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Foreword

I met Graeme through his volunteer teaching role in the 
University of the Third Age (U3A), and I was immediately 
impressed by the great patience and kindness he displayed 

with his computer students. U3A is a community-based 
group of mature age (50+) students who have varying levels 
of competence and technical understanding, but who ‘just 
want to use the Internet’ or ‘just send emails’ with little 
understanding of the complexities of the tasks they want to 
perform. Graeme’s professionalism in class shone through, 
and his determination to make it all fun singled him out as 
an outstanding and exceptionally popular tutor.

Having read Graeme’s book Three Score and Ten, I now 
realise that for many years he was a professional teacher 
in PMG/Telstra, and he is generous enough to use those 
skills for the benefit of the community. For me, this huge 
generosity of spirit is the mark of Graeme as a true Christian 
gentleman. He has experienced many traumas in his life – 
a difficult childhood, the loss of a parent at a very young 
age, financial hardship, two divorces, separation from his 
children, alienation from the Salvation Army, a major stroke, 
loneliness, depression – but he approaches each day as a 
God-given opportunity to help others and to make the world 
a better place by his actions.
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Graeme’s book is a very personal statement to his children 
and grandchildren about the joys, disappointments and 
significant events in his life. The book has not come about 
without a lot of heartache and distress for Graeme as he 
has had to revisit the disappointments and sadness of his 
past. However, you may not have known about his love of 
music, his voluntary work as a Bail Justice or a Probation 
Officer, or his contribution to the community through the 
management of a Stroke Support Group in Monash. Graeme 
is recounting his life because his separation from his children 
and grandchildren was, and is, exceptionally painful for him, 
and he feels that they may not have ‘the full story’ about 
many events that affected their lives.

In some places in the book I feel Graeme is too harsh and 
critical – this is not the Graeme that I’ve known – but 
obviously his words demonstrate the intensity of his feelings 
about the incidents involved.

I have met most of Graeme’s close family, and you are all 
decent Christian people. If you spare the time to read this 
book, I’m sure you will find it rewarding to get to know the 
real Graeme, a man who loves music, laughter, good food, 
community work and, above all, a man who values family 
more than anything else in his life.

Please read this book with understanding and kindness in 
your heart and know that Graeme loves you.

Marian Cantwell
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Introduction

My decision to write this book was made for three 
reasons. Firstly, many people over the years have 
made comment about the varied and interesting 

life I have led. Secondly, as I have got older I have come 
to realise that my children and grandchildren have little or 
no understanding of what life was like in the early years for 
those of my generation. Th irdly, to present the other side 
of the argument on some issues which might be considered 
contentious.

Th e title of this book, Th ree Score and Ten, is derived from 
the fact that I am approaching my 70th year on this earth. I 
thought that whilst I still have some control of my memory 
I should document some of those thoughts and memories.
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In Psalm 90, the New Living Translation of the Bible states, 
‘Seventy years are given to us, some even live to eighty. But 
even the best years are filled with pain and trouble. Soon they 
disappear and we fly away.’ Yes, life wasn’t meant to be easy, 
even the Bible tells us so. My life has had its fair share of both 
highs and lows. Who knows if I will be granted the additional 
ten years and make it to eighty? Perhaps I should count each 
day from here on as a bonus, or being on borrowed time.

As I look back over the last 70 years I am amazed at the 
enormous technological advancements that have been made, 
some of which I have had the pleasure of being associated 
with. As many of these advancements have resulted from 
the spin-off effect of the ‘space race’, it is possible that the 
rate of technological change could well slow down now due 
to America’s abandonment of its space program. If so, I will 
have lived through, and been part of, the greatest technical 
revolution the world has known. 

In spite of all this technological advancement, I don’t believe 
that the world is a better place than it was 70 years ago. In my 
view, the moral and ethical fibre of society is infinitely worse 
now than when I was born. For me, this factor alone makes 
me believe that the world I leave behind is worse than it was 
when I entered. I really hope that I have not contributed to 
this demise.

Over the years I have had the good fortune to enjoy a wide 
variety of experiences in my life. The old saying, ‘One year’s 
experience, ten times over’, certainly hasn’t applied to my 
life. I have always been on the lookout for new challenges 
and been prepared to try new ventures. I have also tasted 
many different aspects of life, succeeded in most, and failed 
in a few. I guess that the title ‘published author’ can now be 
added to that list of successes. I am proud of my achievements 
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but disappointed in those few failures. However, that is life. 
We can’t all be winners all of the time. Indeed, sometimes we 
learn the best lessons when we lose.

I did spend over 31 years working for the Postmaster 
General’s Department (PMG/Telecom). During that period 
I was fortunate to receive a mammoth amount of free training 
from my employer. I was not born with a silver spoon in 
my mouth and never received any inheritance, so what I 
have achieved during my lifetime is a direct result of using 
the training I was given, together with my own hard work, 
intelligence and endeavours. 

Of course, some readers may form a view that some issues 
have not been addressed in these memoirs. That may be so. 
My memory of some events is somewhat vague due to the 
grieving process I employed at the time in trying to forget 
some of the bad periods of my life and move on. Another 
reason for their absence may be my desire to not unduly upset 
too many people. The idea of these memoirs is to record 
events of my past as I perceived them, without intending this 
book to become a best-seller.

A fact of life I have observed over the years is that no two 
people will see an event from the same viewpoint. This should 
be remembered in reading these memoirs.

I sincerely trust that my family in particular will find 
my reflections of interest, will come to understand my 
background and what drove me throughout life, and learn 
to appreciate that life and people are not always as they seem 
at first glance.

It would not have been possible to encounter the many 
experiences I have had the privilege to enjoy throughout 
my life without the support, guidance and encouragement 
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of the many people who have influenced my life. There are 
too many people to name individually, but to all who have 
impacted my life I say a sincere ‘thank you’.

I appreciate those who nurtured me as a young boy after 
my father died, and those who saw my potential when I 
commenced full-time work and gave me the opportunities 
to climb the corporate ladder. I am grateful to those who 
encouraged my musical development in spite of others who 
were determined to block my way. I acknowledge those 
who recognised my community spirit and provided the 
many avenues to fulfil these desires. To my children and 
grandchildren, whose absence from my life for many years 
caused me great heartache but now bring me immense joy 
and pleasure, my thanks to each of you. 

In conclusion, I must thank all those people who initially 
urged me to write these memoirs, and whose constant 
encouragement, advice and wisdom have enabled them to 
become a reality. I extend my sincere thanks to you all for 
your tireless efforts.

With my deepest love to you all,

Graeme Hilson

14 February 2013
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The Parable  
of the Pencil

A pencil maker told the pencil five important lessons just 
before he put it into the pencil box:
1. In everything you do you will always leave a mark.
2. You can always correct the mistakes you make.
3. What is important is what is inside of you.

4. In life, you will undergo many painful sharpenings, 
which will only make you better.

5. To be the best pencil you must allow yourself to be 
held and guided by the hand that holds you.

We all need to be constantly sharpened. This parable may 
encourage you to know that you are a special person, with 
unique God-given talents and abilities. Only you can fulfil 
the purpose which you were born to accomplish. Never 
allow yourself to get discouraged and think that your life is 
insignificant and cannot be changed. And, like the pencil, 
always remember that the most important part of who you 
really are is what is inside you.

Author - anonymous
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Chapter 1

Before I Can Remember,  
and Just After

I was born in Bethlehem at about 3.30 pm on Sunday, 14 
February 1943. No, it wasn’t that Bethlehem but a hospital 
in Caulfield, run by the Roman Catholic Church, and 

situated about two miles from where my parents lived at 4 
Eric Street, East Brighton. The hospital is still in operation 
but is a palliative care institution these days.

My father, Sidney Smith Hilson, was born in 1885. He was 
the only child of John Smith Hilson, born in 1839, and 
Selena Dorothy Hilson (née Bawden), born in 1859. John 
Smith Hilson and Selena Dorothy Bawden were married in 
1884. My mother, Thelma Myrtle Hilson (née Jones), was 
born in 1909. She was the eldest daughter and second eldest 
child of Albert Henry Jones, born in 1885, and Florence 
Maude Jones (née Batchelor), born in 1888. 
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Albert Henry Jones and Florence Maude Batchelor were 
married in 1907. My mother and father were married at 
Brighton in 1934. Mum claims that the Sunday afternoon 
of my birth reached a temperature of 43 degrees Celsius. 
Perhaps that explains why I don’t care much for very hot 
weather. 

Some three-and-a-half years after I was born my younger 
brother Trevor was born. Mum never ever made a secret of 
the fact that she wanted girls, but as she only had two sons, 
Trevor – certainly as a baby anyway – was treated as a girl 
because he had curly hair.

The family home in East Brighton was located about a mile 
from the beach. As such, it was not in the wealthy (posh) part 
of Brighton. Nowadays all property in Brighton comes with 
a high price tag. Our house was a double-fronted solid brick 
dwelling with the master bedroom and lounge room at the 
front on either side of the entrance hallway. The house also 
had a second bedroom, kitchen, dining room, bathroom, 
laundry and toilet. The lounge room was only ever used for 
very special guests. In my lifetime, I can only remember being 
allowed in there about half a dozen times.  As a young child 
I remember that we spent most of our time indoors in the 
dining room, kitchen or our bedroom. I can remember Dad 
reading the paper at the kitchen table. My brother and I 
would listen to the wireless, which was in the dining room. 

The one feature of the lounge room I vividly remember was 
the life-size doll which sat prominently on the floor in front 
of the unused fireplace directly opposite the door to the 
room. Mum would knit and sew girls’ clothes for the doll, 
and these got changed every couple of weeks or so. This doll 
was the focal point of your attention as you passed or entered 
the room. I’m not sure what this image said to people who 
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Before I Can Remember, and Just after

visited our house, but it certainly made me feel as though 
being a daughter rather than a son might have made my life 
a lot easier at home.

Also on the block were a double garage and workshop built of 
timber, a galvanised iron woodshed, and a timber-and-asbestos 
sheet sleepout. The old house is no longer on the block, 
having been demolished about seven years ago and replaced 
with a two-storey dwelling. The fact that the original house 
was mortgage-free when Dad died would indicate that at 
some stage in my father’s life he was ‘of some means’ to be 
able to own his own house. 

My brother and I shared the second bedroom until I reached 
my teenage years, when I moved into the sleepout in the 
backyard. This building was constructed of weather-boards 
from ground level to about four feet up, then asbestos 
sheeting to the roof. The roof was also asbestos sheeting. 
Because the interior walls and ceiling were not lined, the place 
was a sauna in summer and an icebox in winter. Nevertheless, 
this structure became ‘my room’ for sleeping, study, music 
practice and any other time I wanted to be on my own, until 
I was evicted from home because I got engaged on my 21st 
birthday.

As Dad was an only child and estranged from his family, I 
have only one recollection of any contact with his side of 
the family. I was about seven or eight years old at the time. 
My paternal grandfather, John Smith Hilson, had died long 
before I was born, and my only contact with my paternal 
grandmother was when we were all called to a darkened 
bedroom to see this frail old lady who was near death. This 
was Dad’s mother, Selena Dorothy Hilson, with whom he 
had had no contact for years. She was 92 years old when she 
died in 1951. Years later I recalled that this was the same 
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house Auntie Dorrie owned. Who actually owned it at the 
time of Grandma Hilson’s death I don’t know. 

Mum, on the other hand, came from a large dysfunctional 
family of seven children. I can recall having family picnics 
with my aunties and cousins at Landcox Park in Brighton. 
There was always someone in Mum’s family who was 
playing ‘no speaks’ with someone, so at these gatherings 
there was always someone missing. I remember my maternal 
grandmother, Florence Maude Jones, often coming to visit us 
at Eric Street after Dad had died. I can’t recall her ever visiting 
before that. I don’t know whether the fact that Dad was older 
than Grandma Donovan (as she was known) had anything to 
do with her absence from our home before he died. Grandma 
was divorced from her first husband long before I was born, 
and her second husband, Peter James Donovan, was also not 
on the scene when I came into the world. 

One cousin I had a lot of contact with was Gwynneth, or 
Golly as I used to call her. Golly was a couple of years older 
than me. I think this nickname came about because when I 
was very young I couldn’t say “Gwynneth”, so she has been 
Golly ever since. Golly was an only child, and her Dad, Uncle 
George, died when she was a young girl. Being two widows, 
Mum and Golly’s mother, Auntie Elsie, kept in frequent 
contact. I don’t remember staying overnight at Golly’s place 
but she often stayed at our place. 

One of the things Golly and I used to do was visit the 
Brighton Cemetery, which was only a couple of blocks from 
our house. We would weed the untidy graves because we felt 
sorry for the poor dead people who had no-one to visit their 
graves. Little did I know at that time that a number of my 
relatives were buried in that very same cemetery.
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Every mother thinks her baby is the best-looking baby in the 
world. It seems that back in those days, mothers would enter 
their babies in baby shows in order to prove their point. I was 
entered at the age of 13 months, and still have the silver cup 
and portrait photo which was awarded as First Prize. 

My earliest recollection of life was when I was about three 
years old. My pride and joy at the time was an old, pale-green 
metal pedal car. Like most toys we had in those days it wasn’t 
new, and had many dents and scratches. Nevertheless, it was 
my first set of wheels. I remember getting up one morning 
and finding that my car wasn’t in the shed. I was severely 
scolded by Mum and Dad for leaving it out of the shed 
overnight allowing someone to steal it. But that was obviously 
a ruse, because the car appeared a couple of weeks later, now 
painted red and black. I could tell from the pedals that it was 
the same old car even though two coffee tins had been welded 
to the front bonnet to act as headlights. But there never was 
an apology for the scolding I got from Mum and Dad.
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My half sister, Auntie Dorrie (Selena Dorothy Hilson) and 
Grandma Hilson (Selena Dorothy Hilson), my dad’s mother
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Before I Can Remember, and Just after

Grandma Donovan (Florence Maude Jones)
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Graeme aged 13 months old.  This photo was taken on the occasion  
of winning first prize at a baby show in 1944
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Mum and my younger brother, Trevor in the late 1940s

Mum and Trevor in front of our home at 4 Eric Street Brighton
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Graeme at 3 years of age in his first set of “wheels”  
in the back yard at home

Cousin “Golly” (Gwynneth) with Graeme
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Chapter 2

Those Early Hard Years

Growing up in the late 1940s and early 1950s was 
tough. The Second World War was over but times 
remained hard and some food rationing still existed. 

I remember rationing coupons being issued for such things as 
butter. This was the era before television, computers, mobile 
phones, electronic games, refrigerators, washing machines, 
microwave ovens and other such modern things that the 
current generation cannot seem to live without.

Bread and rolls were delivered daily by a man in a horse-drawn 
cart. The race would be on amongst the neighbours to follow 
the baker’s cart up the street with a bucket and spade to 
collect the horse droppings for use as manure in the veggie 
garden. We would take a metal billy can to the local dairy in 
the next street to get our milk each day. Every day the ‘ice 
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man’ would deliver ice for cooling food in the wooden ice 
chest. This food storage device had the ice in a metal box at 
the top. As the ice melted the cold water would run down 
the inside of the food storage compartment into a metal tray 
at the bottom. Of course, the water collection tray had to be 
emptied each day. Later on, milk was delivered daily to our 
home very early in the morning in glass bottles which had a 
cardboard lid. Foil lids came much later. We had to get up 
early in the morning to bring the milk in before the birds 
could peck a hole in the cardboard lid and drink the cream 
off the top of the milk.

This was the period when Mum would use a Ricketts Blue 
bag in the washing to get the clothes white. That always 
struck me as a very strange name for a product whitener. It 
was also the days of the Rawleigh’s man who called at your 
home with his array of medicines and household products 
for sale. The postie delivered mail on a bicycle twice a day 
and once on Saturday. You didn’t have to keep going out to 
the letterbox to see if the mail had been delivered because 
the postie blew a whistle at each house to which he delivered 
mail. All the banks opened on Saturday mornings. It seems 
to me that we were rather spoilt for customer service in those 
days compared to present times. 

Most households in those days kept chickens (chooks). While 
Dad was alive, we did also. This gave us a good supply of eggs. 
When a chook stopped laying, off came its head, and roast 
chicken was on the menu for Sunday lunch. For some reason 
we stopped keeping chooks after Dad died. At least looking 
after the chooks was one less job that devolved to me after 
Dad passed away.

Supermarkets did not exist in the 1940s and early 1950s 
nor did big shopping complexes. The local shopping strip in 
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Hawthorn Road, around the corner from our home had a 
butcher, greengrocer, delicatessen, grocery shop, post office, 
chemist, hardware store, draper, newsagent, electrical store, 
motor mechanic and a barber.

Only very rich people had cars. Most people used public 
transport, walked, or rode bicycles. We were fortunate that 
the tram to the city ran along Hawthorn Road, with a stop 
about six house blocks from where we lived. Our house was 
also located about a mile-and-a-half from either the North 
Brighton or Gardenvale railway stations.

Because of when I was born I was too young for National 
Service training, which ceased before I reached 18 years of 
age, and too old to be in the ballot for a call-up for the 
Vietnam War. I was disappointed at missing National Service 
training as I think I would have enjoyed the experience. But 
I wasn’t disappointed at being ineligible for the Vietnam War 
call-up because the majority of public sentiment was against 
Australia’s involvement in this war.

I remember being taken to the doctor when I was about 
seven or eight years old and given an injection for something. 
Needles in those days were huge things, not the fine, slim 
instruments we have today. The doctor was so impressed with 
my bravery he gave me a chocolate frog. I had never tasted 
chocolate before, so on taking my first bite I gagged and 
nearly vomited on the surgery floor. 

My primary school years were spent at Gardenvale State 
School No. 3897 which was located about three blocks from 
where we lived. The old school is still there today. I had a Mr 
Tanner as a teacher in Grade 4 and a Mrs Mitchell in Grade 5. 
During the early 1950s there was a polio scare in Melbourne, 
and someone at our school contracted the disease. As a result 
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the school was closed for several months. During this time 
I used to get up very early in the morning and go with Dad 
to the fish market off Flinders Street in Melbourne. At the 
market Dad would load up his van and deliver produce to 
delicatessen shops around the suburbs of Melbourne.

The first two years of secondary school were spent at 
Gardenvale Central School which was located just up the 
road from the primary school. This school is also still there 
but now part of the primary school campus. In those days 
Central Schools were scattered around Melbourne and acted 
as preparatory schools for Melbourne High School (for boys) 
and MacRobertson High School (for girls). These Central 
Schools only covered Form 1 (year 7) and Form 2 (year 8). 
My parents had plans for me to attend Melbourne High 
School but this didn’t eventuate due to Dad’s death.

I was a member of the drum band at Gardenvale Central, 
and we played each morning as the other students marched 
into class. Central Schools had a state-wide marching contest 
each year, and I was chosen for the marching squad, which 
involved attending marching practice during lunchtime. We 
would practice using our drum band. On one occasion the 
teacher in charge of practice yelled at me to, “Get over there 
and sort those drummers out!” Obviously they were not 
keeping a strict enough rhythm.

I also remember the school conducting a talent competition 
to raise money for some school event. Each class had to 
nominate a participant and students would pay a penny for 
each vote they cast over the next couple of weeks. As my class 
representative I played a cornet solo. I was in the lead by a 
‘country mile’ until the last day of voting, when the teacher 
of another class put in the sum of one pound (240 votes) to 
ensure that her class representative won.


