and we could all sing quite well. My younger sister Pammy 
had a beautiful singing voice and my brother Philip had a 
lovely voice as well. 

The rest of us could all sing in tune, and we did quite well, 
but our mother couldn’t. She was tone deaf but didn’t know 
it, and so when we were walking into the church we used to 
get together and say, ‘Bags not to sit next to Mum.’
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This was because she made us sing flat.

I think our singing voices came from my maternal grandfather, 
Arthur Ross Nott. He had an extraordinary bass baritone 
that was very deep and pleasant. He was once asked to sing 
with Dame Nellie Melba just to try out the acoustics in 
the new Sydney Town Hall. He sang in his church choir 
and would be asked to sing at various functions, so I think 
that’s probably where the voices came from, but it must have 
skipped a generation with Mum. 



10

Helen Anne Phillips



11

Family Moves to  
Australia from NZ

When I was 12, the Liverpool London & Globe 
decided to transfer Dad back to Australia to be 
the Manager for Australasia, and so we came back 

to live in Melbourne. It was 1935.

By this time Ted was 17, he was already working in the 
Liverpool London & Globe, so he stayed in New Zealand 
for another six months before coming to join us in Australia.

 Philip had matriculated and if we’d stayed in New Zealand, 
he would have gone to university. When we came to Australia 
the only people we knew in Melbourne were a man and his 
wife. The man had been my father’s Colonel in the War, and 
we all called him Uncle Bill. He was the Managing Director 
of the Commonwealth Bank, and so he found a banking 
job for Philip.
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Now Philip absolutely hated it, but he felt it was very difficult 
for him to resign because Uncle Bill had specially found this 
job for him. As luck would have it, Uncle Bill retired after 
two years and went for a long trip overseas.

As Uncle Bill sailed down the bay, Philip handed in his 
resignation, and my father asked him what he was going 
to do now. 

Philip said, ‘Dad I want to go on the land.’

‘Oh’, said Dad, 'I’m never going to have any money to buy 
you a property, I hope you realise that.’

Philip wasn’t put off and he said, ‘I thought I’d start off by 
being a jackaroo.’

‘Oh’, said Dad, ‘I’ve friends at the club who come down 
every so often from their properties. I’ll have a word with 
them next time they are here and see if I can find you a job.’

Dad was true to his word, and he duly got him a job as a 
jackaroo on one of the big merino studs at Wanganella. 

Ted came to Melbourne and after six months working in 
Melbourne under Dad, he said it was too difficult being the 
boss’s son. They sent him to Perth for a while, and later he 
was transferred to Sydney and then he went to Tasmania. 

Joanie, Pam and I were all started off at school in Melbourne 
and looking back, I think it was quite something how my 
poor mother had to fit us all with new uniforms. We went 
to Myer’s department store and bought uniforms for three. 
What an expense it must have been.

Peter went to Melbourne Grammar, and we went to  
St Catherine’s.
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My father took a big rented house in Toorak with a tennis 
court behind it, which was an absolute godsend, because 
although we had no friends yet, we could always find four 
people to play tennis.

Other than Pam, who was only about six at the time, my 
parents and the six of us all played, My mother was very 
clever; she made us think she was very delicate, although 
she’d had six children. When we played tennis with her we 
apologised if we hit the ball to any place where it was hard 
for her to return it. 

We had happy times and we made friends and in this big 
house, there was a large sitting room with a roll-up rug. 
Every so often, the rug would be rolled up and we would 
have a dance. We would dance to a gramophone.

Our parents were very keen on modern-day music. In New 
Zealand, we had a gramophone and my parents were able to 
go to a record shop on Friday and pick up five records and 
bring them home to try over the weekend. On Monday, they 
took them back. If they really liked them, they would buy 
them. Records cost 2/6 (2 shillings and six pence) in those 
days. My mother told me they would put the gramophone 
down on the veranda floor, and the first words that I said 
were “on the gramophone”.

I think that left us all with a love of modern music. The big 
house was in Lansell Road, Toorak.

My parents decided that this house was too big, and they 
found a maisonette, which was two storeys, in Toorak Road. 
This also had a tennis court that we shared with the people 
next door. 'Maisonette' is the term used to describe one 
building that is divided into two residences with separate 
entrances and driveways. 
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We moved into the maisonette in 1937. The Second World 
War broke out in September 1939, and I remember how 
upset my father was. He was beside himself because he 
realised, he had two sons who would be going to a war, and 
the War that his generation had fought to end all wars was 
almost as if it hadn’t been.

As it turned out, his three sons went to the War, two sons-
in-law and a future son-in-law whom he didn’t know about, 
all went to the War. As luck would have it, they all came 
back and none of them were even wounded. So we were 
extremely lucky. 
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Bill and Helen Cowper, Anne's parents, 
on their wedding day
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Christmas 1927
Back row l to r: Philip, Bill Cowper, Ted, May Nott (Grandma),

 Arthur Ross Nott (Grandpa),
Front row l to r: Peter, Helen, Anne, Joan and Aunt Peg
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Christmas Day 1929
l to r: Ted, Philip, Joan, Anne, Peter and Pam
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� ese pages:
Letter to Grandma May Nott 1932



20

Helen Anne Phillips



21

Anne in 
Collins Street, 
Melbourne, 
early 1940s

Leigh's grandparents,
George and Ellen 
Langridge

As Time Goes By
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Lieutenant Alfred John Phillips, Leigh's father. 
World War 1, 1914-18



23

My Brothers  
and Sisters

In 2010 I went to see my sister just a day or two before 
she died in Sydney, and I began to tell her what a good 
sister she had been, and she told me that I had always 

been a very self-contained child. I thought to myself, ‘Well, 
you and the boys were going off doing this, that and other 
things.'

That was my sister Joan. And so I had to be self-contained, 
at least until Peter arrived three years later. He was one of 
those angelic looking children, a perfect little thing. He had 
beautiful blond hair and blue eyes, but he was an absolute 
little devil. He stole the milkman’s cart, and he did all sorts 
of things.

My first brother, Edward William Harrington Cowper, was 
born in the 13th of August 1917. Philip was born 11th August 
1918. My first sister Joan was born 5th of December 1919. 
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Then, I arrived followed by my brother Peter Cowper (the 
angel) who was born 26th April 1925. Pamela was the last 
and she was born on 23rd May 1928. My brothers, sisters 
and I became very great friends, and my father really seemed 
to enjoy it in our older years when we would come home 
with our husbands and wives, it was always like a party, 
and we were together having fun. It was a very wonderful 
childhood.

My mother was born on the 26th of June 1892. She was 
64 when she died in 1956 because of a series of strokes. My 
dad was born on the 21st of March 1892, and he died of 
old age at 82. He’d been in a car accident some years before, 
but it was a gradual degeneration that led to his death. He 
had breathing difficulties because he was a heavy smoker, as 
all those men were in those days. My entire family smoked 
except for me, the whole bang lot of them, and the only 
reason I didn’t was because when I would have started, the 
War was on, and it was very hard to find them. I saw my 
sister and my sister-in-law to be, standing in queues to buy 
their cigarettes, and I thought I would have to be a fool to 
make a habit of it, so I didn’t bother.

My oldest brother, Ted, was in the Artillery and he fought 
in Egypt. He was in the siege of Tobruk and he also fought 
in Syria and Greece before coming back to Australia. My 
second brother was also Artillery. He was in the bombing 
raids in Darwin and eventually ended up fighting in New 
Guinea, and my third brother went into the Navy and was 
probably on ships fighting in the Pacific. 

As a family we were very lucky that the three of them 
survived with no injuries at all, so that was very good for 
them. There were a couple of stories that I thought I should 
mention that fit in with my childhood. 
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All of them have passed away except Peter. Ted died on 
November 8th 1993 at the age of 76, and Philip on June 
26th 1989. He was 71, and died on our mother’s birthday.

Joanie died on August 17th 2009. She would have been 90 
on 5th December. 

Gerry and Sharon and my daughter Jan and I all went to 
Sydney for a Cowper family reunion. 

William Cowper, my great, great, great, grandfather, came 
to Australia in 1809. He was one of the first Church of 
England ministers in Sydney town arriving only 20 years 
after the first white settlers, and he became the first vicar 
at St Philip’s Church in Sydney, which is still going strong. 
Over the years we’ve had periodic commemorative services 
and in 2009, we commemorated 200 years since his arrival. 

The family gathered, and there were 200 of us in the Church. 
It had been in planning for a couple of years beforehand, and 
I was constantly being updated with all the information as 
the plan unfolded, and I’d think to myself, ‘I won’t be here 
then, and I won’t be able to attend so I won’t bother.' Even 
so, every now and again Gerry would tell me that we would 
be going and in the end I said OK.

As the time drew closer and closer, I began to realise that it 
would be a good opportunity to see my sister Joan. She had 
been in very poor health for many years, and she had been 
in special accommodation. Joan had shocking breathing 
troubles and all sorts of things were going wrong with her 
health, and so I thought, 'Well I’ll fit in the commemorative 
service and see Joanie.'

Gerry organised it; he, Sharon, Janine and I flew up.  
He hired a car and we drove out to where Joan was living. 


