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4
The Early Years
Childhood Memories

Of course I don’t remember much about it but I’ve 
been told there was high drama when I was about 
18 months old – I went missing but was eventually 

found sitting under a very savage bull. Evidently the bull 
wasn’t too worried and neither was I. It must have been very 
traumatic for my family but they finally rescued me. 

I think the next thing I remember was that Dad was a teacher 
at the Caulfield Technical School – by this time I had another 
sister, Leonore. 
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One of my earliest memories is of going to school and then 
when I was seven, one of my friends gave me a lovely pair of 
fawn, fabric gloves with little designs on them; I just thought 
that was terrific. We were friends for a very long time.

Because we came from Ireland and all my sisters were born in 
Ireland, I must have had a strong Irish accent. When I went 
to school, as a little kid of five, the teacher was so lovely to 
me, she took me by the hand and she sat me up next to her 
and looked after me. Her name was Miss James and that was 
the Lloyd Street Central Primary School in East Malvern. 
I also later went to the Caulfield Technical School to learn 
typing and shorthand.

I suppose I was always a little rebellious. I think it was in 
grade six; I don’t remember what I did, but I was told that 
I had to pack up my things and go down to grade three for 
two days. I packed my things and decided that I would just 
go home, but I was thwarted by the teacher who caught 
me running down the stairs. He led me by the hand to the 
grade three classroom, much to the excitement of the class.

At the age of about ten I decided to put on a concert. A sweet 
lady a couple of doors away, Mrs Knight,  had a stage built in 
her backyard, so a few of us got together to do the concert. 
We had singing and dancing and all those kind of acts.  
We charged the locals threepence a head. Mrs Knight sent 
the money to the Children’s Hospital, and we all had fun.

I was equal Dux of year eight at the Lloyd Street Central 
Primary School, the same as Joan, and then went on to attend 
the McPherson High School. Year nine, in 1937, was when 
the Polio epidemic struck, so I had six weeks of school by 
correspondence. We weren’t even allowed to mix with our 
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neighbourhood friends so my father made a telephone for 
us so we could talk with our friends. It was some kind of 
a tin; I could call the girl next door and she would answer 
her ‘phone’ and we would talk. Towards the end of those six 
weeks, the local fish shop caught on fire. It just was amazing; 
it was as though a release button had been pressed; kids 
from everywhere went up to see the fire at the fish shop. We 
didn’t get pocket money in those days and we used to walk 
to school but it was all right, we enjoyed it.

All through my life I have loved to draw. When I was in 
junior school, I remember the first thing that I drew was a 
pair of pale blue slippers; I remember that so well. I’ve always 
loved light and shade.

Dad was an artist too; he used to work in charcoals, I have a 
few of his works. He only did it for a hobby. Hazel used to do 
the designs for the priest’s vestments and she also painted the 
designs onto the vestments. They used to say she was gifted. 

I remember buying a pair of pale blue sandals and Hazel 
painted some little flowers on them for me. Her underwater 
photographs where absolutely beautiful. She was so good 
that she used to sell her paintings. I come from a very artistic 
family. I have always loved drawing and still, to this day, am 
very happy when I have a pencil in my hand.  

I didn’t get my period until I was 16. When I was 15,  
I would watch my elder sisters and I was so jealous because 
I just wanted to be grown up and be like them. Then when 
I went to work when I was 16 and showing off about ‘sweet 
sixteen and never been kissed’, two of the boys from the 
office took me downstairs and showed me what a kiss was; 
that was when I worked at the Grain Elevators Board –  
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I didn’t think much of it then, but liked it much better when 
I grew up.

I loved the Brownies, just loved Brown Owl. I know one time 
I did something wrong and my father, who never hit us in 
his life, punished me – I think I took some money from the 
sideboard. He banned me from going to Brownies the next 
Saturday, and that was such a cruel thing to do. Brownies 
was in Carnegie, I can’t remember Brown Owl’s name, but 
she was lovely. 

The local kids used to put on concerts and at one of these we 
were singing away, one of the girls had a wonderful voice, 
and I was dancing behind this wonderful singer when I got 
a tomato in the face – from one of the boys.

I remember a boy called Marcus Clark; when we were little 
kids, playing outside with the boys and the girls, Marcus said, 
“I have a special treat for one of you and I’ve chosen Rita”, 
so he took me behind the laundry and rubbed his dicky on 
my tummy. So my rotten sister Leonore went inside and told 
on me to Mummy. She said “Do you know what happened 
to Rita, Mummy?” and I had to stand in the corner – we 
had a dining room with a corner and I had to stand in the 
corner for two hours. It wasn’t really my fault. All my sisters 
would walk past me and laugh. I was only about six at the 
time and Marcus was seven or eight. We used to play doctors 
and nurses in the laundry – that’s what kids did back then.

My cousin, Brian Kenney, was in the Royal Navy and he was 
a minister, he was on the same ship as Prince Phillip. One 
day the phone rang and it was for me, someone on the line 
said, “It’s your cousin”. I just thought it was someone being 
funny but he said, “I really am your cousin, you know, I’ll 
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come and see you.” He did come and asked me to suggest 
somewhere for us to go. I said we should go to Luna Park. 
At that time they used to play music and you could have a 
dance, so we got up and danced; he was the only one that 
clapped when the music stopped. 

That cousin, who was from Dad’s side of the family, spoke 
to Dad about a Catholic priest who was losing his faith and 
just didn’t believe what he was preaching anymore. Cousin 
Brian had suggested that the priest have a talk to Dad, which 
he did. After a long talk with my dad the priest regained his 
faith. They often sent troubled priests to talk to Dad. One 
of them told Dad that he just wanted to get out of it, and 
get a wheelbarrow, and sell fruit in the street. There was also 
a Jesuit priest named Jimmy Carlton who Dad had a long 
talk with; he was a runner who had won an Olympic medal. 
I remember him coming to see Dad with a young woman 
named Enid. Enid told me that she was having religious 
lessons because she was going to get marry, but she had told 
the priest that she could give him beautiful sons. Anyway, 
the outcome was that she married the priest, after he left the 
priesthood, instead of her fiancé. 

Dad, being an Agricultural Scientist, was very interested in 
growing things particularly fruit and vegetables. Our back 
yard was very long so he fenced off a section of it to use as 
a vegetable garden. It was so funny because Mummy loved 
dogs with a passion, and one day Dad was so cross because 
the dogs kept getting into his garden that he built a little 
electric fence. When the dogs touched it they would run 
away yapping loudly which caused Mummy and Dad to 
have a big quarrel. Mummy said he was hurting the dogs 
and Dad said it didn’t hurt them at all. Dad was a very good 
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vegetable grower; we used to supply the whole neighborhood 
with tomatoes. 

Dad grew mostly vegetables but he did keep the garden 
nice. I remember a great big hedge out the front, not many 
flowers but he really loved to grow vegies. Dad also liked to 
experiment with grafting fruit trees; he used to graft one tree 
onto another. I think we had plums growing on the almond 
tree and something else growing on anther fruit tree. With 
the tomatoes, he used to get his Bunsen burner and sterilize 
the earth he used to plant the seeds in. Underneath that he 
had another box with a light in it to keep the little seedlings 
warm. Then out in his shed, as soon as the seedlings came 
through, he used to apply the heat under the tray – there 
was an article about him in the Sun newspaper, all about 
his experiments. He grew the most beautiful Grosse Lisse 
tomatoes. 

My favourite pastimes, when I was growing up, were 
Brownies and tennis; we used to go up to Carnegie to have 
tennis lessons. Leonore and I learnt from a man named 
Arthur Cully. Mummy was good really, when you think 
about it, she had all us girls and we got to do everything. 
And then when I was about 16 I went to Miss Henty to 
learn ballroom dancing. 

One day – Hazel was mean sometimes – this one time I was 
getting ready to go to my ballroom dancing lesson and Hazel 
stuck some chewing gum in my hair; I was devastated as I was 
just about to go out. Dad got it out for me with Kerosene; 
he fixed it all up so I went off to Miss Henty for my lesson. 
While we were dancing someone said, “Gee there’s a terrible 
smell in here tonight”, I just smiled and agreed with them. 
That’s what sisters used to do to each other.
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I loved playing with friends and we had lots of concerts in 
the back yard. We walked to school and we always had pets; 
dogs, not cats. My dad didn’t like cats; he used to say they 
were the perfect killers.

I never played with dolls but I did have a little teddy bear. 
We used to play doctors and nurses and games like that. The 
only sport I did was tennis.

I used to like to climb up onto the roof and jump off, 
sometimes I had an umbrella but that didn’t work. I was 
good at landing; I learned that if you went down on your 
feet and bent your knees before you landed, it was ok. I had 
a friend named Merle who refused to jump off the roof with 
me so I said she couldn’t be my friend unless she jumped, 
and guess what – she jumped and sprained her ankle. Her 
mother came around very angry and I got into trouble again. 
One day we were in Mrs Clarke’s house playing in the front 
garden; I can’t remember what they did but it was something 
naughty and they all pissed off and left me standing there. 
The next thing I knew was Mrs Clarke coming out of the 
door in a very angry state. I got the blame. Mummy used to 
say, “Why do you always stick your chin out?” 

I remember that I loved swimming and going down the 
water slide at St Kilda Baths. When I was at McPherson High 
School we had to go for our Seniors Swimming Certificate; 
we had to swim across the pool, taking somebody fully 
clothed. I got a big fat girl and I remember saying to her, 
“Kick under the water or I’ll drop you”. I got my Senior 
Swimming Certificate that day.

I remember one night, Mummy, who had to cook for the 
five of us, had cooked a sweet that Dad said he didn’t like; 
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she wacked him over the head with it, it’s a wonder his head 
didn’t fall off. She stamped up to the front door and stormed 
out of the house to go for a walk and, of course, Dad chased 
after her. It was funny because when you think about it, 
there was Dad with five girls and Mummy. He really was 
outnumbered. 

Sometimes Mummy would say, “All right girls, you’ve got 
to go outside and play now”. They would often tell us to go 
out and play – I suppose they wanted to play too! They were 
very happy and loved each other very much.

When Leonore and I went to the Lloyd Street Central 
Primary School, we used to race home for lunch every day. 
We would try to beat each other home because we both 
wanted to be the first to give Mummy a kiss for lunchtime. 
One lunch time Joan was talking to her girlfriends when 
one of them said, “Oh look at those two kids, what are they 
doing?” Joan said, “Oh that’s just Rita and Leonore, they 
do this every day”. 

One day I made plaits out of Mummy’s old silk stockings 
and put them on my sister’s head, with a beret. I then took 
her up the street and introduced her as my cousin; I really 
wanted a cousin. I was about 10 and Leonore always played 
along with it.

I also remember Miss Tricket who was a terrific teacher in 
high school. I loved Mathematics with a passion, especially 
geometry, I loved geometry. That was the only reason I was 
sorry to leave school. I love things to be nicely lined up; even 
today I am always straightening things and lining them up. 

When I eventually got my Intermediate Certificate, Dad 
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said that I didn’t deserve it because I never studied; too busy 
having fun. I had a wonderful time at school. 

When I was about 16 I was going out with a boy named 
Jimmy; one night we were waiting for him to arrive, we 
were all sitting around the fire and the doorbell rang. It was 
Jimmy, but before he came in Betty looked at me and said, 
“Ask him how his foreskins are”. We didn’t have any brothers 
so I didn’t know what she was talking about so, when he 
arrived I said, “Hi Jimmy how are your foreskins?” He went 
blood red. We were always playing tricks on each other.

The strongest influence in my life has been my father – such 
a good example. He used to terrify the boys that came to 
call. My sisters and I used to ask Mummy to keep Dad away 
when we had callers.

I finished school in 1938 and went to the Peacock Brothers to 
do a course to become a Comptometer Operator; six months 
later I got my first position at Manton’s. I hated it because 
it was just so repetitive. I went to the Peacock Brothers to 
learn because they got the jobs for you. I do remember being 
told that I shouldn’t sacrifice accuracy for speed. Against my 
parent’s wishes, I changed jobs to join the Grain Elevator 
Board, and I really loved it.

When I was working at Grain Elevators, my boss, Mr Jones, 
would wait until I got back from lunch, always late, and wag 
his finger at me and I would go to him and make up some 
fantastic story. When I left Grain Elevators to join the Air 
Force, Mr Jones told me he would really miss my stories of 
being late. At 89 I’m still always late.
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5
The War Years
From the age of 18 I just wanted to join the Air Force 

but my father would not sign the papers until May 
1942. When the papers opened there was a new 

category of Radar Operator – to do this you needed to have 
at least Intermediate Certificate, which was year 10. I enrolled 
in May 1942 and I was delighted; when the time came to 
leave home it was devastating. I had never been away from 
home, I did my ‘rookies’ in Toorak, and I used to bury my 
head under the pillow and cry every night for about two 
weeks. Then I was posted to Richmond, New South Wales, 
to do a course on Radar. I think the course lasted about five 
months – a lot was involved but it was very interesting. 
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My next posting was Kiama in New South Wales, along with 
seven other WAAAFs. The Women’s Auxiliary Australian 
Air Force (WAAAF) was formed in March 1941, after 
considerable lobbying by women keen to serve and by the 
Chief of the Air Staff who wanted to release male personnel 
serving in Australia for service overseas. The WAAAF was 
the largest of the Second World War women’s services. It was 
disbanded in December 1947. A new Australian Women’s air 
Force was formed in July 1950 and in November became the 
Women’s Royal Australian Air Force (WRAAF). The WRAAF 
was disbanded in the early 1980s and female personnel were 
absorbed into the mainstream RAAF. 1

We arrived at the Mt Saddleback camp and when we wanted 
to go to the toilet we were absolutely devastated; four toilets 
but no divisions, just horrible. The WAAAF Officer had the 
matter attended to with hessian dividers. There were no baths 
and no showers; we had to go down to Kiama, once a week, 
to have a bath. In those times radar was very secretive, so 
we had to say that we were ‘Wireless Telegraphy Operators’. 

I was a very innocent girl, things happened! When we were 
there, the Air Force guys decided to take us to the pictures 
at Kiama and arranged how we would sit, girl, boy, girl, 
boy and so on. We all held hands; I suddenly felt this thing 
in my hand which I thought was a thumb until I realised 
it had no nail! I screamed, and the girl who was my friend 
said she would change places with me. Another time there 
was one of the girls who was very kind to me and used to 
always tuck me into bed. It wasn’t until we had leave to go 
to Melbourne that I woke up to what was going on. 
1    WAAAF information courtesy of the Australian War Memorial website 
http://www.awm.gov.au/atwar/structure/waaaf.asp
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In the troop train there were six of us and the girl who was 
so kind to me said, “Two head-to-toe on one side and the 
same on the other side; Rita and I will take the floor”. So I 
got to sleep only to be woken up with this girl kissing me on 
the lips. I screamed and one of the other girls asked me what 
was wrong. I told her I thought I was dreaming so she said 
not to worry and that she would change places with me. It 
was then that I found out that this girl was a lesbian. After 
that a few of us thought we could help her but it was to no 
avail, she eventually found another friend. 

On a more serious note, when I was working on the Radar 
screens at Kiama, sometime late in 1942, I discovered a series 
of blips in the ocean. I reported it to Fighter Sector and they 
sent planes out. I was told that it was a school of whales; 
since then I have learned that it was around that time that 
the Japanese submarines entered the Sydney Harbour.

As Radar Operators, we were working at the screens for one 
hour on and one hour off – I used to sketch my partners and 
the girls used to pay me. We pooled the money and would 
go out to the pictures or other amusements.

Sometime later I was posted to Wynnum (Reformatory 
Hill). It was an Army camp but our Radar station was also 
there. Our barracks were about one mile from the camp. 
Two WAAAFs were always on duty. When walking to our 
posts to go on duty, we always had to wear gas masks and 
tin helmets. There were many funny events – one time, 
being always a bit late, I saw a truck going to the camp so 
I hitched a ride; it was a night cart! I was fascinated by the 
driver’s dark blue fingernails. When I arrived at my post I 
got a lot of hoots. 
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On another occasion, I was walking back to the barracks with 
my friend Nicky when we heard a loud rumbling noise. It 
sounded like heavy trucks but it wasn’t. There were a lot of 
horses at Wynnum and they were stampeding. It was around 
dusk and the sandflies were rampant; that was probably what 
sent the horses mad. It was terrifying, but luckily there was 
a tree nearby which I grabbed. I held on to the tree and 
Nicky grabbed me and hung on for dear life. I can still see 
the horse’s mouths, wide open with saliva dripping. I almost 
had to prize my fingers out of the tree. 

Another time, when we were walking back to barracks at 
dusk, a little dog started to follow us, and then he suddenly 
dived into the bush and ran out with a snake hanging out 
of his mouth. We tried to get rid of him but he followed us 
closely; we ran on and entered our barracks screaming and 
woke everyone, with the dog right behind us. He must have 
dropped the snake. 

By this time, it was getting to be late 1942, and we had 
settled into a routine. The usual thing was that we would have 
leave, so we’d go into Brisbane and go to dances, where there 
were lots of Americans. I loved to dance and the jitterbug 
was very popular – it was great, I loved it.

New Year’s Eve arrived and our WAAAF Officer decided to 
have a dance at the barracks. She invited a lot of the soldiers 
and there were just too many guys compared to the 12 girls, 
so she decided the first dance would be girl’s choice. I saw a 
soldier with a face I really liked, so I went over and asked him 
to dance. Much to my surprise he said, “I don’t dance”, so I 
said, “You are going to dance this time”. From that moment 
on I was hooked, this is how I met my Bill. Often I couldn’t 
get leave but I found out that the soldiers were going down 
to the local pool. Behind our barracks there were mangrove 
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swamps, I discovered that I could go down there without 
being seen, cross over the swamp and get to the pool to meet 
Bill. When I think back at how dangerous it was… I would 
jump from one rock to another and if I’d misjudged and 
fallen in the swamp, I would never have been found. But I 
finally got to the pool and would see Bill. 

By this time there was a threat that the Japanese would 
invade Australia. That was when it was decided to defend 
the Brisbane line, so all the WAAAFs on our station had to 
go to the rifle range. I was absolutely hopeless, but worse 
was to come. On the camp we had to fire 303s and, being 
four foot eleven and three quarter inches tall, I had to learn 
to fire while running and falling down. I did not have the 
leverage and just fired into the sand dunes. Years later I found 
out that I had actually fractured my collar bone. 

The WAAAF Officer didn’t like me at all; often when I had 
leave, she would cancel it, so I found the biggest green frog 
I could and put it in her bed. A few of us sat in the next 
room when she was going to bed. We were just waiting for 
the scream but she was really cool and didn’t make a noise; 
we were very disappointed. 

Another time I had decided to go to Brisbane to see Bill. 
When he put me on the train back to my barracks, to my 
horror I saw one of the officers, Drake Brockman, getting 
into the next carriage. I hid between two soldiers and thought 
I’d get out at the station before mine and run like hell to get 
to the barracks before she did. Just as I was near our barracks 
I saw her in the distance, so I dived upstairs and into bed, 
fully clothed. She raced in after me and I pretended to be 
asleep. I knew she wasn’t allowed to touch me, so I got away 
with that one. 
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From Lytton I was posted to the Fighter Sector in Brisbane. 
Bill was also posted to a camp in Brisbane. The Warrant 
Officer there was always after me to go out with him, but 
I was not interested, so he turned nasty and said he would 
catch me. One time I was late reporting, so he put me on a 
charge. I was very nervous; I had no hat on and a Sergeant 
either side of me, being lead in before a Wing Commander. 
One of the Sergeant’s, a female, said, “Don’t worry love he 
also has to sit down to go to the toilet”. That made me laugh 
and I felt better. All I got was a reprimand. 

We often went to Uranquinty to have sporting events against 
other WAAAF stations. I used to run, and I could run in 
short races but not long ones, I was a sprinter. I was in one 
particular race and I could see a girl catching me; we were 
near the finishing line and she was getting closer. The only 
way I could think of to win the race was to fall over and 
throw my hands over the line. I remember one of the Yanks 
said, “That’s a hard way to win a race darling,”. This was 
some time in the 1940s at Brisbane Showgrounds. 

When I was a sergeant I was sent to Sandgate in Queensland 
to do a non-commissioned officer (NCO) course. During 
the course I had to give a speech and talk about anything 
I liked, for five minutes. So I decided to give my talk on 
memories. I got up on the stage and said, “Memory is a 
wonderful thing. Memory is a wonderful thing. Memory is 
a wonderful thing”. I was so nervous I couldn’t say anything 
else. The officer said, “Sit down dear,” and in the meantime I 
had cut my hand with my fingernails; I had my fists clenched 
so tightly. I couldn’t believe that I could dance and act the 
fool in front of anyone at all but I couldn’t give a serious 
speech in front of people. I was picked to do the passing out 
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parade though, and because I had a big voice, I was chosen 
to call the commands for the parade – I didn’t stuff that one 
up, thank goodness.

In June 1943 Bill and I became engaged; we were married on 
October 24th, much to my parent’s horror as they had never 
met Bill. We were married at a minister’s home about 4pm, 
six WAAAFs and Bill. Out of the blue the WAAAF Officer 
arrived with a huge bunch of Gladiolas; I was mortified 
because she knew I wasn’t 21 and did not have my parent’s 
permission. She was a nice lady and took us all in the tram 
to some hotel for dinner, and then we all went to the station 
to wave goodbye to Bill as he had to go back to camp. The 
next morning I was called in to see our officer; she had 
spoken to the minister and told him I wasn’t 21 yet, so he 
held the papers over until I contacted my parents, and got 
written permission. When I look back it was very cruel of 
me, as my parents got a terrible shock. In May, Bill got leave 
so we came down to Melbourne and, luckily, Mummy and 
Dad liked Bill from the start. I don’t think they thought our 
marriage would last – they couldn’t have been more wrong.

Bill and I returned from Melbourne on a troop train. I had 
my 21st birthday on the train. Not long after that Bill was 
posted overseas and I didn’t see him until after the War. It was 
only a week after we were married that Bill was transferred to 
Borneo, and we didn’t see each other again until December 
1945. I wrote to him every day for a while, but everyone 
else was going out so I did too. After a while I forgot what 
he looked like.

On the day that peace was declared I was stationed at Sydney 
University. At the University there were a lot of different 
buildings and everybody came running out shouting, it was 
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just incredible. We all made for the main road and hitched 
a ride on anything that was going; we mostly finished up at 
Hyde Park. Everybody was hugging and kissing, it was very 
exciting. That night there was a dance for all the troops; it 
was a very joyous night. 

The stupid things you do when you are young – when 
stationed in Sydney, my friend and I hired a rowing boat; 
neither of us had ever rowed before so into the harbor we 
went. It was very tiring. We managed to get back and we 
decided we would go to the pictures – we slept right through 
the film and had to be woken up by an usher. Next day I 
was in the Victory March through Sydney; something never 
to be forgotten.

After Sydney I was posted to Uranquinty; it was different, 
there was no Radar. I was supposed to be a clerk to the Padre. 
It was so cold that when you had your shower in the morning 
and then went to breakfast, by the time you returned to your 
sleeping quarters the face flannel and the towel would be 
frozen stiff. It was pretty uninteresting. 

After that I was posted to Ascot Vale. I was then secretary 
to an officer, which was quite fun. A concert party was 
organised and I was picked to be in the ballet. We all thought 
we were pretty smart, the only WAAAFs to be allowed to 
have our hair to our shoulders. I guess we did put on some 
good concerts. One time I was in a bar room scene and 
I had my bosom padded to make me look very sexy; we 
wondered why everybody was laughing – it seems that my 
padding had slipped down to below my waist! Another funny 
episode was when a chap was singing solo and he wasn’t very 
popular; when he took the high note, he was hooked up by 
the back and hauled up to the ceiling. They deliberately left 
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him up there through the next number. When we went to 
rehearsals everybody was calling everybody ‘Darling’. It was 
very theatrical.

September 1944 was really a very sad time because my 
gorgeous Mummy died very suddenly. I was home on leave 
because Anne, my sister Joan’s daughter, was to be christened. 
Mummy had made sandwiches and cakes because the guests 
were coming back for afternoon tea. Mummy got the most 
incredible headache and within an hour, she was gone. She 
had a cerebral hemorrhage. It was so very sad for us all 
and for Dad, most of all he just fretted and got thinner 
each day; luckily I was allowed to live at home. My sister 
Hazel was living in Bendigo, Betty in the country, Leonore 
at Deniliquin in the WAAAF and Joan was living in Balwyn. 
It was good that I could be with Dad. 

In June 1945 I received a telegram about my sister Betty, 
she was very sick. She died a couple of days later from 
complications after a pregnancy – she was only 26. 

I was discharged in October 1945, and my life changed 
dramatically. I think I had about six jobs within a month; it 
was difficult to settle down. Dad retired from his teaching job 
and went on a trip to see his relations, which was so good for 
him. He was away for so long that I was worried he wasn’t 
going to return. When he did come home he brought my 
cousin Wendy with him. Wendy was from Ireland and lived 
with us for several months. I loved her because she reminded 
me very much of my mother. 

Bill was sent to a place called Balikpapan which is a seaport 
city on the east coast of the island of Borneo. He was there 
when the War finished; I didn’t know he was coming home. 
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I just opened the front door one day and there he was. I 
couldn’t even remember what he looked like. I hadn’t seen 
him for nearly three years, and all I could remember was 
that he had blue eyes.

At the end of the War in 1945, my sister and I were both in 
the Air Force, one day we put our uniforms on and got an air 
force plane over to Adelaide. The pilot took a fancy to me and 
when we got to Adelaide, oh dear; every time Leonore and 
I went anywhere he was there waiting. I’d look at Leonore 
and say, “Oh shit he’s here again”. I had a little romance with 
him, and not long after that Bill came home. And, of course, 
I was married so I thought it would be a good opportunity 
to get rid of him, but he kept visiting and visiting and then 
he started to ring me. When I heard he was getting married 
I was very happy and thought that it would be the end of 
it but it wasn’t, he just kept ringing me. After that he went 
up to New South Wales, thank goodness; I thought goody, 
goody now I can get rid of my stalker. 

Anyway, he kept ringing and I was so rude to him, I really 
was, I used to tell him to get stuffed. That went on and 
on; I was really rude to him. And even when I was seeing 
him I was not that infatuated with him. He used to hate 
smoking so I used to blow smoke in his face. He wanted me 
to meet his parents so I said I would smoke and drink and 
do whatever I wanted. 

He used to keep visiting and one day he came down from 
New South Wales without any notice, he just arrived at 
about 5pm so I gave him his dinner and I whispered to Bill, 
“Maybe we should let him stay the night” and Bill said, at 
the top of his voice, “He’s not staying in my house”. So the 
poor bugger had to just drive off into the night. 
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Last Sunday, 9 December 2012, I received a phone call from 
him. He said, “I’ve been in love with you, Rita, for 67 years. 
Not a day goes by that I don’t think of you”. Now that’s 
the real truth and that happened just on Sunday. And I 
said “Well, just keep loving me, that’s okay with me; thank 
goodness you’re up in New South Wales”. I got off the phone 
and I just laughed and laughed and then I thought that 
perhaps it was a bit sad.

Not many 89 year-olds get a phone call like that!
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Moonee Ponds 1936 E Form - Dad in the centre

Queensland during the war in the 1940s at Brisbane Showgrounds 
for a sports competition. WAAFs against another WAAF station.  

Rita fifth from left.
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Th e fi rst group of WAAFs to be trained as radar operators, June 
1942 - Rita front row second from right. From Units of the Royal 

Australian Air Force: a concise history volume 5 Radar Units

Sergeant Rita Winning, 
WAAFs, aged around 20
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Rita in uniform during the war
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Bill in uniform – circa 1942


