12

The June Bennett Story Part II

I lived for about eight or nine years in Redfern near Central railway near Kippax Street where my husband was born and bred. We never met until I was sixteen. There was a pub on the corner of Kippax Street. With Peggy my cousin again, we used to dance and sing outside the pub to get a penny or two. I don't think we ever did so we'd go over to the lolly shop on the corner and drool at the whole window filled with lollie-curls, jelly babies, gobstoppers, liquorice, musk sticks, rainbow balls and many, many more. My three brothers used to work for a chap, John, who had an old utility truck and often went down into Duffy's Forest picking ferns and greens for the florist. With my sister Violet and cousin Ruby (I was probably twelve) we started off in sunshine but by mid-afternoon the heavens opened and when John tried to drive out the truck was bogged-it wouldn't budge. He said he'd have to try and borrow some horses to pull them out. We decided we'd better go home, as we'd just lost a brother Tom recently and our mum would be worried if we weren't home. It was about ten miles and we decided we wouldn't get into any strange cars but long before we arrived home we decided we would get in with the Devil himself if he turned up! Men came eventually with the borrowed horses. 

When we had the cake shop we used to serve tea and cakes and an old man came in for afternoon tea fairly regularly. While waiting for the tea in his seat his right hand constantly scratched at the table. My sisters laughed and said, "he sounded like a dog scratching". I reproached them saying "I don't think he can help it". How prophetic that turned out to be.

 My first date with Bill was on the Sydney Showboat with dancing on the top deck but of course Bill steered me onto the outside lower deck but I promptly went to sleep on his shoulder. He never let me forget it. When I first met Bill's family with three very chatty sisters I was overwhelmed. He told me much later in life that they said to him "can she talk?" Now of course I've kissed the Blarney Stone and you can see what happened! One lovely memory I have of when we lived at the Bluff near Seaforth is that the Showboat Ferry used to cruise from the Quay under the Spit Bridge and up to Middle Harbour and back. It must have been recorded music because it happened every week. My very favourite was Dame Nellie Melba our wonderful Australian Opera singer and she sang "Love will find a way". How true!

 One of my saddest memories: My two brothers Sid and Tommy rode a motorbike everywhere together. Imagine the 1930's- not much traffic about but fate is inevitable. While driving past Long Reef near the garage, heading south, my brothers slammed into a car turning across Hay Street from Pittwater Road - no helmets in those days and Tommy suffered brain damage. Sid had a broken ankle. Tommy died the next morning with Mum by his bed. He was nineteen. Mum said that Tommy said, "it's a beautiful day". Maybe it was that white light in the tunnel that you hear about sometimes. 

One of my first domestic jobs was in Balgowlah. I don't remember the street but it had a nice cakeshop on the corner. After my chores the lady of the house would make tea. First time it was a slice of chocolate walnut cake and I fell in love with it. She was a nice lady and she showed me how to iron men's shirts properly. If there was no chocolate walnut cake she'd send me to the shop to get some very tactfully.

 During the last visit of Queen Elizabeth, Effie my friend and I were in Healthy Lifestyle and we were given tickets to the outside reception for the Queen. We sat right opposite the Queen in aisle seats. We were all ready to smile and nod if she should look our way. But she never did. She sort of lifted her eyes above our heads and swept over us. I did notice that she kept slipping her foot out of her shoe - maybe she had a blistered heel and it made her a bit unhappy.

 Moving from school to school I never made long-term friends. I remember one, Marion. Her family spent weekends on Fisherman's Beach at Long Reef in a corrugated iron shed. Marion and I used to fossick on the reef. We never harmed the little creatures or shells and put them back in a clear little pool. Despite my chequered school life I had hopes of becoming a schoolteacher - a real pipedream. Thankfully and blessedly my dear daughter Marilyn attained that wish for me as a School Principal. We actually have two teachers- Jenni; Steve's wife is an Assistant Principal.

 Now you know one of my great interests is food. In each country we went to I tried something different. In Scotland - haggis. I rather liked it until I was told what it was made from. Snails in London didn't impress me at all but in Brussels I really liked frog legs - large and creamy-looking and they tasted a bit like chicken. In Dusseldorf - large mugs of beer and ankleschwein - pork legs. In Vanuatu I was dared to try flying fox and to make it worse they showed me a real one - beautiful big brown eyes - how could I eat him! My friend passed me a very small piece - reminded me of Depression days when wild pigeon was often on the menu. They had big black coconut crabs, which walked along the road at night. They were on the menu - very nice. Last but not least was in Germany where in a special restaurant they prepared back of hare. There was this long animal lying on a bed of vegetables. Bill said "I can't eat that!" and I said, "We must! They prepared it specially for us!" So covered with lots of vegetables we managed to swallow a few small pieces - it had a very strong flavour.  In the USA (or Canada) we drove on the huge Columbian Glacier and Tony our guide produced some small plastic tumblers and put a small tot of whisky in each. We added some ice water from the glacier and made a toast to all of us. After that we moved onto the land beside the glacier and we lunched on a smorgasbord of food and drink from a special picnic table. Then we went white water rafting senior style to our coach. As a small girl I read "Anne of Green Gables" by LM Montgomery. Anne lived in Nova Scotia. It was her life story and I longed to be like her but it never happened. I had hoped to visit Nova Scotia but only made it half way there (Canada).

 It is said of Capricorns that the second half of life is better than the first - very true for me. I was very happily married with Bill. It had its ups and downs. He was a good man - going to East Timor during the war affected his health eventually. We generally had a happy life in South Creek Road. We had great neighbours and joined in most activities together. We had lovely parties usually at our house because we had a verandah. If it was too small, in order to square dance, we would go into the street to dance. We only saw a car coming once or twice an hour and we'd just move off the road. The neighbours who didn't dance just enjoyed it all. Bill and Vic Coleman (Agnes's husband) were good fishing mates. They fished at Long Reef or at the beach at Dee Why. I think their favourite was Narrabeen Lake at night. They would hire a rowboat and take with them fishing gear, a thermos of coffee and sandwiches. It was an all night job but they always returned with a good catch. Often we all went to Dee Why lagoon and netted buckets of prawns in the early evening. Steve, my son, and David, Agnes's son, caught big eels in South Creek. They took them to our Dutch neighbours - a delicacy to them. They used to pay them one or two shillings. We had wonderful suppers -so many good cooks - I sometimes made little meat pies and one time they were not cooked enough on the bottoms. Vic dubbed them `soft bottoms'. 

Now back to the early days - when I was about ten years of age we lived in a sort of `cavehouse' at the back of Cromer. We had to walk about half a mile through the tall grass to get to the road. I think it was the most isolated place that we ever lived in. I was very lonely. I had a small notebook of songs. I think it was called "Boomerang". I used to swing on an old gum tree branch and sing some songs. I don't know how I knew the music. I must have heard it on the radio. When I was a cleaner at the Dee Why doctors I did the cleaning of the surgery then I would take a big bag of doctors' long white coats that they used to wear. I'd wash and iron them and take them back on the next visit. I carried it all on the bus-I had no car then. At one time I made some of those long white coats on an old treadle Singer sewing machine. Believe me, I can't now imagine that I did those things. I've knitted most of my life, sweaters mostly for the family, even Robert (Nat) at one stage - just imagine how big that was! These days I just knit small squares for the Sallies. They have helpers who sew the squares together to make rugs for the needy. I was always a sales lady - for many years in Coles in the clothing section. For the last five years I've had a recycled clothing store at my community club. I have made a thousand dollars each year for charity. I am working on my sixth thousandth dollar this year. 

I had been a keen bushwalker for about fifteen years but had to give it up with a bad back and knees. Bill's sisters were sisters to me - lots of caring. They are, all three, clever seamstresses. They made many frocks for me especially my wedding gown and bridesmaid's dress. We were a good extended family. Bill's parents were good to me especially his mum. She was the sweetest person - never a bad word between us. A little after I went to Dee Why after meeting Bill there was a nice old lady, Mrs Simpson, who lived not far from Bill's home. Bill grew up with her family and he prevailed upon her to let me rent the upstairs bedroom. The night I was going to meet Bill's family I was an apprentice to Mrs Cooper and I just wore a jumper that I had knitted and a skirt. Mrs Simpson waved a wooden spoon at me and said, "There is no-one better than you or I not even the Queen of England! We were born the same way and we are all going to die!" That did give me a little more courage. I had no trouble getting a job in Devonshire Street as a pastrycook to an American lady cook - Mrs Cooper. She lived in a hotel in Kings Cross. She was elegant and nicely dressed. I never did know her history, I was probably too shy to ask. She was very good to me. I guess I looked on Bob, my stepfather, as a father figure. He was a gentle man only the demon drink plagued him. I could have been nicer towards him when I was young. In later years I was much kinder. I didn't know until after he had died what a tragic life he had. His first wife and twin daughters all died in childbirth.

 I remember I was given a book for tying top in sixth class. It was called "Pioneer Pat" and was about a lady aviatrix. Sadly it got lost in the shuffle of moving houses. The street where I was born -Winsome Street in Balgowlah is a shady little street with lots of trees and small old-fashioned houses. Marilyn took me there to see it. I don't know the number. So we just decided on the prettiest one and that was it. My father was an Australian born German, born in Lidcombe of German parents, so I don't know much about his background in life. My mother was as good a mother as she could be. She married early in life and had many babies. I have four brothers and two sisters. One brother George died at nine months old of diphtheria. He would have been saved these days. Mum spent a lot of her life out in the bush country as a station cook. My dearest sister Violet was a surrogate mother to me as she was for our nephew Richard in his early years. Flo my other sister was good to me. She took me in when I was young and homeless. When I was living near Bill's parents' home I sometimes babysat Bill's grandmother while his mother shopped for herself. Gran had Alzheimers, which partly explains why she called me "Tree". I guess it was because I had a wild bouffant hairstyle then. When we lived in Riverstone Bob my stepfather gave me two or three pennies to spend. There was a small craft shop there and it had pretty things to sell so the lady let me have a sort ​of lay-by so I would pay a penny each time. I bought a little china plate painted with nasturtiums - I think it was five pence and a pale pink glass vase. I still have them - they are probably seventy years old. I hope they stay as family heirlooms.

 One of my happiest events on another trip with the community club was when we were taken on a night cruise in San Francisco. We had a tour of the Fairmont Hotel on Nob Hill. The coach was about to leave when one of our older hyperactive ladies Mary said to our tour guide Julie-"There's Tony Bennett the singer! Ask him to come and say hello".' As Julie left the bus I went too - it must have been that extra wine at dinner. Tony agreed and as he turned he said to Julie - "Have you heard the one about the two homosexuals? - one went to Sydney and one went to Florence." I piped up "Poor Florence!" Tony laughed and said, "that's very good" and turned to go to the bus. I quickly kissed him on the cheek. He just laughed and kept going and I didn't even tell him that I was a Bennett too! 

The day after I got my licence to drive was a Thursday pension day. I picked up about five or six relatives and drove up to Windsor to see my mum and stepfather Bob to take them to Windsor to get their pensions and groceries. I did that for a good many years till Bob died and mum moved to Sydney to live. Here is another nice story about Bob. Mum and I were living in Enmore and one day mum and Bob went shopping and came home with a beautiful pink frock with smocking across the front for me as well as a straw bonnet with pink lace. Bob had bought it. I was so happy I thought I was a princess. I think that's the one I have on in my only school photo. Mostly I wore hand-me-​downs probably from the Salvation Army shop. I have a few memories of Enmore as I went to school there for a while. I remember that if we were lucky to have a penny or two to spend we could buy frozen oranges or bananas - better than any ice block. It was such a treat and not like the rubbish children eat these days. Once in a raffle at Riverstone movies I won a large rubber shark. I don't know what you were supposed to do with it - play with it in the dam I suppose. I don't know what happened to it. Another early memory - we lived in a small house called `Binyah'. I think that is Aboriginal for home. Mum used to have a bill at the corner shop at Dee Why school. She used to put purchases on a list and that was called `ticking it up'. She was supposed to pay something off it regularly which didn't happen too often. Our house was on the corner of Fisher Road and Mclntosh Road. There is a roundabout there now. One late afternoon mum sent me to the shop for half a pound of Bushells tea. The lady who served me couldn't find the Bushells so the husband called from the backroom "Don't give Mrs Martin any tea!" knowing she was fussy about tea like her daughter. I raced home and said to mum "Mr Brown said not to give Mrs Martin any tea!" Mum threw off her apron and stomped down the road. She had me by the hand and stormed into the shop. After a few brief stormy words it was sorted out. Oh, the power of words!

 A nice memory of 1982 with the Legacy group touring the British Isles we went to Gretna Green where couples can marry or renew their vows. The man in charge wanted me to be bride but we had a couple who wanted to renew their vows so they were bride and groom and I was the bridesmaid. Bill and I used to go to the movies when we were courting and the theatre always had a chocolate boy. He carried a big tray of chocolates from small bars to big boxes. Bill said he always held his breath until I just picked two small bars - one each. Then he could relax - he had enough money. My sister Violet and I went to the Collaroy movies one night and we met a couple of fellows she knew. After the movie they asked would we like a hamburger. We accepted and then we strolled along the beach in different directions one couple each way. We all sat on the beach not far away from each other. After a few minutes chatting `what's-his-name' said,  "Can I kiss you?" with my tentative reply "You'll have to ask Violet!" His sheepish reply came "it doesn't matter"- shades of 1930's romances. 

This is about the cakeshop during the war years. It was on Pittwater Road between Oaks Avenue and Howard Avenue. There was a vacant block on the corner of Oaks Avenue then three shops - Tom Barrett the butcher, the Wiltshire family and us-The Marion cakeshop-named after our mum. On the opposite side of Pittwater Road, Lew Climo the bootmaker had a small shop. On the other side of us was an empty block of land, then Hayman and Ellis the hardware shop, two milkbars, the picture show, and the newsagent. So we set up shop and being wartime we had restricted supplies. I'll always remember the big kerosene tins of egg pulp. The night before opening we scrubbed and cleaned the shop. I was busy making sponges, pies and little lemon cheesecakes which were my favourite. Violet was scrubbing the floor of the shop and suddenly she started to laugh and I said, "what's the matter?" and she said "do you realise we haven't any money in the till to give change!" I stopped and thought for a moment then I said "that's alright I'll just run down to the bank and change the note." It didn't happen as I remember-not many people had bank notes in those days. We continued for about two years and could only open half a day because of supplies. I remember Violet and I when we had the shop. Once or twice a week at night we walked down to St David's church hall in Howard Avenue and helped make camouflage nets for the war effort. Also for that first week that we were open I travelled by tram to a Balgowlah cake shop where I was employed and I would sleep in the storeroom and get up about 6am to make pies and cakes until lunchtime and then back to the Dee Why shop to cook there. It was too much but we needed the money. I only did it for a short time. My bed in the Balgowlah shop was in the storeroom jammed in between the refrigerator and bags of flour and sugar. I often cursed the frig many times - every time it clicked and woke me up.

 One incident happened when we lived at Rose Cottage which my aunt Gladys sold us for a reasonable price after the war ended when houses were difficult to buy. Bill had a lovely vegetable garden. We had a fowl run at the back that thrived on chook poo. We had about twenty fowls and lots of eggs. One January we had a fierce heat wave and most of the chooks dropped dead. When Bill got home he coerced the help of Mrs Jarvis next door-a lovely old lady. They plucked and cleaned the chooks-Bill said; "they are perfectly alright!" So the chooks ended up in the old Silent Knight frig and were eventually eaten. After the war we lived in Byrne Avenue with our husbands and families looking for somewhere else to live. That's when we found Rose Cottage the old weatherboard house in South Creek Road. The Byrne Avenue house was built close to the high quarry with a fence of two strands of wire. One day when Violet was babysitting Steven and Leigh, she came out of the house to see where the children were. Steven was about three years old and he was swinging back and forth on one strand of wire over the quarry. She thought, " I mustn't yell at him " so she called softly "Stevie come and get a lolly" which promptly brought him back from the danger.

 I will remember always my happy wedding in St Matthews Anglican Church on the Corso in Manly where I was also christened many years before. It was a hot day and apart from family and friends six soldier mates came and stacked all their hats on one another and put them all on Bill's head. There was afternoon tea at the little restaurant at the end of the wooden walkway along Manly pool. After the reception Bill and I walked along to the ferry and we had to wait for a ferry so we all went together with the rest of the family across to Circular Quay. Then we caught a taxi to Coogee where there was a big old guesthouse called `Tara' which Bill's sisters discovered on a walk one day. Accommodation was hard to find in wartime. We had wanted to go to the Blue Mountains but the American army had taken over all the accommodation there. After we put our luggage in our room we went for a walk along the seafront and bought some lovely big prawns and then walked up a grassy hill looking over the sea and ate our prawns watching the beautiful sunset. We then walked back to our lovely `Tara'. Next morning at breakfast the elderly lady serving us said to me "would you like a pot of tea dear?" I said "yes please" very thankfully. It was quite a treat because tea was tightly rationed, as was nearly everything.

 Back to early days when we were living around The Bluff at Seaforth. I was sent to Mosman Public School for another short time and the girls wore long black stockings to school. One girl said to me "I've got some extra black stockings. Would you like them?" I said I'd ask my mum. She said "yes" so the girl brought them in then stood by her friend and started to giggle and when I looked at the stockings they were full of holes. I have another snake story for you; David. Effie my late friend and I were on a healthy lifestyle trip. We went to Tasmania then out to Maria Island on the East Coast. It was a small island managed by Parks and Wildlife. It was very bare-mostly trees. Luckily for Effie and I there was an old wooden toilet there. It was a hot day and we strolled along chatting. Effie was in front, turned the corner of the shed, and was about to step inside it. I looked down and there was a big red-bellied black snake lying on the step. I gave a yell, Effie sprang back on me, and the snake slowly slid under the hut. Effie used to tell everyone that I had saved her life. 

When I was about twelve years old I had my upper teeth removed under gas. I had no guidance about this and had never seen a toothbrush or toothpaste. It was an inevitable result. I think that's why I rarely smiled. When I was about fourteen years old sister Violet and I worked in Narrabeen at a fish cafe and milkbar called Bryson's. Violet used to tease me every afternoon when I was cleaning the windows. About three p.m. as the milkcart used to drive by, I would be hoping I would see a certain blond haired boy called Leo sitting up front-sometimes I was lucky. The local boys used to come in and have a milkshake. One night this young guy said to my sister "Vi - there's a hair in my milkshake!" Quickly Vi said, "What do you expect for fourpence - a wig?" I used to serve in the fish restaurant and all the young smarties used to come in from Palm Beach. We were always so busy - they sold beautiful fish and chips. The customers usually had to wait a while. On this night we were very busy. I was running in and out with plates when a voice behind me said, "Hey Toots!" I turned and looked at him and said, "Are you addressing me?" He was gobsmacked and Violet was in stitches. 

Another memorable trip on a bus trip to the Northern Territory run by four young people, we had most meals by the bus - barbecues for breakfast and lunch and we played games on the bus as it was tearing across the country - like bowls. We had a few empty coke tins and a tennis ball trying to knock them down. We also had a big collection tin on the bus. If anybody said `bus' instead of coach they had to pay five cents. We made over eighty dollars, which we gave to the Flying Doctor Service in Alice Springs. Then we went to Uluru on the coach and we had a little cocktail party watching the sunset. Next day we came back to climb the rock - I looked at it and thought "wouldn't it be great to be able to climb it". I went a bit closer and thought "maybe I should see how far I can go". So away I went very gingerly and slowly and finally reached Chicken Rock. I thought, "this is a cinch!" Then I looked back to where I started-"whoa there-I've got to get back down". I finally got back down again with a few prayers thrown in. Also there were a few young fellas with Harley Davidson bikes with extra helmets charging to take one around the base of the rock. With my three friends we raced around the rock and enjoyed the trip. It cost $20-we thought it was worth it.

 We had a few problems in Rose Cottage. There was no bathroom-just a shed with a copper and tubs and only cold water. We had to light a fire under the copper for hot water. Tip the hot water into the bath and have a quick one! Laundry was boiled in the water and then into the tub to rinse the clothes then put out on the line, a few lengths of wire between two tree props. The toilet was up the back near the chook pen, about 50 yards, with red back spiders, and pouring rain, cold and windy. So Rose Cottage harboured many happy and sad memories, but life overall was simpler then and I'm glad we had that time, for it is so much more complex now.

June Bennett.

