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rstPreface

I have always wanted to write a book. Even as a small girl I 
thought about it and I am sure everyone has a story to tell but 
what would be that subject?

Over the years, my family and I have had many heated 
discussions, meal times being the focal point of these great 
debates, sometimes having to shout just to be heard over the 
enthusiastic conversation. I imagine that families all over the 
world are much the same, but with our three boys all being so 
close together in age, there was always good natured jostling 
for position while I constantly had to keep them on the subject 
at hand.

That subject, of course, is that we are only on this earth for a 
short time and soon we are forgotten. I can remember as far 
back as my grandparents, and I feel that I know them well, but 
after my generation of people, no-one will remember them at 
all. It is up to those that are still able to tell the story to do so, 
in order that future generations may know, not just where they 
came from, but how in fact they got there in the first place.

We would all like to leave a lasting legacy or footprint, and 
of course, we would all like to be remembered with affection. 
The things we do today that are grand, amount to naught if 
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they do no good; but the things we do that change for the 
better how people live their lives, are our testament.

I am going to tell you my story, and that of my family as I 
believe it to be, and there are many and varied characters in it. 
All of them by virtue of their very existence had a profound 
effect on history, for without them I wouldn’t be here and 
every experience we have governs the way we live our lives. 

My life is one brimming with adventure, and I have embraced 
it taking the very good, and sometimes the very bad, in my 
stride and every single day was lived to the full. Here I will try 
to lend you my experiences so that you too, are able to put 
the years into context, and remember not just what it was like 
being born and raised in the early 1900’s, but what it was like 
through all the inventions that have been made during this 
time.

I have been at sea during a tidal wave, witnessed an earthquake 
in Japan and had volcano ash fall on me at Kagoshina. I have 
experienced a crash landing in a Boeing aeroplane in San 
Francisco. I have been held up by bandits in Hebron, and been 
rescued by a fishing boat while swimming at Lakes Entrance. 
The list goes on and on.

On the up side I have sat in the Royal Box at Ascot with the 
Queen, and been on every famous train in the world, including 
the Orient express. We have climbed the Eiffel Tower, the 
Empire State building, kissed the Blarney Stone, gambled and 
won at Monte Carlo, and had coffee with Princess Diana and 
even hosted the Queen.

There is more, lot’s more, so join me as I lead you down 
through the ages and you will see what it was like. 
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John Davies was born in England in 1814. In August 1831 
he arrived at Hobart Town in the Argyle, aged 18 and single. 
He worked as a clerk at various jobs and then moved to Sydney 
where he joined the police force. In November 1840 he was 
appointed chief constable at Penrith, and on 16 December 
he married Elizabeth Ellis. He resigned his post the following 
March.

With great self-confidence he became a reporter for the 
Port Phillip Gazette in February 1842, and in May he was 
appointed chief constable at Portland. By October he was 
back in Melbourne writing aggressively for the Gazette and 
attempting to organize support for Judge John Willis. 

As an amateur actor, he played the part of a ghoulish comedian 
in a performance at the Pavilion, Melbourne’s wooden 
theatre. He was bustling and energetic, and when engaged 
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Paternal Great Grandfather 
John Davies 1814-1872
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on any undertaking his persistence brought success. In 1845 
he organized the opening performance at a new theatre as 
a benefit to himself. Soon afterwards he left for New South 
Wales, where in Sydney he worked as a government clerk. In 
1847, in Wellington, he became chief constable. On a visit 
to Melbourne in 1848 he made a written attack in John 
Fawkner’s Port Phillip Patriot on the wife of William Kerr. 
Fawkner made a public apology but Davies was charged with 
criminal libel and found guilty. Davies pleaded for a mitigated 
sentence and was fined £15.

In 1850 John Davies left New South Wales and took his wife 
and two sons to Van Diemen’s Land, where he acquired a 
hotel at Brighton. In 1852 he took over the Waterloo Hotel in 
Hobart, and in partnership with Auber George Jones, published 
the Hobarton Guardian. This paper was incorporated on 5 
July 1854 with the first issue of the Hobarton Mercury. With 
John Davies as sole proprietor it became a daily in 1858 
and by 1860 had absorbed four other papers, the Colonial 
Times, Tasmanian Daily News, Daily Courier and Hobart 
Town Courier. In 1859 and 1864 he published Tasmanian 
almanacs. In October 1871 two of his sons, John George and 
Charles Ellis, took over the Mercury. At this time the Mercury 
was Hobart’s only newspaper. In 1854 John Davies had also 
become part-proprietor of the Theatre Royal, Hobart, and 
under his guidance it was extensively reconstructed.

John Davies was a tall man with dark, curling hair. His 
shoulders were wide and his knuckles hard, for more than once 
he defended himself with other than words. The art of defence 
was a lesson learned hard on the goldfields of Victoria. He had 
a high forehead and it was well domed, his nose was straight 
and long, whilst his chin was stubborn. He had fierce looking 
well set eyes that seemed to burn like dark smoldering coals.
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In Tasmania, he became notorious for settling disputes by 
physical violence. In 1852, he was in hospital recovering 
from injuries received in a brawl, for which he demanded 
compensation from A. T. C. Yates, editor of the Daily News. 
In 1855, he was defendant in a Supreme Court action by 
Washington McMinn, solicitor, who claimed £1000 damages 
from an assault by him. The verdict found in favour of the 
plaintiff with damages assessed at £5. In 1860, he was sentenced 
to one month’s imprisonment for an assault on Samuel Prout 
Hill. In that year he had another fracas with Yates in a public 
street, and soon afterwards John Davies charged J. C. Hall of 
the Hobart Town Advertiser with assault.

In 1861, Davies was elected to the House of Assembly as a 
member for Hobart, but as the result of a petition claiming 
that he was ineligible for election, because he had printing 
contracts with the government, he resigned, and in 1862 was 
elected member for Devon, a northern electorate. He was 
defeated in September 1871 but won the Franklin seat. After 
a heart attack he died at his home, Windermere, in Macquarie 
Street, Hobart, on 11 June 1872 and was buried with Anglican 
rites. He had celebrated his 58th birthday just one day earlier 
and it is said, but I can’t confirm this, that his death was a 
result of helping his fellow Hobart citizens during the floods.

As you can see, John Davies was no saint but what he achieved 
with what he started out with was incredible and his legacy, 
the Mercury Newspaper, although sold by the family several 
years ago, lives on.

Max’s Paternal Line

Max’s grandfather was Thomas Didymus Armstrong, (1835-
1908). Thomas arrived in Australia from California in 1853.
He married Agnes Thompson who had settled in the goldfields 
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with her father. Thomas and Agnes settled in Castlemaine 
where they raised five girls and two boys. Amongst his 
various occupations and the many things he did, he made 
money and lost money, and at some time owned a ferry at 
Williamstown.

Thomas ended his career as Sheriff ’s Officer for Castlemaine. 
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My Early Years

In starting this chapter, it occurs to me that while things 
were very different then, we seemed to be much happier than 
young people today. Our formative years were spent playing 
and learning. My earliest memory is of being pushed in my 
pram by my nurse, Miss Flatman, along the Albert Park side 
of Queens Road. We were staying at the Cecil guest house in 
St Kilda Road, and in those days, (1920), most of St Kilda 
Road was lined by private houses. My mother, my sister and 
I were staying at the Cecil because my father had a mining 
job in Java. He was away for six months at a time and this 
happened on a regular basis.

At this time, I was aged two, and my sister, Margaret, was five 
and a half years old.

I remember being terrified of the noise that the water made 
going down the plughole in the upstairs bathroom. We were 
bathed by our nurse and I have little recollection of my mother 
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at all. We were not terribly close. We had nurses and maids to 
cook and dress us. That was the way it was for us.

Daddy on the other hand, oh how I loved him. I fretted all 
the time he was away. He used to carry me on his shoulders 
and I would always be with him when he cut the lawns at 
Brighton.

We had a black wooden stove and you opened the fire door 
and it made wonderful toast. There was an ice chest in the 
pantry for summer, and the ice cart and horse came several 
times a week. The ice man had a pick, and chipped the large 
blocks to the size you needed. He’d carry the dripping ice, 
wrapped in a hessian bag, on his shoulders. We used to hang 
about the back of the cart to get the ice chips to suck.

Our ice chest was made of varnished wood, and there was a 
basin underneath which had to be emptied regularly as the ice 
melted into it.

The ice man was popular with the sparrows too; they swooped 
on the horse droppings whilst the householders would collect 
the manure with buckets and spades for their gardens.

Our house in Brighton was in a small avenue and at the end 
was the beach and bay. I spent most of my youth there on the 
beach. It is different now. The water then was lovely and clear. 
There were lots of crabs and periwinkles, starfish, mussels and 
all manner of marine life. On warm summer evenings whole 
families would wander down to the beach to cool off, and 
to watch the tall masted sailing ships that took the bails of 
wool away overseas. Their masts looked lovely against the red 
sunsets, and even now I can smell the clean fresh sea air and 
see it all in my memories.

In 1920, Daddy had a work car; a Model T Ford, and later a 
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Chevrolet. There were curtains in the back, which mummy 
always wanted closed, but Margaret and I, who were sitting in 
the back, didn’t want them closed, as we could not see out of 
the window with the curtains drawn.

Our car’s top speed in 1920 was around 25 miles an hour, 
but as cars got better they also got faster, and one day we 
were driving around Albert Park Lake and Daddy was pulled 
up by a police car. The policeman said we were clocked at 
40 miles an hour, but Daddy vehemently disagreed; we were 
traveling at 45 miles an hour and not a bit less. He was proud 
of his car.
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Martha Anne Payne 
Harvey, Jean’s Great 

Grandmother,  
1839 - 1933
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Thomas Didymus
Armstrong,
1835 - 1908

Agnes Thompson
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Thomas Didymus Armstrong and family group, 
Thomas is centre and Agnes is seated below Thomas

Thomas Didymus Armstrong searched for gold in Castlemaine, 
where he later became a Sheriff ’s Offi cer and met Agnes Thompson
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The Davies’ home at Kalimna

The buggy used to travel to and from Kalimna, Jean is standing



Jean Armstrong

12

Jean at Kalimna in 1921
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Maternal Grandparents

As the roaring twenties rolled over into the dark thirties, there 
was a polio epidemic, among other things, and I succumbed 
to it when I was five years old. I was seriously ill and I had 
to be sent to the Gippsland lakes area, 300 kilometres from 
Melbourne, to live with my maternal grandparents.

My grandfather on my mother’s side was Henry Michael 
Davies, and he was born in Hobart on 18 March, 1855. He 
died in about 1933.

Henry Michael Davies married Alice Louise Skyring, who was 
born on 11 July, 1859, in Kedron, Queensland. Henry and 
Alice were married in Brisbane on 18 August, 1881. Alice died 
in 1953.

They had four children; the youngest, Vera Maud, was my 
mother.

Grandfather, who had by now retired from Gordon & Gotch, 
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had bought a cliff front property called Kalimna, and they had 
a terrific view of Lakes Entrance. They had a jetty and boat 
house, plus a large launch and rowing boats. They had pigs, 
cows, and fowls, together with vegetables and fruit trees. They 
also had berry crops and grew corn for the chickens. Everything 
was organic and fresh, so I was well fed. I can remember the 
lovely clotted cream, and home made jam on bread for my 
light teas, and could you imagine even now anything more 
idyllic than this?

Of course I had to get better one day and it all ended when I 
was six years old, with me standing on a Doctor’s examination 
table, stark naked and embarrassed, while the Doctor explained 
to my parents that as a result of the polio my left leg was 
shorter than the other, and my right foot was larger. Daddy 
said ‘Such is life’, and I think Ned Kelly invented the phrase, 
which I in turn have adopted.

Ever since then, I have had to wear lifts in my left shoes and a 
different sized right shoe. I still, to this day, have a limp but it 
doesn’t seem to have slowed me down one little bit.

My return to good health wasn’t the end of my Lakes Entrance 
experience as Mummy used to take us about three times a 
year, by train and boat up to the lakes. The first part of the trip 
consisted of Daddy driving us to Caulfield station. Here we 
boarded a carriage that was complete with foot warmers made 
of heavy canvas and filled with hot water.

The carriages had long passages on one side with toilets and 
basins at either end. Daddy would book seats in Melbourne 
for us. When I was older I traveled alone and was put in the 
charge of the porter, who made sure that I didn’t get off the 
train until we arrived at Bairnsdale. He would bring me lovely 
ham sandwiches, with country bread and milky coffee in heavy 
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china cups, very thick china with V.R. on them. 

We were met at Bairnsdale where the boat met the train on the 
Mitchell River through Lake King where I used to love seeing 
the pelicans, shags and water birds. It was quite an adventure; 
I loved the trip and never slept. I had comics to read, popular 
when I was a young girl, Chicks Own for the very young and 
then Tiger Tim and Rainbow comics.

To get to the boat, one had to get a horse drawn cab. The cabs 
were all black; it was a bumpy ride, and I can see them now, 
seats on the side and a tiny door at the back, then an open 
door. Men would meet the train and call out “Cab to boat and 
carry your bag for you”.

I was always scared of falling out over gravel bumps on the 
way to the boat. At the other end, at Kalimna jetty, we would 
be met by Grandfather with a lantern and his man from the 
farm, Mr. Grey, who had the horse and buggy ready to take 
us up the steep hill. On the way we would pass through a 
rainforest gully with beautiful ferns and maiden hair ferns, 
all wild, and filled with lovely little birds. I spent a lot of time 
there. I loved fairy tales and used to imagine it was a fairy dell. 
It has all since been bulldozed and made into bare pastures. 
The birds were lovely and I marveled at the sound of the whip 
birds, honey eaters, kookaburras, owls and butcher birds, 
while there were wombats and their huge holes on the right 
side of the red cliffs.

We would go to bed with candles, as we were always absolutely 
shattered after this long adventurous trip.

Grandmother was always pleased to see me, but was very 
strict. It is a wonder she let me wander about all alone. As the 
Depression wore on through the 30’s there seemed to be a lot 
of lone men wandering all about the country.
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Grandmother had a whalebone hair brush and, as I had long 
curly hair, she used to brush it with this stiff brush. It hurt and 
I can feel it now.

There were always men on the jetty fishing and I used to talk 
to them all. Fish were plentiful then and of all sorts; whiting, 
bream, leather jackets and snapper. I used to go fishing with 
my uncle Ellis, (Mummy’s brother); he always told me to be 
quiet as we made our way along the rocks, and we always 
caught something, which we would eat the same day. Lovely 
fresh fish is always a treat.

At other times I would go and stand on the rails of the cowshed 
and watch Mr. Grey, or any of the farm helpers, bring in the 
cows, Polly, Daisy, Nellie and the others, and we always had 
four or five cows. Grandmother didn’t like me going there but 
I could never understand why.

We gathered field mushrooms from the meadows and forest 
mushrooms from under the trees along the bank, different 
altogether from the ones grown commercially, and all 
white. The ones we gathered by the basketful were pink 
underneath and light brown on top; lovely grilled in butter 
and on hot toast.

We had chickens and fresh eggs just so long as we could sneak 
them past Rupert; the bad tempered rooster, who for all his 
bluff and bluster was no match for the foxes that regularly 
attacked both the chickens and the ducks. Eventually the 
chickens were housed each night in seven foot wire enclosures 
for their own protection.

Some evenings, we would sit on the back verandah couch, 
which had seen better days, and de-pod the peas which were 
also homegrown.

We had Coolgardie safes all stacked in a windy laneway with 
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their legs all stuck in jam tins of water. This is what we used 
to keep food fresh and cool; the jam tins of water were to 
stop the ants and other crawling bugs climbing into them.  
The Coolgardie safe was made of wire mesh, hessian a 
wooden frame and had a galvanized iron tray on top. The 
galvanized iron tray was filled with water. The Hessian bag 
was hung over the side, with one of the ends in the tray to 
soak up the water.

Gradually, the Hessian bag would get wet. When a breeze 
came it would go through the wet bag and evaporate the 
water. This would cool the air and in turn cool the food 
stored in the safe.

It was usually placed on a veranda where there was a breeze. 
The Coolgardie safe was a common household item in 
Australia until about 1950 and it was invented in the 1800’s 
on the goldfields of Coolgardie.

We lived extremely well; we made our own bacon and smoked 
and salted it. I was always kept away when a pig was to be killed 
but I can hear the pigs screaming now and it was terrible.

A dam was built between the two hills and I watched the man 
with a horse and a metal scoop scour the ground out. We were 
always short of water, and some years very little was left in the 
tanks, and I remember Grandfather tapping the tank rings to 
see how much was left.

I was never allowed in the kitchen with its large black wood 
fired stove, same as at home in Brighton, in case I upset the 
cook. There were kerosene tins with wire handles, which were 
used to store peelings and tea slops and other waste for pig 
food. We usually had four pigs to fatten for bacon. Things 
that needed to be kept cool were stored under the two storey 
house, as there was no air conditioning, or even sewerage 
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come to think of it. We had china pots and a cupboard table 
by our beds, which were emptied every morning. For daytime 
there was an outhouse for women and a separate one for men. 
The Ladies room was in a fernery and the Men’s down an ivy 
covered walk, but I never went there, ever.

The dam that was made encouraged the snakes, and one 
morning, as Grandfather and I were going for our morning 
walk, we saw a large stick in front of us, or so we thought. 
When it began to move we realized that it was a long, plump 
black snake and we let it go and hurried on with our walk. 
Grandfather always wore a well cut gray suit and always a white 
or cream shirt and tie, with a hat. I never saw him without a 
tie and I loved him a lot. He always had a walking stick too. 
He’d play golf with the large stones on the gravel roads; there 
were very few cars at all then. He made a nine hole golf course 
out of several of the paddocks that we did not use.

In the grounds of the Kalimna property, by the tennis court, 
there was a large statue about six feet tall. It was mounted on a 
tree stump and painted white. It was stolen one night but was 
always there when I was a child. It came off an early shipwreck 
and was washed up on Ninety Mile Beach.

Sometimes there were paying guests at Christmas and Easter 
time. They had lovely food; Grandmother did not see so much 
of us as I was an outside child, so she spent a lot of time with 
food. In spite of this though, I did collect eggs, flowers, peas, 
beans, berries and strawberries with her.

In winter, we would have lovely huge wood fires; a handy man 
or boy would cut the wood and bring it inside to make the 
fires in large fireplaces.

Both my grandparents had a morning tea tray brought to them 
each day, as they had separate bedrooms with a connecting 
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door. I would go to Grandfather’s room and on his tray was 
always a plate of extremely thinly cut bread and butter; he 
used to give me a bit and put sugar on it for me. He used to 
spoil me, I think. They used to like having me to stay and I 
never got into trouble and did as I was told.

Every month, we would travel to Lakes Entrance by horse and 
buggy to do the shopping. I loved the clippity clip of the horse’s 
hooves and the motion of the buggy was gentle. Grandfather 
would introduce me to everyone and the grocer would give 
me a little bag of colored boiled sweets when he paid the bill. 
The sack of sugar, flour or whatever else we bought would be 
put in the space under the seat at the back.

Back at the farm though, we would always seem to be having 
trouble with the cooks; they would get on to the cooking sherry 
and cause trouble until they were sacked. Grandmother had 
to fill in till we got another cook. She worked very hard and 
I admired her. My grandfather, my father, and eventually my 
husband never stepped one foot inside a kitchen. I know that 
times have changed now but in those days the demarcation 
lines were firmly carved in stone.

We had Mrs. Hartshaw and her two daughters who were maids. 
Mrs. Hartshaw did all the washing using the big mangle in the 
laundry, which was under the ballroom. She would also do all 
the ironing and her two daughters served the food. 

Every evening at around 5pm, my grandfather would give 
Mrs. Hartshaw a bottle of beer. Without ever visiting a doctor 
or taking medicine she lived to be a ripe old age, as did my 
grandmother, who was 94 when she passed away.

Grandfather was also the postal agent, and every day he did up 
a canvas bag with mail that was collected in a post box we had 
on our verandah. I used to watch him do it up with strings and 
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a lighted candle, heat the red wax over the flame in a teaspoon, 
and pour the hot wax on the string knot, then stamp it with 
a seal that had a crown on it. We’d try and make a good seal, 
while he gave us encouragement. He enjoyed his work and the 
Post Office work was quite a responsibility. The bag then went 
by boat from the Kalimna jetty. Grandfather looked after the 
large animals and the farm; Grandmother looked after the 
food, servants and household things. She made terrific trifles, 
cakes, jellies, jam sherry and custard and cream. They were a 
good team.

There was no hot water at Kalimna in those days; in each 
room there was a wash stand, with a china basin and a large 
jug filled with cold water. There was a soap dish and tooth 
brush holder, all different and with lovely flowers painted 
on them. 

Each morning, the maids would bring a copper jug of hot 
water to any man’s room for him to shave with. Daddy always 
had his brought to him in a copper jug by the maid at our 
home in Brighton. 

I experienced and learned a lot of things that city children 
would never have imagined, growing up in those days.


