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Foreword

I thought it would be nice for my grand-children, later in 
their lives, to read about their Nanna. It is October 14, 
1995.  Really, I feel my son did not know me very well. 

I suppose I made one big mistake, I did not tell him often 
enough how much I loved him.

I was born on August 22, 1923 at home. As my mother told me, 
in those days, one did not go to hospital, the mid-wife came, no 
doctor, one stayed in bed for a week. There was no such thing 
as exercises or vitamin tablets, and the pill was not thought of. 
My mother’s first child died at the age of nine months, from 
fits. One year later, Norah was born on August 28, 1922. Lily, 
my other sister, was born August 29, 1924. I am sure, if the 
‘pill’ had been introduced those many years ago, I would not 
be writing this. Two years later, my brother, Joseph came along, 
on November 15, 1926.

To get back to yours truly, I was born in the North of England, 
a place called South Shields. As I grew up, things were not 
plentiful. In the 1920s, work was hard to get. My father worked 
on the tram-cars and on his off duty time, he used to go picking 
potatoes to sell to make ends meet. Dad told me I was born 
with Ricketts, a deformity of the bones caused through lack of 



Molly Athey

2

vitamin D. Thank goodness you don’t hear much about that 
now. He used to go and collect sea-weed from the beach, which 
was quite near to where we lived, and bathe me in it every 
morning. I did not walk until I was three years of age. Lily 
walked before me.  My mum always reckoned it was Lily that 
helped me to walk.

One day, my dad met a friend he knew during the war. Actually, 
it was his former sergeant; they were in the trenches together in 
France. My father was a medical orderly. The tales he told us, as 
we got older about the 1914-1918 war, it must have been hell 
there, and it was supposed to be a war to end wars. 

To get back to my story, his friend offered him a job as a crane 
driver on the Norwegian Quay; this was where all the big 
holiday ferries came in. If the North Sea was rough and the 
ships where late in arriving, we used to take turns to take Dad’s 
tea, as he had to work over-time to unload the ship. I loved that 
job as he would take me up all the steps to the cabin, and have 
tea with him. The view of the River Tyne and all the big ships 
was really marvellous.

We lived in a very small community, there were houses, right 
beside the docks, and it was great living there. We lived beside, 
what they called the Dock gates. If a ship wanted to fill up 
with coal, they had to open the gates to allow the ship to the 
coal straits, and of course it was operated by man power. It was 
fascinating to watch the big ships going through. My mum and 
the rest of the family spent hours of our leisure time watching 
the ships going out to the North Sea. In my childhood, the 
river Tyne was very busy with repair and ship building yards. 
This was about the 1930s. I saw many big ships built there. 
Mining, of course, was the other local industry.

I’ll tell you a little about the houses. They were arranged like 
a barrack square, twelve houses in each big yard; and the men 
took their turn to wash the yards, once a week. There were 24 
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houses, then the boss’s big home at the bottom. It was great, we 
all played together, ‘skippy’ with a long rope, even the mums 
played, as they were all young families living in company 
houses. When it snowed, we all played on sledges for hours, 
going down a huge grassy bank in the summer, but covered with 
snow about two months in the winter. You did not realise how 
cold it was, until one went home and the circulation started to 
come back in your hands. I remember Dad warming old rags in 
the black leaded range oven to warm our hands. My sister Lily 
had terrible chilblains. We never seemed to fight between the 
four of us, we had one sledge my father made, and we just took 
turns. Two would sit on the sledge, the other two would push. 
We had one bike between us, we spent an hour each on it, half 
hour after school. We did not seem to have the homework to 
do after school like all that studying they do now, and then 
can’t get a job. I think modern technology has gone too far. We 
have spoilt this earth God gave us; we got too clever.

I really enjoyed school; I was quite good at the 3Rs and perhaps, 
as I look back on life, if I had been encouraged to read more, 
I could have done a lot better. I had a good mother, fed us 
well, clothed us well, we had a Sunday dress and school dress. 
We changed at night from school then had chores to do. In 
the winter we wore long black wool stockings. I had the job 
of darning them; Mum reckoned I was good at that… when I 
look back ah, ah!

There were two big cooking days every week, Wednesdays and 
Sundays. Everyone made their own bread and I loved the smell 
of hot bread. I enjoyed Sundays; there was usually a lovely roast 
dinner, home made cakes, and we all used to go to Sunday 
school. My aunt and uncle sometimes came for tea, and I 
remember if we paid them a visit, Dad would give us two slices 
of bread and jam before we went, in case we were tempted to 
eat too much there.

I had rather a big surprise in my life, how things do change. 
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I was twelve years of age, and did not know my mother was 
pregnant, until I heard my kid sister Jean crying. That was in 
January 1935. We all loved her.

I left school at the age of fourteen. Most people left at 14. Years 
ago, I took a job looking after children. From there I went as a 
house maid at a Doctor’s home. They were very nice to me, but 
I was not keen to wear a black and white uniform.
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Chapter 1

I was sixteen when the war broke out in 1939. My mother 
was terrified of the air raids. We experienced a lot of air 
raids as the Tyne-side was a big building yard for war 

ships during the war. Mum used to put her suitcase, with clean 
clothing and all the Insurance Policies, ready to pick up when 
the air raid sirens sounded. At the beginning of the war, we all 
used to go to a cellar, under a very big house, but during one 
of the raids, about three hundred people in the town, sheltered 
under a factory, in a large cellar, the bomb dropped, and the 
vibration caused the flood to collapse, and they were all killed. 
After that, Anderson Shelters were built underground. Where I 
worked, they had a very big strong table built and all the family 
sheltered in there.

When my sister Norah was seventeen, she joined the Air Force. 
I remember when she came home on leave, she looked so lovely 
in her uniform, that I could not wait until I was seventeen to 
join the Air Force too, which I did, and Lily also joined one 
year after me. I remember we all got leave together once, and 
all went to a dance, in uniform. People would not believe we 
were sisters. 
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Some M.P. (Military Police) picked us up for not having our 
hats on when we were running for the train home. He took 
some convincing we were sisters. But instead of reporting us, he 
ended up making a date with Norah! You can’t turn the clock 
back, but I wish we had a photo of the three of us in uniform. 
I always thought Norah was very attractive, she has lovely big 
blue eyes, and dyed her hair blonde.

I really enjoyed the five years in the services. We shared a billet 
with 20 other girls; we used to have what they called a domestic 
night, when you had to clean out your locker, and polish around 
your bed. The Duty Officer would come and inspect the billets, 
and after that, we would have a dance in the billet. That is 
where I learnt ballroom dancing; my great friend Ethel taught 
me. We remained friends for years; she came from the South 
of England. 

They were advertising for people to go on a cooking course. 
So Ethel and yours truly went, because it paid more money. I 
remember I had to make a stew for my exams. The ovens were 
very high, fixed into the wall. Guess what? I dropped the stew! 
Panic station! I just swept it up, put it back in the dish and 
passed with flying colours.

When I told my husband this tale, he reckoned I was the only 
lady that got the Iron Cross (the German medal) for killing all 
the British air-men with my cooking! (Cheek!) He is still alive 
after my cooking for him for 40 years!

I think I spent about five years in the Air Force. We used to get 
paid once a fortnight. We would go out for the day. A meal, 
perhaps, a film show, then dancing in the evening (we, being 
my friends I shared the billets with), then be broke for another 
fortnight, but there was always plenty of entertainment on 
camp, a nice dance hall, a cinema and plenty of good company. 
Most camps I was stationed on were Bomber Command in 
the South of England. I often look back and have a little laugh 
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to myself. Before we served dinner, out on a big servery, we 
would make ourselves up and make eyes at the air crew. If we 
did not like someone, they got all the fat meat. An Orderly 
Officer would come around to see if there were any complaints 
about the food. Lord help the person who did complain, they 
certainly would not do it a second time.

They had what they called a passion wagon, ah, ah, you had to 
put your name on the list if one wanted to go to town. We used 
to check the list if the name of someone you liked was on it. 
One just went on to sit beside them, naughty-naughty! It was an 
army truck that had long forms (seats) in, and would transport 
personnel to town. It would pick us back up at night, and of 
course, as it was dark going back to camp, we would neck all 
the way back, (young and daft) but all good clean fun.

I was stationed in Ireland, with my sister Lily for a while. We 
used to go to South Ireland to buy clothes, as they were not at 
war, and clothes there were not rationed on coupons. At this 
point, I would like to mention how the Londoners spent most 
of their time in the underground stations during the war. They 
used to go there straight from work, and had their beds on the 
platforms. I was once stationed near London and went there a 
couple of times, and experienced the air-raids. What a merry 
crowd they were, really, seeing was believing.
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Chapter 2

I was demobbed in 1946; Norah and I went back home, 
and Lily got married and went to live in Wales. Mum 
was not very happy at the two of us being home with no 

jobs. Jobs were hard to get; there were so many people coming 
out of the Forces at the same time. Nevertheless, we signed on 
the dole. In those days, you had to take any job or loose your 
dole money. So Norah and I had to take a job in a food factory. 
It was terrible; the smell alone was enough. We did it for one 
week, and then packed it in. Of course, no unemployment 
money for six weeks, for leaving our job. Mum was not very 
happy about that. Norah eventually found work in the catering 
line and I as a shop assistant in the city of Newcastle.

Our local town was called North Shields, a big fishing town 
by the mouth of the River Tyne. The trawlers used to come in 
about six o’clock in the morning, and one could go to the fish 
market. I loved where I lived, we have a most lovely beach in 
Tynemouth, but the North Sea was rather cold for swimming. 
There was a marvellous dance hall where all the big bands 
played, a lovely park, with a huge lake where you could hire a 
rowing boat, which I did quite often when my son was small, 
and we spent many a happy hour there. 
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In the winter the lake would freeze over and was used for 
ice skating (which my son was very good at). We had a bid 
amusement park at Whitley Bay, a little further around the 
coast, as I write this, I wonder why I left (I hope one day, girls, 
you pay a visit to Northumberland, it has so much history 
attached to it). It’s the place where your dad was brought up, 
and where he went to school.

Oh well, back to my past life! I met George at the Plaza Dance 
Hall in 1948. I thought he was a great dancer. He had just 
come out of the army. We were married in 1950. As houses 
were hard to get, we lived with my parents for a short while, 
but they moved to a smaller house, and we went to live with 
George’s parents. They had a big house at Tynemouth, where 
we had a bed-sitter and a small room my mother-in-law made 
into a kitchen for us. She was a lovely lady. We lived there for 
two and a half years. We both worked very hard to save for a 
deposit for a house, as you could not get a council house unless 
you had two children. We bought flats upstairs and we lived 
downstairs. Of course we got rent for the upstairs flat. Gee, 
they were terrible, but cheap. George was very good at wood-
work; he had to replace all the floor boards. They were rotten. 
He made a small kitchen; the toilet was outside, which froze in 
the winter. But at least, it was a proper toilet, with a chain! The 
tap for water was in the yard. In the winter it used to freeze, 
one had to take a kettle of boiling water to pour on it gradually, 
just in case the pipes burst. The place had a very narrow passage 
to the kitchen at the bottom, and we decided to paper it; in 
England, everyone puts paper on the wall.

We learnt one very big lesson. You don’t put dark paper on a 
narrow passage. As you opened the front door, you felt as if you 
had to walk in sideways. We have often laughed about that.

We read in the papers, they were trying to organise a self-build 
scheme, (a group of men building their own homes) so George 
joined that. The more hours one put in, of their own spare 
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time, the quicker you got the house. Pop was working on the 
buses, so, doing shift work, he was able to put quite a lot of 
time building. Ours was the 11th house built; it was a lovely 
two bedroom semi detached bungalow. It cost at that time, in 
1954, 2,000 pounds. The scheme lasted 3 years and I think 
there were 33 houses built through the scheme.

Our son Phillip was born there in 1955. When Phillip started 
school, I got a job night shift as a nursing aid, as at school in 
England, they had three course dinners for only five shillings 
a week and my son loved his school dinners. I would finish 
at 8.30am, see my son off to school, and get up at 2.30pm. 
George, at that time worked on Insurance, and was able to work 
his own hours, so he helped quite a lot, with the housework. 
After working a couple of years, I did two years practical 
training, and became an S.E.N. (State Enrolled Nurse). I loved 
my work, and the nurses I worked with were tops. I went into 
the operating theatre as duty nurse quite a lot, and saw many 
operations. It was really busy on night shift, as we had a big 
casualty ward. I worked on the maternity ward quite a lot, even 
though I had only one child. I really pushed, as hard as the 
patient. I remember, one bloke pacing the floor. The maternity 
ward was upstairs and I ran down to tell him he had a lovely 
son, but was having another child (twins). They did not know. 
One hour later, he had another son. That really was a busy 
night as the father fainted. We really laughed about that later. 
Another time, it was Pop’s sister, June, who came in to have her 
baby. That would have been about 1965. I worked there for 0 
years. The medical staff were a great crowd and I still write to 
three of the sisters after 25 years in Australia.

Then came the bomb-shell. My husband was not happy at his 
job, as things were looking very black on the Tyne side. Most 
of the shipping orders were going to Japan. I feel the unions 
had a lot to do with that; they were always encouraging strikes, 
so the orders did not get completed in time, and the Japanese 
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took over. Most of the shipping yards closed around 1964, and 
the coal mines also closed. So once again, there was quite a lot 
of unemployment. George was working in Insurance and that 
was the first thing people stopped 

paying, As a result, we were really struggling to keep our heads 
above water. Then, in 1968, George came home one very cold 
day, after walking in the snow all day, really upset, and told 
me he was selling up and going to Australia. I thought he was 
only kidding. Phil was 13 years old then, and really enjoying 
school, he got a prize that year for progressing so well. George 
brought the papers home. I really think, at that time, it was 
well overrated. We went for a medical, it was November 1969. 
We left England to head off for a new life in Australia after a lot 
of tears. As I look back after 25 years here, perhaps I was a little 
selfish. I cried so much. I was so home sick. I just felt I could 
not control my feelings, perhaps I was a pain in the neck to my 
son I loved so dearly, as for my husband, well, I think at the 
time, he first wanted to get away from it all. I was heart broken, 
when our furniture was sold for next to nothing, then our car, 
that I loved so much. We put our house up for sale. We had to 
give Phil’s dog, Pip, away. We had bought the dog for Phillip’s 
fifth birthday, being an only child. (I was not able to have any 
more). He loved that dog, it used to go the ice-rink with him. 
We took the dog miles away in the car, but it was back home the 
next day. George and I did not have the heart to have the dog 
put down, and they reckoned it was too old to go to Australia. 
Then we came up with what we thought was a good idea at 
the time. As my mum and dad always loved our home, and 
they were not happy where they were, we suggested they could 
live in our house and look after the dog. They agreed, as they 
would also be near my sister, Norah. So we took the house off 
the market, that really changed our lives altogether, and my son 
never once mentioned the dog after leaving England. The dog 
lived a life of luxury. My poor dad had the sad job, four years 
later, of having to put it to sleep; it was crippled with arthritis. 
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My sister Norah told me that every time mum and dad went 
out, they brought a bar of Kit Kat back to the dog.

We sailed to Australia on s/s Far Star, on November 3, 1969. I 
worried so much about my son leaving his friends, and Aunty 
Norah, whom he loved so much, at an awkward stage of his life 
at 14 years. So much for that.



14

Molly in the WAAFs, March 1946
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George and Molly, married in March 1950
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Above & below: 1952 - The start of the Self-Build, 3 ½ years
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Home in England where Phil was born in 1955



18



A Few Days at a Time

19

Chapter 2

We travelled to Australia on the assisted passage 
scheme, and families were separated on board the 
ship. 

Phil, dad and another man with two sons shared one cabin. I 
shared a cabin with a young lady who had been to England to 
see her parents, and was returning to Perth. It really was not fair 
on her, as she had paid the full fare. I know the government paid 
the rest of the fare for migrants. (I felt more like an unwanted 
refugee). She had a six months old son with her. She was very 
good company the six weeks we were on the ship. On board, 
the entertainment was quite good. There was a marvellous 
ballroom, with dancing nearly every night to a big, six-piece 
band; there were plenty of games to play in the afternoon and 
a disco hall for the teenagers. I really felt Phil was a kid when 
he first got on the ship, and a man when he got off. He really 
did not have much to say. I asked him about his thoughts of 
going to Australia; he said “if Dad wants to go, we will”. Father 
and son really got on well. I suppose it was because I worked 
night shift and his dad was there for him. We stopped at Cape 
Town, the other port of call, Spain first, but I forget where now, 
and then on to Fremantle, where Joan, my cabin friend got 


