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"Hard Times"
Fred Otway was in Perth earlier this year to attend the funeral of his brother. 

Fred was born and bred in W.A. and now lives in Queensland. He has written an article on his life and times in the West as a boy and youth, until he enlisted in the 2nd AIF early in 1941. This is his story: -

My mother died when I was very young. My sister was put in the Cottesloe Girl's Home. Three of my brothers went into the West Subiaco Boy's Home and my younger brother and I went into an orphanage till we were old enough to go to the boy's home, that is 5 years old. At that time we lived at Boddington. The West Subiaco station is now called Shenton Park. 

The boy's home was a Salvation Army Home situated at Hardy Street. I think Chook Fowler is living in a unit, which is where the home used to be. The Hollywood Hospital was all bush those days. We had a fig orchard at the home and we used to grow wheat to feed Dandy the horse. There was also a cow and a couple of pigs, which we had at Christmas. It was fairly open country, there was a dairy thereabouts and every Christmas holidays we cut down a big tree. About ninety kids of all ages up to fourteen years old and two Salvos took part in this, and of course Dandy the horse with the cart to take the wood back to the home, probably half a mile away. We hated this, as we would have preferred to play. Later on we cut the logs with a crosscut saw into blocks of wood. Four kids on each saw, 2 on each end. Then we split the wood into smaller pieces big enough to go into the wood stove. This was done over several months before and after school and then stacked and left to dry out. We always had about a years supply of dry wood.

The school was in the home grounds. We used to walk down to the Crawley Baths of a Friday afternoon for a swim in the Swan River. The headmaster always went with us. The school belonged to the Salvation Army but we were educated by government teachers.

We went camping in the Christmas holidays for a fortnight down at Safety Bay. We were never taught to swim, we just dog paddled. I still cannot swim even though I paddled for miles in small canoes when in "Z" special in the army.

When I was 13 years old all my class left the home to work on farms because as soon as you were 14 years old you left the home. I was the only one in 8th class. The headmaster had already taught 8th class curriculum, so all I did at my last year of schooling was to correct the other kids work. In other words I suppose I was an assistant headmaster! 

My first job was at a poultry farm at Belmont just outside Perth. There were a lot of chooks. They would deafen you when they laid their eggs with all their cackling. Belmont had a few poultry farms; a duck farm and a dairy that I know of with all bush out the back of us. It was very sandy and it was hard work pushing the wheelbarrow through the sand with a bag of wheat on it. I learnt to ride a pushbike at Belmont

The crows used to pinch the eggs and the shotgun was always loaded and handy. I was not allowed to use it. Some years later, perhaps two years, Mrs Bell the farmer's wife accidentally killed herself when she rushed in to grab the shotgun.

My next job was on a dairy farm at Serpentine. This job meant that I started work at 3am. every morning as we had to get the milk to the Serpentine station by about 6am. I n the winter time we used to fill the copper up and light the fire. By the time we finished milking it would be boiling. We then drained the water out of the Ford utility and filled it up with the boiling water. This helped to get it going. Sixty odd years ago most cars had to be cranked with the handle. They would never start straight away.

The Serpentine River was a picnic spot for the city folk as well as the locals. They used to run special trains from Perth.

I learnt to do a bit of ballroom dancing whilst I was at Serpentine. We used to ride our pushbikes (we - means Bill the farmer's son and a couple of other farmer's sons) to the dances but we still had to get up at 3am! Every day we used to have a sleep after dinnertime. 

I went back to have a look at the old farm about thirty years ago. There was only paddocks and stock. I saw straight away that the feed and ground looked like quality stuff that's because the soil now has trace elements added to it. Trace elements were unknown when I was on the farm.

My next job was down at Pingelly, about fifteen miles out. I think it was only wheat. This was a dawn to sundown job. There was no 40 hours in those days. It must have been an off time, that is not planting or harvesting wheat etc. We were building a machinery shed. This requires finding suitable trees with the fork just right and also the right thickness that makes it easy for the crossbeam to fit into the forks. The beds supplied were the palliasses in the army only these were filled with chaff and fleas. As soon as you lay down on these chaff bags, for that is what they were, you were set upon by hungry fleas. I stuck it out for about six weeks then left for home, the Salvo home.

I was a ward of the State until I was 18 years old. I had no home other than the boy's home. They would fix you up with another job. Legally I had to go back to the home if I left my employer but if I decided otherwise nobody was going to go the expense of finding me. But, the home was a way of getting another job as farmers used to write into the Salvos requesting that they wanted labour. By the way my first job was paid two shillings and sixpence per week, that was standard. What I can remember is, icecreams were three pennies, a haircut 10 pence, a gallon of petrol 10 pence.

My next job was up at Moora 3 miles out of town. It was a mixed farm: wheat, sheep, pigs and about 8 cows and quite a few chooks. The farmer's wife used to make butter from the cow's milk, sell it and eggs to the town's folk. Once a week she took the sulky into town. The skim milk went to the pigs and some was mixed into the feed of the chooks. I learned to harness up and drive a team of eight horses, ploughing and harvesting etc. Those days we used to bag the wheat, also some barley. What has become of those wonderful wheat bags and sugar bags? They were my bed and baggage and my raincoat. You just tucked one corner of the wheatbag in, and you had a raincoat. This is when I carried my swag. Being only three miles out I could easily ride my bike into town and go to the pictures. I have forgotten how to harness up a team now.

My next job was at Mandogalup. A farmer from Corrigin decided to raise some pigs at Mandogalup. He built some pigsties and put up a windmill and he brought barley down by the truckload. I think his wife may have had to spend time at the doctors or hospital, so this was a good way of saving costs. She and some of the elder family were there. We had the inevitable cow, which meant I had to be there to milk it of a Sunday. Mandogalup was mainly vegetable farms as there was a lot of peat around the place. I used to ride my bike all around the place, go for 50 or 70 miles of a Sunday. Bikes were common on the Fremantle to Perth Highway and everywhere else. I could go down to Rockingham or through Spearwood to Fremantle or whatever. There used to be a Saturday night dance on the Rockingham Fremantle Road.

We made a bit of hay for the cow and the number of snakes that used to be there was far more than on the wheat farms. 
This was the depression days, which never affected me much. Whilst I was a ward of the State I never saw the city. I was always out on farms but it was different when I decided to go with my brother and a farmer prospecting for gold.
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