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Chapter 1

Earliest Childhood Memories

January in 1937 turned out to be a very full month for me. I turned 
three, Dad received notification of his promotion to the Snake Valley 

State School, we shifted house, and Mum brought home a new brother and 
sister, The Twins. The Hansonville School and house, my first home, was set 
in a very rural location with no immediate neighbours, no electricity and 
no shops. Dad and the part-time sewing mistress were the only staff for this 
tiny country school.

Snake Valley gave us shops nearby, a larger school and neighbours. It also 
gave us bedbugs, whooping cough, an outdoor toilet which a night man 
came and emptied, (Hansonville was a do-it-yourself model), milk and 
bread delivered to the door, a library, and pictures once a fortnight in the 
community hall. The sudden appearance of two tiny babies must have had 
some impact on me, because I was very upset at my first sight of them both 
being breast-fed at the same time. I had the impression they were eating 
Mum alive, the little cannibals! After much consoling and some clarification 
of the situation, I sat demurely beside Mum, taking part in this grown-up 
ritual by breast feeding my own doll myself. I was also eager to be grown-up 
enough to help Mum with the twins, fetching and carrying, keeping an eye 
on them, and generally imitating Mum’s work. This came to the fore on the 
occasion when the nappies drying in front of the kitchen stove caught fire. 
Mum doused the fire and cleared the smoke, pleased to have restricted the 
damage to the nappies and the clothes horse. Then she came looking for the 
three of us, eventually hearing my faint answer from under the bed where 
I’d dragged the twins to safety. Three pairs of large solemn eyes met hers as 
she bent down and lifted the bed cover.
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Perhaps I needed some control over this time of change in my life, or maybe 
I was lonely, with Mum busy with the twins. However Timp and Gravy 
became my very best friends. I can clearly remember talking to them where 
they lived in the bushes. No-one else could see or hear them, but everyone 
knew about Timp and Gravy. They would sit at the table, having their own 
place beside me. Their food likes and dislikes were uncannily identical to 
my own. I couldn’t start eating until they were served, and none of us would 
eat the Brussels sprouts. Three voices make a stronger argument than one. 
Great Aunty Moll came to stay. She wanted to use the outside toilet, but 
had to stand in the queue until both Timp and Gravy had finished and I 
had attended to their needs. In the lounge-room, Great Aunty Moll nearly 
sat on Timp, causing anguished tears, until Moll graciously chose to sit for a 
while in another chair. Great Aunty Moll was my favourite relative. Besides 
acknowledging Timp and Gravy, she also owned a news agency in Lygon 
Street, East Brunswick, my favourite place to stay on holiday.

At Snake Valley there was a lot of long grass which no doubt could hide 
snakes in the season, but I liked to sit down there and be completely hidden 
from view. I did tell Mum I’d been playing with a very long worm, which 
gave Mum a fright.

I’d been given all the right education regarding Mum’s increasing tummy 
size and the expectation of one baby. (The twins were a complete surprise to 
everyone). When the jolly baker came to our door with his basket load of 
fresh bread, rolls and buns, I chatted happily to him, patting his big round 
stomach and asked him if he had a baby in there. (I wonder if he went on 
a crash diet?) On another occasion I was pleased to be able to inform him I 
had new panties on, and what’s more, so did Mum, illustrating this exciting 
news with a quick lift of Mum’s skirt before she or the baker knew what 
I was doing. The ‘milky’ came a bit early in the day for me to make his 
acquaintance, though Mum did spot him adding water out of the garden 
tap to our billy to top up the supply of milk.

The road to the shops was unsurfaced, with a watery ditch running alongside. 
As I grew more responsible, I was allowed to go to the cluster of shops by 
myself. My weekly pocket money was one whole penny. I could take up to 
fifteen minutes spending this allowance, usually on lollies, carefully selecting 
the mixture with much mind changing in the process. Up to fifteen lollies 
could be purchased for one penny, which then lasted for the whole week 
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with some sharing with Mum and Dad. One day I was walking down to the 
shops when a runaway horse came galloping down the street, snorting and 
careering all over the place. I jumped into the wet smelly ditch and stayed 
hidden for ages, not knowing how to tell when it was safe to emerge. Dad 
found me there, all muddy and wide-eyed, much relieved to find me safe.

Mum had friends who loved to call in. Kath had a very painfully stiff neck. 
Mum helped it a lot by using a very warm iron on a wad of brown paper on 
the neck ...it looked very scary to me, ironing Kath’s neck. The irons were 
heated on the stove; you always needed two irons so that one was heating 
while the other was being used. Lighting was with oil lamps which were 
lowered from the ceiling, the wick wound up a little, and the oil lit. The 
glowing lamp was then raised to the ceiling again.

Driving around the country roads I would sit on a battery box on the seat 
between Mum and Dad, keeping wide awake at night to spot the bunnies. 
We had a good stable car with canvas roof and side ‘windows’ you pinned 
in place in the cold weather. The back wheel overtook us once, rolling ahead 
and bouncing down into a gully. The car didn’t tip or wobble, it just made 
the steering “feel a bit odd,” said Dad.

The school was right next door, with a huge avenue of dark pine trees along 
one side of the yard. I was only four, but started my schooling in 1938. We 
used a slate to learn our first writing, the slate pencil making squeaky sounds 
as I earnestly copied my teacher’s writing from the blackboard. A mistake 
could be rubbed out with the slightly damp rag attached by string to the 
wooden frame surrounding the slate. The following year we progressed to 
books with pages ruled up in red and blue lines. You wrote the lower case 
letters between the blue lines and the capitals reached the red line above. 
All this had to be achieved with the slope of each letter parallel to the rest, 
the a’s and o’s etc. being neatly closed, and the g’s and y’s touching the red 
line beneath. Being a compliant little girl eager to do her very best, I would 
lean over the book with my nose almost touching the page, my grip on the 
pencil turning my fingertips white, the tip of my tongue protruding from 
my compressed lips. I never did become a good copperplate writer.

Snake Valley is a cold place, with icy winds. We loved to sit around the 
kitchen stove to keep warm. When I came home from school I looked 
forward to a cup of hot Milo and a ‘piece’, which was a slice of bread spread 
with butter and sprinkled with hundreds and thousands.
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I had a wicker chair, which I played with out in our schoolhouse yard; this 
chair was used by the big boys as a wicket for the schoolyard cricket, which 
didn’t help its longevity. I also had a doll called Tom, who sat in the wicker 
chair when I served him afternoon tea from my little auto tray. The avenue of 
pine trees seemed long and dark and mysterious to me, but when I revisited 
there in 1974 it was just a short grove ...had it shrunk or I had grown? 
Dad was the headmaster and did enjoy having other teachers on the staff. 
Being the headmaster’s daughter meant that you had to behave better than 
everyone else, that you got punished at least as hard as the naughtiest in the 
group just to show that justice was being done, and that you did become a 
‘model’ student just for the sake of not attracting any unwelcome attention. 
Years later, in 1944, we moved to Red Cliffs. Dad was not the headmaster of 
my school, and I arrived in the middle of second term. Handling this in my 
own special way, I talked a lot in the classroom; I discovered I could make 
jokes and the other students would laugh a lot. I also tried hard to make a 
big impression of being tough and worldly in the playground, saying “shit” 
and “bugger” a lot. Everyone already had formed their friendship groups. 
Rather than try to break into one of these I just went out of my way to 
appear independent and at odds with authority. My only saving grace was 
that I did well in lessons. I did NOT realise that Dad would hear all about 
me in the teaching network, so I had a few painful home truths to learn. 
Well, my independent streak remains; I do challenge some authority, but 
I don’t swear now. I managed to make some really good friends in spite of 
that awful start.
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Chapter 2

Entertainment before Television

Sunday nights were special in our house because we would all spend the 
evening together after an early tea. We would play cards or Chinese 

checkers, draughts and dominoes. The best of all was ‘bobs’. The large 
dining table was covered with a blanket, and the wooden bobs box placed 
across one end. This box had a series of archways cut in the long side facing 
the player, each one with a number above, for your score. The player stood 
at the opposite end, using the cue stick to propel the wooden balls down 
the table and into an archway. You had to score with the black ball first, to 
qualify, then scored with the gold wooden balls. The highest scorer was the 
winner.

We would play all these games. There were prizes, even a booby prize for 
the lowest score. The overall winner was rewarded with the most homemade 
Turkish Delight or Honeycomb Toffee made the day before while Dad was 
playing cricket or bowls. Competition in our Sunday evening games was 
very keen, but it seemed Dad was usually the overall winner due to his 
skills at bobs and cards, with a sliding scale of rewards until everyone was 
included.

Weeknights we would sit around the kitchen stove, oven door open to 
warm our feet, listening to the radio. My favourite shows were Roy Rene 
in McKackie Mansions, and Jack Davey. When Test Cricket was being 
broadcast we’d be allowed to sit up late to listen to the description of play, 
on a Saturday night. Many years later I was disillusioned to learn that the 
sound effects were added in the studio by the commentators. That sharp 
crack of the bat on the ball as it was hit for a six was a tap of a pencil on the 
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table. To me it was all so immediate and amazing coming across the world 
from Lord’s in England.

Radio serials were the ‘soapies’ of the day. I remember the call would go out 
across the neighbourhood, “Hagen’s Circus is on!” and all the kids playing 
outside would scatter for home. (This was probably a diabolical plot by 
mothers to gather their brood for tea.)

Homework was a priority in our house. As I got older, studying for exams, 
I would be in the dining room wrapped in a blanket, hot water bottle at 
my feet, wistfully aware of my twin siblings laughing at Jack Davey on the 
radio in the warm kitchen. I would sigh and try to immerse myself in the 
complexities of logarithms.

My fondest memory is of Mum reading a Charles Dickens story to us while 
she did the week’s ironing. She knew them well having a whole set of Dickens’ 
books from her own childhood. Mum was a good reader with a strong sense 
of theatre. She would have us with tears in our eyes as Oliver Twist asked for 
more. Ailsa wouldn’t come into the kitchen one night because she just knew 
that Little Nell was going to die. Mum read that part to Ross and me, but 
we could hear Ailsa softly shedding her tears behind the door.

Books were very important. We had a whole set of Arthur Mee 
Encyclopedias; a wonderland of knowledge in stories and pictures. We were 
always given a book to mark a special achievement. When we eventually 
moved to a town with a library we were very excited at the prospect of 
reading all those books!

I have never been at a loss to entertain myself. My love of books and the 
written word has lasted all my life, thanks to my family life before TV.
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Chapter 3

Hansonville

I was born at the Jessie MacPherson Hospital in Melbourne on the 20th of 
January in 1934. Mum took me home to Hansonville, near Wangaratta, 

where Dad was the Primary school Principal. This was a tiny school with only 
one teacher, Dad, plus a part time woman teacher who came two mornings 
a week. Dad’s many responsibilities included burying the contents of the 
dunny-cans every Friday with the help of the sixth grade boys. Such was 
country school teaching in those days.

Mum and Dad lived next door to the school, which did not have neighbours. 
Local people had gradually become their friends after they drove up there 
two years earlier, just married. This was Mum’s first time living outside the 
City of Melbourne which must have been quite a culture shock for Mum. 
Dad had already experienced a couple of country schools, this being his 
first solo job. However they had a good time there. With Dad being a State 
Cricketer, (playing Sheffield Shield Cricket for Victoria), he was a very 
welcome addition to the local cricket team. Mum joined the local Country 
Women’s Association, which began a lifelong association with this most 
rewarding organization at a time when it had quite a political influence on 
matters affecting country women.

They had driven up from Melbourne in their newly acquired car, after Dad 
had failed his driver’s license test in the city. At Wangaratta Dad strolled in 
to the Police Station to test again, whereon the local policeman beamed a 
big smile ... here was an old cricketing buddy ... they yarned for a while then 
Dad explained why he had dropped in.
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“If you’ve driven all the way up from Melbourne you must be all right. What 
is this colour? And this colour?” “You’ve passed.”

Dad continued to drive and never had more than just one minor dint in his 
car over a lifetime’s driving. He never understood engines, changed gears 
atrociously, but managed to drive safely around all the country towns we lived 
in. Dad had a chauvinist streak, like most of his Australian contemporaries. 
He told Mum she would make a terrible driver, so he wouldn’t teach her. 
Mum never did learn to drive, and managed on public transport if Dad 
couldn’t take her. She also walked a lot which kept her fit to the end.

The local priest and another friend came and played cards with Mum and 
Dad once a week. Mum was amused at all the threepences the priest could 
bring to the game.

Because of the Ned Kelly events near here, where a teacher had helped the 
police leading to the capture of Ned, teachers in general were not popular. 
Ned was a local hero. However Mum and Dad came to be accepted in this 
community, as well as anyone could whose grandfather hadn’t been born 
there. A month before Mum’s second baby was due she caught the train to 
Melbourne, taking me along, to be with her mother. I got a cinder in my eye 
which cut it about a lot, making it very sore. In all her concern for me Mum 
thought the pressure of the baby as she bent over was making her pass water 
involuntarily. Little did she realise her waters had broken, and the low down 
pain was the onset of labour. She was whisked off to hospital where she gave 
birth to two babies instead of the one expected: Ailsa and Ross. They were 
one month premature, and tiny. Mum thought the doctor was joking when 
she asked him what she’d had and he said, “One of each!”

So that the postmistress wouldn’t tell everyone in the district before Dad got 
the news, they’d planned a code about cushions with or without tassels. Well 
that went out the window, the news was telegraphed straight through and 
all Hansonville knew Mum had given birth to twins before Dad received 
his telegram. This was on the first of December in 1937. Dad had received 
a promotion and we had to move to Snake Valley in January 1938. The tiny 
twins were still in hospital, with Mum having to go in every day to feed 
them. We were staying with her Mother and Aunty Moll. Dad packed up 
the household furniture and belongings, and then moved from Hansonville, 
my first home, to Snake Valley.
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Newlyweds - Arch and Nance Wilkinson,  
with their first loaf of  freshly baked bread

Hansonville January 1932 - January 1937



10

Jean Bowles

School house, Hansonville
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First washing

Hansonville

My mother, Nance Wilkinson,
made her first dress of green  
and white voile
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Chapter 4

Red Cliffs

Dad had been promoted as headmaster to the Irymple State School but 
as there was no house available, he drove up from Coleraine on his 

own to start work, and to find us a house. On the way he encountered a very 
assertive emu which did not appreciate the free ride it was getting when its 
legs got caught in the front bumper bar of Dad’s car. The emu’s neck seemed 
to get longer with every peck as it lunged at Dad through the open window, 
but between Dad driving in a zigzag line and the struggles of the bird they 
managed to part company with no injury to score for either party.

This was 1944. War shortages affected everything, so Dad’s first 
accommodation only gave him bed and breakfast. No washing or bathing 
or sitting room. It took him three weeks to secure an empty house in Ilex 
Street, Red Cliffs to rent; cement sheeting walls, iron roof, red dust instead 
of garden, an outside three walled washhouse, and the toilet up against the 
back fence, (access from the back lane for the night man to remove the 
dunny-can).

The earliest we could be allocated a carrier for our furniture was July 10th, 
so it was winter when we arrived by train at 8.30 am, with the frost thick 
and sparkling everywhere. We arrived but our carrier did not; it had broken 
down, with spare parts not readily available. Everything we needed was on 
that carrier.

We slept on borrowed camp stretchers and a car seat, with borrowed blankets. 
With no change of clothes, Mum washed our undies each night to dry 
by the open fire. I slept in Dad’s long johns. We used borrowed crockery, 
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cutlery and chairs. It was wonderful the way kind people helped us out 
although we were newcomers to this town. Our carrier came a week later 
and I remember being glad I could wear something different to school.

Starting a new school mid-year in grade 6 was very daunting. Also this was 
the first school for me where my father was not the headmaster, so I didn’t 
have to be the model child any more. This combination of factors went 
to my head. I used swear words in the playground and talked too much 
in the classroom. My exasperated teacher pronounced the worst curse she 
could think of. “I hope you become a teacher, Jean, and encounter trials 
just like you!”

(How right she was!)

Red Cliffs was heaven. We had neighbours, street lights, and shops only a 
two minute walk away. Ilex Street was wide and unmade, with trees down 
the centre which were irrigated regularly by a small ditch running the length 
of the street from a channel outlet. We loved the times when the water was 
running through this small ditch; we could build bridges, create detours, or 
just paddle in the lovely water around the trees. A neighbour lent me her 
copies of Girl’s Crystal magazine, which gave rise to a longing in me to go 
to boarding school. I’d spend hours drawing plans of boarding schools and 
making up stories of life in the ‘dorms’. (In truth I’d have been homesick, 
and hated it. The Girl’s Crystal made it all seem such an adventure.) We 
could play with school friends outside of school hours, join local clubs and 
youth groups and go to the pictures at the Roxy Theatre every Saturday 
afternoon. The Roxy ran competitions such as the best Carmen Miranda 
hat (Ailsa won that), the best bun-on-a-string-eater (Ross won that), the 
best Guy Fawkes (We all won that). We dressed Ross as a Guy in one of 
Dad’s jackets, the pants stuffed with straw, wheeled in on the wheelbarrow.
Prizes ranged from free tickets to the next matinee, to a box of fireworks 
for our Guy. This was very popular as fireworks were totally unavailable due 
to the war shortages. We built a bonfire on a vacant block nearby and the 
whole neighbourhood helped us set off the fizzers, bangers and jumping 
jacks.

Thanks to the unrestricted clearing of the Mallee for wheat, and two years of 
drought, the dust storms were the worst in twenty years with temperatures 
reaching over 100 degrees Fahrenheit for days on end. The record was 110 
degrees Fahrenheit. Our cement sheet house with its iron roof was even 
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hotter so we spent most of our free time in the summer at the local swimming 
pool where we were taught to swim. I still have my Herald ‘Learn to Swim’ 
Certificate and Junior ‘Life Saving’ Certificate. Mum would bring a picnic 
tea down to us and we all enjoyed the shady trees and grass around the pool. 
In the worst dust storm I was caught two blocks from home. I remembered 
being told visibility was best at ground level, so I crawled home using light 
poles and fences as guideposts. Mum was at the front gate worrying about 
me when I patted her ankle, an encounter which gave us both a shock, then 
relief.

The War brought trainee pilots who were learning hedgehopping techniques 
and other low flying skills, around the water tower at the end of our street. 
I hope they all survived the War. They impressed their civilian witnesses. 
Mum had the problem of juggling shortages of food and clothing, ration 
coupons and the budget. She would laboriously unpick press-studs, buttons, 
braid and anything worth saving from worn-out clothes. Ross’s hankies 
were hemmed squares from flourbags. Mum made our clothes. She knitted 
beautiful garments too.

I was given my first bicycle here, second hand and lovingly painted blue 
to make it look smart. I rode miles here, out on the highway to Yatpool 
and back with a bunch of friends. Hardly a vehicle appeared on the road 
so we were quite safe. We loved to pack a picnic and ride off for the day. I 
joined the Girl Guides and a stamp club. I began collecting stamps, thanks 
to a New Zealand penfriend. I also wrote little paragraphs for the New 
Idea Children’s Page and entered competitions. At school I progressed from 
grade 6 to the Higher Elementary grades 7 and 8. My study paid off when I 
was rewarded with Dux of the school and won a scholarship to use at High 
School. The War came to an end, with much celebration in the community. 
Our house at the Irymple School was brought in from Yatpool where it had 
been sitting empty and gathering dust during the war. Our time in Red 
Cliffs was over, a wonderful two and a half years in my memory.
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1946  On the front steps of Somers House in Black Rock  
(CWA holiday house), Ailsa at the back behind the cactus, with  

Jean and Ross at opposite ends of the front row

This photo was taken by a photographer for the Weekly Times,  
and was published in that newspaper


