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Prologue  

This is a story of one of those many millions of migrant fami-
lies who left a war-tom Europe to begin again with a sense of 
excitement, adventure and a readiness to have a go.

It is a story of the optimism that has been shared by so many 
families arriving in Australia and the realities of arrival. It’s a 
reflection on the 60 years that I have spent in Australia, with 
observations on how the country has changed, how the barriers 
have been stretched, wars fought and social policies changed. 

I believe that those migrants who have contributed so much to 
our daily life, and committed themselves to their families and 
to the issues of the day, have helped create a country whose 
people are on the whole remarkably tolerant, open, inclusive 
and compassionate.

There is still much to be done, many miles in this journey still 
to travel. We must continue to strive as a community to work 
together, giving particular regard to the inheritance and culture 
of our indigenous communities. 

So, this is my story - a recollection of what small part I have 
played in helping shape this country, and my hopes and dreams 
for a better Australia into this new millennium.

 It’s a story of where I’ve been and what I believe education can 
do to help create a fair, compassionate and tolerant country.
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Introduction: Station Pier

Station Pier sits quietly in the midst of South Melbourne.  Each 
day, the Bass Straight ferry plies the Tasman route, and the pier 
occasionally bustles with holidaymakers on international lin-
ers; but mostly, Station Pier sits quietly. Around the pier, new 
apartment buildings rise daily, housing Melbourne’s elite. There 
is also a smart new fast-track tram that takes commuters into 
the city.  

Nearby, the palms still sway along Beaconsfield Parade, and 
the beach is topped up regularly with sand to ensure that the 
setting is of high quality for the new local residents.

I recently sat at the tiny Pier Café looking out at the sea that 
had brought to Australia so many migrants in the 1940’s and 
50’s.  Station Pier was very different then, bustling with excited 
new arrivals leaving the boat and boarding trains for the city.  
For a moment, I glimpsed an excited eight year old, racing 
down the gangplank of the HMS Georgic, along the pier and 
straight to the beach. He took a handful of sand, touched the 
water and breathed the air of a new country, a new beginning. 
It was November 7, 1949.
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Chapter 1

 A War Time Baby

My delivery on the 14th November 1940 in Maidenhead 
Hospital took place in an era of great social turmoil, 

with the ever-present wail of air raid sirens, and the constant 
crumple of bombings an almost weekly occurrence. My mother 
had taken on the responsibility of caring for my grandfather 
after her mother died in 1935 and, two years later, she and my 
father were married. My grandmother, Rosa, was born in 1874, 
close to Norwich in Norfolk. She was one of approximately 10 
children. Her eldest brother was seen as an uncle rather than 
a brother by the rest of the family. In the end, Rosa moved to 
Maidenhead to get some work and married a Mr. Eden, with 
whom she had three children. It was rumoured that Mr. Eden 
left for the Canadian goldfields in 1898; however, Rosa had a 
few more children after he had left. There was no such thing as 
a pension for unmarried mothers or widows or anything of the 
sort, so grandmother moved into a house in Grenfell Avenue. 
She took a lodger named William Hancock. He was a painter 
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and, at some point, my grandmother had some children by 
him. William Hancock and my grandmother eventually mar-
ried. Even though my mother’s surname on the birth certificate 
was Eden, there was no question that she was in fact a Han-
cock. My mother was five feet six inches tall and of slim build. 
My father, George Percy Harris, was born in 1910. His red 
head often matched his temper. Before the war, my father was a 
builder’s foreman, but in 1942, he joined up for the war effort, 
serving first in India and later in Burma. 

My sister was born in 1942 and was called Pauline after the 
apostle Paul.  We lived in a small brick house that was linked 
to a row of similar brick houses around a cul-de-sac named 
Grenville Avenue, which were only about six paces wide. The 
houses were built in the 19th century by Mr. Charles Grenfall, 
later Lord Desborough, for the workers on his adjacent chalk 
pit. The chalk pit was later converted to a big local park where 
we regularly played. There were very few vehicles around, and 
each night the old fashioned lamp lighter lighted the gas street 
lamp. Our house had a blue front door with a few steps leading 
up to it, and it was from these steps that we and our neighbours 
listened to the war progress. In our back yards and our allot-
ments, vegetables were grown and chickens were raised.  

In the front room of the house, there was a wind-up gramo-
phone, a clock, two blue vases and a settee.  On Sunday eve-
nings, we had tea together in the front parlour, but at every 
other time, it was strictly out of bounds.  Tea, as I can remem-
ber, was usually made up of bread, and sometimes instead of 
dripping, we were allowed to have hundreds and thousands or 
chocolate on our sandwiches. My father built a small bomb 
shelter under the stairs inside in which we used to huddle at the 
wailing of the sirens - a sound that stayed with my mother for
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the rest of her life.   

At the back of our house was the kitchen, (a dining room), and 
attached to the kitchen was a little room called the scullery. My 
father had reconstructed the scullery after the war to include 
a bath and an attached copper. The water would be heated up 
in the copper once a week and then transferred into the bath. 
One by one, each of us would take turns having a bath. We had 
to use the same water, because there wasn’t enough for each of 
us. Every evening, my grandfather would sit my sister and me 
down in the kitchen and he would outline to us the course of 
the war, inviting me to read and spell the words on the front 
page of ‘The Maidenhead Advertiser’, our daily newspaper. My 
early life was dominated by my grandfather, as my father was 
away serving in the war. 

Whilst my father was away at the war, my mother became 
involved strongly with the Christian Spiritualist Church in 
Maidenhead. It was very much dominated by a powerful and 
striking woman who, at this particular social time, converted a 
lot of the local community to a form of Christianity that was 
very personal and very engaging, but also very supportive. I 
was baptized Peter, after the apostle, and my second name was 
William, after my grandfather.

Every now and then we would realise that our father was 
coming home for a visit, which was always a night of high-
level excitement.  He always arrived in the middle of the night. 
He would wake up the house because he used to throw a little 
stone on the back window to let us know that he had arrived.  
He always had a big round sausage bag in which he carried 
everything he had, and sometimes he would produce some 
strongly scented oranges, which were always a great delight to 
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us. Father never ever talked about the war, during or after.  It 
was something he never spoke about it, except to say, “I did 
it because we had to. There are too many memories that rest 
inside me over the war.”  He’d seen a lot of his colleagues killed 
and was lucky to be alive because the day he went to have the 
shrapnel in his ear removed, most of his platoon was wiped out. 
He had been their platoon sergeant.  

We would wrap the food parcels for our father in the kitchen 
and it was here that his letters would be read to us. There were 
relics of an earlier war in the kitchen. A war my grandfather 
had served in. I can remember there being a knock on the door 
one day because the old gas masks were needed by the war ef-
fort.  Grandfather always had a cane – he made it very plain 
that we as children were not to talk during the course of the 
meal and if we did, he would raise almost to full height with 
amazing dexterity and rap the knuckles of my sister and mine 
for infringing his understanding that children at meal times 
were to be seen and not heard.  My sister and I spent much 
of our time outside in the park, because it was a great place to 
play games and avoid the sting of our grandfather’s cane. On 
most Saturday afternoons, the local children would gather in 
the park and we would run races around the park. I was usu-
ally last, as I was never very good at running – perhaps an early 
sign that sport was never going to be a highlight in my life (and 
something I would fear). 
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Grand Parents: William and Rosa Hancock (nee Drake)
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Father: Percy George Harris

Mother: Phyllis Rosa Harris
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Pauline and I prior to leaving England , October 1949
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Arrival Date 7 November 1949

HMS Georgia arriving

Aunt Helen (Mrs. Spearing): 
My father’s sister

Arrival, November 7th 1945: 
Cousin Janet, Alec Philpot, Aunt Helen
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One of those snaps!

Judy, our horse.  
Our early means of transport.

The new immigrants: On the day we arrived, November 7th 1949
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Peter Harris, front row 4th from right - Princes Hall Primary School, 
Grade 4 1950

A dreamy scout (aged 17)
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The first University of Melbourne Ball, 1960 
(Margaret Murdoch, Peter Harris)

Cousin Marilyn Dickson in Auckland, 
New Zealand - 1962
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