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Good Morning, Life.

I was born in Pleasant Creek Hospital which was on the Western 
Highway at Stawell in Victoria; but the building is no longer 

used as a hospital. The new hospital is now in the middle of 
the Stawell township. My father had a lot to do with it; he was 
president of the committee at the time it was being built in 1934. 
His photograph is still in the foyer. My father was James O’Connor 
who was the headmaster of Stawell High School, and my mother 
was Marie Fidelis O’Connor. She was also a school teacher before 
she married my father. I was born on the 11th of February 1926, 
and I was the fifth child.                             

I was very sick when I was a child. I think I was about 18 months 
old when I had pneumonia or empyema, which is an abscess on 
the lungs. I was in hospital for six weeks, near death; and they 
operated on my back. I still have a big hole in my back where they 
took out a rib. They put in a tube and drained the abscess, and I 
survived; and I’m here today to tell the tale. 

My sickness made for a hard time for my parents; it was during 
the Depression and it was a costly episode. An English expert   
had been out to advise Australia how to deal with the Depression, 
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and his first recommendation had been to cut all public service 
salaries by twenty-five percent, and that had been put into action 
in Victoria. At that time my parents had seven children.

We lived in Patrick Street, Stawell, and we were a happy family. 
We had a fairly big back yard a jersey cow called Paddy. My 
father milked it in the morning and at night. We lived near the 
high school, which was also in Patrick Street, not far from home. 
After the cow was milked, my elder brothers Kevin and Alan, 
who were at the high school, took the cow up to the school. 
Everyone called the Headmaster the ‘Boss’, so the Boss’s cow 
would be grazing in the school grounds; and when my brothers 
came home from school, they brought the cow back with them 
down Patrick Street. 

We had a separator and I remember winding it and marvelling 
at the skim milk and the cream coming out. There was no 
refrigeration, of course, and no ice; and the only item for keeping 
things cool was the Coolgardie safe. The Coolgardie safe is a 
hessian covered frame with a tray of water on the top. The pieces 
of hessian were hung from the water tray and down the sides, and 
were kept wet by the water; that was the only cooling. I think it 
was an evaporative system of cooling

At home, mother made butter. I’d still like to have some of that 
dairy butter, and there was cream. I think we lived on bread 
and jam and cream. There was plenty of milk, but of course you 
couldn’t keep it for long. However, Paddy supplied mile twice a 
day.

My mother was an excellent cook and we lived well. I think we ate 
a lot of mutton, big legs of ‘two tooth’ which were sheep between 
15 and 24 months. We had plenty of stews and roasts and cream, 
all those sorts of things. 

It’s interesting how people eat pasta these days; we ate pasta back 
then, but not with any type of sauce. We had vermicelli, macaroni 
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and rice, but we used it in a different way. Mother was a great 
cook, and we ate all those things, but we had them with milk and 
cream. Vermicelli custard was a baked custard with lots of milk in 
it and a brown skin on top; she might have put in an egg. We ate 
macaroni that way too, macaroni custard; and rice custard. There 
was no such thing as meat sauce, that was not heard of. I think 
that came after the war with migration from Europe. 

We were a Catholic family, and we lived opposite to where the 
priest lived. He was a grumpy old bugger, Father Close; he was 
an old Irishman. The old Catholic school was in Patrick Street. 
There was an old school and a new school; and I started at the old 
school, which was next to the church in about 1931. 

The Catholic church in Patrick Street was built in the mining days 
and was made of granite; and it had a marvellous marble altar. The 
money must have come from the miners, a lot of them Irish, and 
the priests must have asked them to tip in for a new altar. 

I went to the old school which was next to the church. I don’t 
remember much about it, except that there were three nuns at this 
school, Sister Martina, Sister Josephine and Sister Adelbert, who 
was the nice one; the other two were tough. In those days they  
each had a cane about three feet long, a bit less than a metre; and 
they would whack the students with it. It was really cruel in some 
ways; but of course the nuns were half starved themselves. The 
priests controlled the money, and the nuns received very little. 

I remember there were children who came to school wearing 
sandshoes, which were very cheap; and even in winter all they 
had to wear were flimsy cotton garments and sandshoes. Some 
children would come without any lunch; and the nuns would 
have to dig up something to feed them. 

We were in fear of the nuns; I was frightened of the two nuns 
with the canes. I remember once when I was very young, I passed 
a note to the boy behind me whose name was Dick Cowman; and 
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the nun caught me. I don’t know what was in the note, a seven or 
eight year old’s note wouldn’t have been terribly interesting; but I 
got three cuts with the cane, three on the hand.  You had to hold 
out your hand and they would whack you with the cane, which 
was thin, and it really hurt. That was the way things were at that 
school. 

My sister Joan is two years older than me; and she and I were 
going to school together. She had a great imagination when it 
came to games. She would make up games which we would play 
out in the backyard at home; and she would be running the show. 
We had a rocking horse and a two-wheeled cart; that would be the 
horse and gig, which were fairly common in those days. Cars were 
only starting to become popular. So I’d be Uncle Bob coming 
from the country to visit, and Joan would be somebody else; and 
there would be a couple of other children; my younger sisters 
Eileen and Dorothy, who was the baby, they’d be there too. We 
would have all this fun; Joan made up all these fantastic games, 
and we were pretty happy.

Whilst I was at Stawell, they built the new Catholic school, next 
door to where the priest lived. It was diagonally across the road 
from us, and it opened in 1934. I was the first child at school. 
There was a bit of a contest amongst us at the time about who 
would be the first there. I was there at half past six; I lived across 
the road, so I was the first child to school. 

Another thing I remember about the Stawell School is that over 
the road from the new school was a little store which was run 
by Pa Pola. I’m not sure where he was from, he might have been 
Lebanese; but we looked on him as an old man. He sold lollies 
and a few other things, tobacco and cigarettes and so on; and 
he also had a wireless. On Saturday, we would get our pocket 
money. Joan and I would get a penny each; and we would go 
to Pa Pola’s, which was only about two hundred metres away. 
He had a penny box and a halfpenny box, which he’d bring out; 
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and we’d look them over and pick out what we wanted, licorice 
blocks or something like that; you would get four of those or two 
strawberries for a penny. 

Pa Pola had a wireless and the cricket test in Australia was broadcast. 
Bradman, Woodfull and Ponsford and these fellows were playing; 
and we’d play cricket at school and want to be Bradman or 
Ponsford. These were the fantasy games we used to play. 

As little kids we used to run in to Pa Pola’s and give him a bit 
of cheek; and he eventually complained to my father, and said, 
“That Jimmy, he is the worst of the lot”. This was a wonderful 
experience, because my father came home, took me by the ear, led 
me to Pa Pola’s and made me apologise. I was eight years of age. 
It was a wonderful lesson, and it has stayed with me to this day. It 
was a lesson in growing up. Needless to say, it was a very tearful 
apology. 

At the end of 1934, my father must have been promoted, and 
we left Stawell and moved to Castlemaine. When my parents 
sold our house, Pa Pola was the purchaser. That was in 1934. In 
1954, my wife and I, newly married, went back to Stawell when I 
was working there; and we lived across the road from I had lived 
between 1926 - 1934.

I was eight years old when we left Stawell, and I was pretty smart at 
school. If the nuns saw that you had any ability, they would push 
you on; and you would skip a grade. I was eight when we went to 
Castlemaine. I turned nine in 1935 and was in the seventh grade 
at this school; I think I skipped one year. 

In Castlemaine, we lived at 331 Barker Street, an old Victorian 
house my parents rented; and we lived happily there. Barker 
Street is really the main highway through Castlemaine and goes 
out to Harcourt and on to Bendigo. No 331, has not changed to 
this day.

In Castlemaine, I used to roam about a bit; we’d go bird nesting 
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in the park, collecting eggs. I spent a lot of time with another 
boy, Stewart Doble, who lived a few houses down from us. 
Back in 1935-1936, we used to spend a lot of time roaming in 
Castlemaine Gardens around there and looking for birds’ eggs. 
After we’d collected the eggs, we’d bring them home, prick each 
end with a needle and blow the yolk out; and then we would keep 
the shells in a box with sawdust. There were eggs from blackbirds, 
starlings and sparrows. We’d climb the trees, reach into the nests 
and take the eggs.

We lived on the corner of Barker and Hunter Streets, Castlemaine. 
Next door in Hunter Street was a family named Harding, and 
they had two sons. The Hardings all worked for a big engineering 
company, Thompson’s Foundry, which was within four hundred 
metres of where we lived. The youngest, Ken Harding, would 
have been about 13, and had a Hornby train set and a Meccano 
set. These were the apples of all the children’s eyes; we all wanted 
these things but they were too expensive and there was no hope 
of getting them. I sometimes was able to go to his place and play 
with his train set. It’s something I never forgot; and years later 
the first toys I bought for my sons were a Hornby train set and a 
Meccano set.

   In Castlemaine I used to go to a place called the North Golf Links. 
There were two golf links. The North Golf Links was not far from 
us; and was in bush country. As kids we didn’t have much, and we 
would sometimes earn money by carrying a golf bag, caddying; 
but I don’t think we got many caddying jobs. When occasionally 
we got a job caddying, we’d earn sixpence for it. 

We’d go up there, and we’d be filling in time. There was a creek 
bed through the golf course. It was five or six feet deep and twenty 
feet wide. The golfers had to hit over it. This other boy would go 
down into the creek bed, and the golfers would be hitting over it, 
and the golf balls would sometimes land in the creek cavern. If we 
saw that it was opportune, that no one was looking, we’d walk up, 
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stand on that ball and push it down into the soft earth. When the 
golfer looked for it, they wouldn’t find it; and we would find the 
balls later on and try to sell them back to the golfers. That was one 
of the tricks we used. It sounds like we were in cahoots, running 
a scam, but we weren’t. 

Stawell was a happy place. Castlemaine was a happy place too; I 
got my merit certificate at Castlemaine when I was 10. Merit was 
eighth grade. I still have the certificate, and I’ve kept my father’s 
merit certificate too. I was ten, far too young; but I was very good 
at maths. I liked maths, but that was about the only thing I was 
good at. 

My father’s Merit Certificate is dated 1900 and he was 16 years old 
in that year. How education changed in that period, 1900 - 1934 
and my father was a clever man. His father, Michael O’Connor, 
could not read or write but he became a successfully farmer at 
Donald Road, Wooroonook, near Charltong VIC.
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  1884-1949  James O’Connor, father of James Edmura
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Wedding Photo 16-04-1953
L. to R. Marie O’Connor (mother), Self and  Janette Mary O’Connor , 

Jean McNamara (Janette’s mother)
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James and Janette leaving their wedding reception
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Our children - circa 1963  
Back: Michael, David, Kerry, Adrian Front: Christopher
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Circa 1978: James, Mary-Jane and John in Caulfield Park

Mary-Jane at Bentleigh and the visiting dog ‘Dinty’, 
with a cold leg of ham she took from the kitchen fridge




