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0.00 SR: Interview with Jane Lanyon at Redfern, 19th of November 1994.    

  Jane, I believe you were born in 1920? 

 JL: Yes.  I was born the 6th of February 1920 in Balfour Street 

Chippendale.  There was three two-storey houses between Queen and 

Henrietta Street and I was born in the front room of the middle two-

storey house and I lived there till I was about six years of age and then 

the Depression was on and we moved.  We did what they call the 

“midnight flitter”.  In the darkness of the night we moved to a two-storey 
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house in 19 Vine Street Redfern and then we did another flitter and we 

moved to 22 Hugo Street Redfern and from there we moved to 75 

Abercrombie Street Redfern and by that time my father had a builder’s 

labourer’s job and I was working as an apprentice in a tailoring factory.  

 SR: Jane, you were talking about the midnight flits. 

 JL: Yes.  Well, that was quite common when the Depression was on 

because if you couldn’t pay your rent the landlords would send a bailiff 

and he would sit in the house and sell whatever things, furniture, 

etcetera in the house until he got the rent that was owing and that’s 

why a lot of people did the midnight flit, take their few possessions to 

the next house.  There was a lot of empty houses around at that time 

and that’s what’s known as the midnight flit. 

 SR: Would you just squat in the houses that you went to? 

 JL: No, no, you paid rent because you could only pay rent for so long 

because there was no money coming in but after a while my father, he 

was only a builder’s labourer, and he got a job building, I think it was 

Hurstville School and with his money and my seven and six a week, 

being an apprentice, because the rents weren’t very dear and that was 

all right. 

2.26  But there wasn’t just my sister and I, there was two families.  My father 

married a widow with seven children and he had a handsful to feed all 

those kids and look after them and then my sister came along and I 

was the eldest of the second family and, as I say, we moved to 22 

Hugo Street.  Well, after that we were able to pay the rent.  It was some 

firm, Turtles I think was the name of the firm in O’Connell Street City 

and we paid the rent and we only had a gaslight, a fuel stove and when 

they brought the electricity to the house my mother had to pay two and 

six extra a week to get the electricity put on in 75 Abercrombie Street.  

But they changed the numbers; 75 was on the corner of the lane 

between Vine and Caroline Street but they changed all the numbers up 

that side but we stayed there until I was married.  And then when I was 

married I moved to 30 Edward Street and lived there for thirty five years, 

quite happy, two-storey house and raised five children there.  No 

trouble with my family because things were different then.  The mother 

stayed home and looked after the kids.  It was the fathers that went to 

work and there was someone there when the kids come home from 

school.  And our entertainment – like TV hadn’t come in then – but we 

used to sit around the table and we used to play dominos or cards. 

4.23 SR: What years are you talking about now? 



          Oral History/Redfern, Waterloo and Alexandria/Lanyon/Transcript 3 

 JL: The year I'm talking about now is about ’38, ’39. 

 SR: O.K.  Let’s go to when you were a child.  Well, what are your 

earliest memories? 

 JL: My earliest memories is in Balfour Street we used to sit in the gutter 

and right opposite us on the corner of Queen Street was the Jewish 

kadisha – that’s like a funeral parlour – and we used to think it was 

great fun to sit in the gutter and watch these men walking down the 

street with their funny hats and that, following the funeral down the 

street.  Then White Wings had a great big factory opposite in Meagher 

Street and we used to go over there. 

 SR: Are you talking about Chippendale there? 

 JL: Yes. 

 SR: We were talking about your earliest memories. 

 JL: Yes, Chippendale, yes.  That’s before we moved to Vine Street, yes. 

 SR: So that would be Chippendale in the latter half of the ’20s? 

 JL: Yes.  It’d be about 1927/28. 

 SR: And what were you saying about the White Wings factory? 

 JL: The White Wings used to have their flour mill on the corner of Balfour 

Street and Meagher Street and being kids we used to pester them and 

they used to give us bags of flour and cake mixes and all this business.  

And another thing, Vitabrits used to have a big factory up in Shepherd 

Street and we used to go to Blackfriars School and on our way home or 

going to school we used to call in the Vitabrits factory and they used to 

give us big bags of broken Vitabrits. 

6.20  And then in Abercrombie Street near Cleveland Street used to be a 

saveloy factory - it’s marvellous how the kids know where to get 

something for nothing – and they used to give us all the broken 

frankfurts and the saveloys and we used to think it was lovely, take it 

home to our parents.  And then the Aeroplane Jelly was in Cleveland 

Street and that was another factory that we used to go to and they 

used to give us little bags of Aeroplane jellies and we used to sit there 

and eat the jelly crystals.     

 SR: How old were you then?  
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 JL: About eight, nine, ten, something like that.  And there used to be 

Alllen’s lolly factory up in Shepherd Street too and I'm afraid they got 

many a visit from us kids from the Blackfriars School. 

 SR: Would you sort of go ‘round the back? 

 JL: Yes, yes.  We had our …….. at school.  Like the Sunshine Club in 

Abercrombie Street, they used to give us a free meal – it’s marvellous 

that the kids know where the free meals are – right opposite St 

Benedict’s School, we used to go there.  Certain days they had this 

free meal on and then the Sydney City Mission used to be in Meagher 

Street, they used to have what they call a soup kitchen and all of us 

kids used to go up there, used to get a bowl of soup and you used to 

get two slices of bread.  And then after school if we took our billycans 

there they used to make the soup in a big gas copper and any soup 

that was left over us kids used to get it in the billycans and take it home 

to our people.  Things were tough.  You wouldn’t do it now but in those 

days it was necessary. 

8.16 SR: Are you talking about the Depression time? 

 JL: Yes, yes.  And then St Barnabas, the big church in Broadway, they 

used to have a shoe day once a month and everybody used to sit 

around the hall and they used to bring in these chaff bags of shoes, tip 

them in the centre of the hall and then it was a bum’s rush.  Everyone 

used to go and try and pair a pair of shoes up and they were just things 

we used to do as a kid.  We knew where something was going for 

nothing because as I've said before times were hard.  And my mother 

always had a big black boiler, a huge boiler, on the fuel stove and it 

was never empty; it was always soup.  My mother used to make 

beautiful pea soup, really beautiful and that was mostly our meals was 

the pea soup and for breakfast we used to get two slices of bread, pour 

hot water over the bread and then we’d sugar it, sprinkle sugar on the 

top, pour milk on it.  As I was saying, you put two slices of bread in a 

bowl, pour hot water over it till it’s nice and soggy, sprinkle it with sugar, 

add milk and that was your breakfast, then off to school you go.  And 

then lunchtime you'd either go to the Sunshine Club for your lunch or 

you would go to the Sydney City Mission in Meagher Street. 

10.08  And my mother and father, we used to always go to the Mission; we 

were brought up in the Mission Sunday School and church services 

and that.  And they were happy times, hard times but happy times 

when you look back.  They closed Blackfriars School because of the 

Depression.  The warehouses around the school were hostels for men 

who were out of work so they thought they would be a danger to 
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Blackfriars School so they closed the school and all of us kids went to 

George Street School and they kept the kindergarten on, like the kindy 

on, but they thought with so many men around it could be a danger for 

us kids because things were different then. 

 SR: When you think back to your childhood, you were the last - - -  

 JL: I was the first of the second family of two.  I had five half-brothers and 

two-half sisters. 

 SR: And how big a house did you live in? 

 JL: Well, in Balfour Street it was three bedrooms and a kitchen and a front 

room, you know, front room and a kitchen.  And they weren’t all home 

then.  A couple of them were married, the older ones were married, and 

there was three half-brothers that was living with us when my father 

married and I think he must have loved my mother to go into a family 

like that. 

 SR: And how did you all get on - what was it like living in such a huge 

family? 

 JL: Oh, we had our fights.  My sister and I were very close - she only died 

in April.  Yes, we used to take them on.  All our life we more or less 

stuck together. 

12.15 SR: And what sort of a kid were you? 

 JL: Well, I was a good girl, I don't think I was any trouble.  I used to love 

singing and I still love singing.  I was very quiet.  I love reading, I still 

love reading.  I was in charge of the library.  It wasn’t much of a library 

at Blackfriars School but, no, I used to like school, I was good at school.  

I wasn’t naughty or anything like that.  Later on, I'll come to that later 

how I wagged school and what I got for wagging school but I was fairly 

quiet.  Only when the Steversons [?] tried to put it over my sister and I, 

well then we weren’t going to be sat on.  And my father never took 

sides, my father never interfered; my mother was the peacemaker, I 

would say, because after all they were her children, all of us were her 

children whereas my father didn’t want to appear to be the wicked 

stepfather. 

 SR: Was it a happy family life? 

 JL: Yes, yes.  I would say we got on all right.  There was only one fly in the 

ointment and that was the youngest boy.  He resented my father.  I 

suppose he was only about eight or nine when my father married and I 



          Oral History/Redfern, Waterloo and Alexandria/Lanyon/Transcript 6 

think he resented somebody coming in and being a father, you know, 

but all through the life he never, ever spoke to my father. 

14.03  All through my father’s married life he was the fly in the ointment, my 

brother, Henry.  He was all right with us but he resented my father that 

much – it was so obvious.  But I would say we were happy because I 

think when times are hard people are closer together; they’ve got to 

help each other. 

 SR: And how would you describe your father? 

 JL: My father?  He was a very tall man.  He used to wear a bowler hat, 

always used to carry an umbrella, swing it along as the men used to do 

in those days, very polite, clean-shaven.  He lived in Erskineville, 

Septimus Street Erskineville, before he was married.  He was married 

late in life.  I don’t know actually what age he was when he got married 

but I would say in his late thirties, something like that.  He had a lot of 

brothers and that and he was one for discipline.  Like I don't mean for 

anything but wherever we went my mother and father went with us, you 

know what I mean.  We didn’t go our own way, they was always there 

with us.  And every Sunday we used to go to a picnic in Bronte; my 

father used to sleep overnight in the cubbyhouses to make sure we had 

a cubbyhouse for the next day.  And then as we got a little bit older we 

went to Sunday School at the Sydney City Mission and then my mother 

and father went to church with us on Sunday night. 

 SR: When you say “cubbyhouses”, what do you mean?  Was that 

Bronte Beach where they're little sort of - - -  

16.03 JL: Yes, with the little cubbyhouses at Bronte Beach with the tables and 

the chairs and they're under covering. 

 SR: And he would go the night before? 

 JL: He would sleep there the night and then he would put a couple of 

clothes on different other cubbyhouses and regulars would give him 

money to keep them a cubbyhouse and that’s how he used to make a 

few bob.  And there used to be a milk depot in Balfour Street up 

towards Cleveland Street and my father used to go up there like when 

he wasn’t working, wash it all out and they used to give him as much 

milk as he wanted and that’s where we got the milk from.  We didn’t 

have to buy the milk because there was plenty of milk. 

 SR: Well, what did he do for a job?  Say in the years before the 

Depression what was your father’s employment? 
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 JL: He was always a builder’s labourer but he had had plenty of work but 

then like the Depression they stopped building and they got put up and, 

of course, the dole in those days wasn’t like the dole today.  If I can 

remember correctly, you got a food slip which you took to a grocer and 

you could buy what you wanted, not tobacco.  Nobody smoked in our 

family and nobody drank and nobody gambled and, as I say, you used 

to get a food slip and then I think once or twice a year we used to get a 

dole issue of clothing and shoes.  Everybody knew what the shoes 

were like.  They're very fashionable today; the kids would love them.  

The pawnshop was a great place to go in those days.  You know, you 

could pawn anything for a couple of bob and when you had the money 

you used to get it out.  They used to keep it for three months and I'm 

afraid my mother was a regular customer at the pawnshops. 

18.07 SR: Did people resent the fact that the unemployment relief was sort 

of given in the form of coupons instead of money, was there any 

sort of resentment of government policy? 

 JL: Well, I don't think they knew any better, they were just glad to get the 

food coupons.  And as I got older I used to stand outside the hotels and 

sing and put a hat on the ground.  They used to come out and give me 

their pennies and ha’pennies. 

 SR: Was that approved of by your parents? 

 JL: No, oh, no.  I was doing all right, see, and I used to buy myself a 

ha’penny [halfpenny] lolly and with the other money I used to get half a 

pound of butter or something what mum was short of and take it home.  

She must have wondered where I was getting the money from but 

somebody told her I was outside the Glengarry Hotel, singing.  Dear, 

oh, dear, I'll never forget the belting I got so that ended my first musical 

career outside the Glengarry Hotel, oh, dear.  But even in those days 

you used to get a ha’penny on a beer bottle, empty beer bottles.  You 

know, scavengers go ‘round looking for the empty beer bottles, take it 

to the local shop and you get a ha’penny.  If they didn’t give you 

ha’penny at least you got a ha’penny lolly which was quite good. 

 SR: And how would you describe your mother? 

 JL: My mother was short, plump, very easy-going, very kind-hearted, she 

would give you her last two bob.  That’s my memory of her.  I was 

twenty three when my mother died but she was well-known in the area 

and the drunks in the area knew my mother, they knew where they 

could come and get a feed. 
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20.14  They used to knock on the side gate and they used to want a feed.  

She used to make them some sandwiches and that and they'd leave 

their empty beer bottles there, I suppose as a payment, see and of 

course we used to collect the beer bottles and, as I say, get a ha’penny 

each on them.  No, she was very kind-hearted and she used to keep an 

eye on a couple of the old ladies in Hugo Street and she used to send 

‘round soup for the old ladies.  And another job I got when I was little, I 

was paid a penny for killing bugs.  You know what bugs are? 

 SR: Cockroaches? 

 JL: No, no, no, no, no.  Bugs live in beds.  They're a little thing like a little 

tick and the old-fashioned beds used to have coils and they used to live 

in there and this old lady in Hugo Street used to give me a penny.  I 

used to climb under the bed with a candle and burn these bugs in the 

coils.  Oh, dear.  And I used to run messages for another old lady in 

Vine Street and that’s before I started work and I used to give my 

mother the money.  And, of course, those days things were cheap.  

You'd get two loaves of bread, I think, for sixpence ha’penny and 

nothing was nicer than a slice of bread with dripping and pepper and 

salt on it, oh, beautiful;  or golden syrup, “cockie’s joy”.  They were the 

good old days, I enjoyed them; I look back with happy memories. 

 SR: In the Depression time or when things started to go bad, the late 

‘20s, did your parents become politically involved or were they 

ever active politically? 

22.11 JL: Well, I remember walking with my mother and father – I forget now how 

old I was but I know Jack Lang was around at the time – and they used 

to sing “Vote, vote, vote for Mr Lang.  He’ll throw Stevens [a former 

premier of NSW] out the door.  If it wasn’t for the law we would sock 

him on the jaw and there’d be no Stevens any more”.  So I don’t know 

how long ago that was but that was the politician that was in.  That’s 

the only one I can remember and I think they had a meeting on Sydney 

Harbour and we weren’t politically minded but that’s the only thing I can 

remember.    

 SR: Would they have been Labor voters? 

 JL: My mother and father were always Labor voters.  All their lives they 

were Labor voters and so am I and my husband but I can't say as much 

for my family because they live up in Brisbane so I don’t know what 

they do and the other one lives in Melbourne so I don’t know what they 

vote; that’s their preference. 
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 SR: Did your father ever get involved in the Unemployed Workers’ 

Movement? 

 JL: He was a member of the union, yes, he was a member of the union.  

One firm, he had one job as a nightwatchman out at a fertiliser place 

and they were paying him not the right wage and the union came out 

there and got him the right wage.  I remember because he got his back 

money and it was the first brand new overcoat I ever had as a kid and I 

had a red one and my sister had a blue one and that’s how we got the 

overcoat because the union got the back wages that they should have 

been paying my father for being a nightwatchman. 

24.13 SR: And that would have been in the ‘30s? 

 JL: Yes. 

 SR: You parents were religious.  You mentioned the Sydney City 

Mission. 

 JL: Yes.  Well, we were always taught to say grace and we were taught to 

say our prayers and my mother used to love singing hymns and her 

favourite song wasn’t a hymn.  I can remember it.  It was The Old 

Something by the Mill.  A couple of years I was going through 

Eastgardens and I heard this song and it was sung by the Irish Singers 

so I went to the office and asked them was it on tape and it was so I 

bought it for twenty dollars.  So that was one of her favourite songs but 

she taught us the value of church, you know what I mean, and when I 

got older I became involved in church work and I'm still involved in 

church work. 

 SR: And when you're thinking back about your family life was it a 

warm sort of affectionate household or was there much affection 

shown say between your parents or to the children? 

 JL: Yes, I can't remember anything that wasn’t.  As I say, my mother never 

favoured any of us of the two families but my father leant towards me 

and my sister, mostly because I was called after his mother and I was 

his favourite, you know, I couldn’t do no wrong.  No, there was no 

favouritism and the affection was there if we needed it.  

26.22 SR: Do you think people were more reserved in those days?  I think 

people are more demonstrative today. 

 JL: Yes, they kept more to themselves.  You know, you had your 

neighbours and if you needed help, well they were there to help you 

and, as I say, the churches were there to help you and when my 

mother got sick the Sydney City Mission used to send special parcels 
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up, eggs and different food like that which they thought would help her 

get better and she recovered but there was always the help from the 

mission. 

 SR: And what did she get sick with? 

 JL: She had like a hysterectomy, women’s troubles, and she went into 

hospital, had a little operation.  I don't remember because I was only a 

child, I was only about ten or eleven then and I just know she was in 

bed and she was missing. 

 SR: Well, those days operations were very serious, weren’t they? 

 JL: Yes, yes.  And that was in 22 Hugo Street, that was.  And, of course, I 

went into hospital.  I was in hospital three months when we were living 

in Hugo Street.  I had not malnutrition, anaemic and I had pyelitis of the 

kidneys and I almost died. 

 SR: And what was that caused by? 

28.01 JL: Well, pylites is the kidneys and infects your kidneys.  I don’t know what 

it’s caused by but anaemic is a blood problem and I was three months 

in the children’s hospital. 

 SR: And what was that like, the experience in the children’s hospital? 

 JL: Well, I was very sick and I wasn’t very happy about them because 

when I started to get better they took all my bad teeth out and they took 

my tonsils too so I wasn’t a very happy person with what they did to me 

before they let me go.  But I can remember being sick in there and my 

mother used to come over every Sunday – that was the only visiting 

time then - and I wasn’t allowed to eat lollies and they used to roll the 

comics up and they used to tie the ends and the lollies were in the 

middle.  But, no, it was very good, very good hospital.  Three months I 

was in there and when I come home we never had sheets or anything 

like that - we were poor, you know – and I remember mother, she used 

to wear a white apron and she took it off, cut it in two, laid it on the cot.  

My sister and I used to sleep in a three-quarter cot; that was our bed.  

We used to sleep in the same room as my mother and father and I can 

remember her taking this petticoat off and putting it as a sheet and for 

blankets we just had layer and layer of coats, old coats and that and we 

weren’t flush.  It makes you appreciate now what you never had then. 

 SR: And do you think your sickness was brought on by dietary 

inadequacies? 

30.03 JL: Could have been, could have been. 
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 SR: What year would it have been that you got that sick? 

 JL: I was ten and eleven when I went into there so that’d be 1930/31.  I 

don't remember getting there but I was told that my father carried me 

from Hugo Street to George Street Broadway and I went out there by 

tram to the hospital and then he carried me from the tram to the 

hospital but I don't remember – as I say, I was very sick – I don't 

remember much about it, only the tail end of it. 

 SR: And did your mother work? 

 JL: No. 

 SR: But she wasn’t allowed to visit you? 

 JL: No, it was only visiting of a Sunday at the children’s hospital. 

 SR: It must have been a fairly terrifying experience for a child. 

 JL: Well, I think I was too sick to worry about it at one time.  But I can never, 

ever, ever remember my father visiting me in hospital, which he must 

have done, but I remember my mother, mostly I suppose because of 

the [break in recording]. 

 SR: Well, what did the family do for fun?  You mentioned going to 

Bronte Beach. 

 JL: Yes. 

 SR: What else did the family do for fun? 

 JL: Go up to the parks, the playgrounds in the parks, Victoria Park.  

Nothing much, really.  Well, the Mission used to have a bun night of a 

Monday night.  That was free.  You got a hot cross bun and a cup of 

coffee and they showed slides because movies and that weren’t in - 

there used to be slides.  And we used to have concerts, go to concerts, 

not where you paid, free concerts, and we used to walk down to the 

Domain, take a cut lunch and sit down the Domain.  Walking was our 

main transport and walking was no trouble; we used to love walking. 

32.16 SR: The whole family would go out together? 

 JL: Yes, go out together, yes.  And when the Archibald Fountain was 

opened we were all down in Hyde Park to see the Archibald Fountain.  

We walked there and we walked home again.  As I say, the church was 

mostly where we got our entertainment because you couldn’t afford it 

and the money was needed elsewhere. 

 SR: So you didn’t go to the pictures? 



          Oral History/Redfern, Waterloo and Alexandria/Lanyon/Transcript 12 

 JL: No, not until I moved I was married, never went to the movies. 

 SR: As a kid were you expected to contribute to the family in any way?  

You mentioned before going around and scrounging a few things. 

 JL: Yes. 

 SR: Was that sort of an expected thing or was that just what you did? 

 JL: No, I used to do that with the other kids from the school – you know 

how kids talk at school – but of a Saturday my father and my sister and 

I used to wheel a pram down to Paddy’s Markets and come four o'clock 

in the afternoon the markets are finished.  The vegetable people used 

to wipe their stalls of the vegetables and there used to be big heaps of 

vegetables that would have went to the tip.  So we used to go through 

there and put in the pram what was eatable and what was good and 

one time a chap took pity on us and gave us a watermelon and we got 

as far as the old Empire Theatre in Quay Street and my father dropped 

the watermelon and, of course, rather than waste it we all sat on the 

steps of the Empire picture show and with our hands we scooped the 

watermelon out and ate it.  So we weren’t going to waste a darned 

good watermelon because my father was careless. 

34.08  But that’s what we used to do of a Saturday, go down there, and we 

used to get, as I say, a pram, an old pram filled with groceries or speck 

[marked] fruit and we used to bring it home sit at the table, cut the 

specks out and make fruit salad out of it.  Well, that was something for 

nothing and just something we used to do. 

 SR: The Depression, did it have any long term effects on your father or 

your mother? 

 JL: No, I would say no, no. 

 SR: Would you describe them as happy people? 

 JL: Well, they just took each day as it came and accepted what came with 

it.  There was no future for them to look forward to; you know, they just 

plodded along.  Everybody else in those days; they weren’t the only 

ones doing it tough. 

 SR: Was there a strong sense of community in the area – was there 

support for other people? 

 JL: Well, I think there was.  The neighbours used to talk and sometimes we 

used to visit their homes, they used to visit our homes.  We had a 

gramophone which a lot of other people never had, your old fashioned 

windup gramophone, and my father had a lot of records and we used to 
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get there and have a sing-song but there was no supper because you 

couldn’t afford supper.  And I can't ever remember having a Christmas 

dinner or a Christmas tree, I can never remember that.  I can 

remember going to the Mission and St Paul’s Church for a Christmas 

tree and a Christmas party but I can never remember at home so 

whether we never had the money for that I don’t know. 

36.10 SR: In your entire childhood you can't ever remember having a 

Christmas dinner?  

 JL: No, no.  I can't ever remember getting a Christmas present off my 

mother and father.  The only Christmas presents I can remember is 

from the church for their Christmas trees. 

 SR: In the evenings when everyone was sort of at home, what would 

people do in a typical evening at home? 

 JL: Well, if we did our homework – we had a great big dining room table, 

we used to sit around there and do our homework – then we used to 

play cards, not for gambling – I just can't think of it – pairs and dominos 

and then we had a radio then but it was connected to a car battery and 

the car battery used to go flat and we used to have to push it around to 

the garage and get a charge before we could hear the radio again. 

 SR: And you didn’t have electricity? 

 JL: No, no, not then.  Later on in 75 Abercrombie Street Turtles said they'd 

put the electricity on if we paid them an extra, I think it was two and six 

a week on our rent but they only put it on downstairs, they never put it 

on upstairs.  We used to have a gaslight in the dining room and that 

was the only light that we had was in the dining room was a gaslight 

which was attached to the wall.  And for heat we had coal and wood 

and that.  You used to take a bucket around and get a bucketful of 

wood and coal and we had a fuel stove and we had a gas ring on a 

stem and all cooking was done in the fuel. 

38.16 SR: And you would have been using candles for light? 

 JL: Yes, candles in the bedroom, yes.  

 SR: And when did you stop using candles? 

 JL: Well, I never stopped using candles till I got married and moved on my 

own and the house I moved into had electricity.  But we used to sleep 

upstairs in the front room and right outside was the streetlight, which 

we was very fortunate, but I used to sit on the verandah and use the 
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streetlight to read which didn’t do my eyes any good I don't suppose 

but that was the only light upstairs. 

 SR: And what was a typical meal in your family? 

 JL: Well, most meals would be soup, would be soup because, as I say, the 

boiler was always on.  Sunday it would be a baked roast - that’s when 

the money started to come in – it would be a baked roast and 

vegetables and we never had many sweets to finish off a meal, we 

never had many sweets.  We’d finish up on bread and butter and jam 

or bread and butter and syrup if we were still hungry or my mother used 

to make puftaloons.  That’s fried scones in other words.  You make a 

scone mixture, fry it in dripping, take it out, roll it in sugar, split it in two 

and eat it with syrup.  You don't know what you're missing.  My kids 

loved it when I used to make it for them, fried scones, but that’d be 

about the only sweet.  And then I was about twelve and I made my first 

Christmas cake for my mother.  I loved cooking and that’s all the meals 

used to be. 

40.11 SR: Were there a lot of kids in the neighbourhood? 

 JL: Lot of kids? 

 SR: M’mm. 

 JL: Yes, yes.  We used to go out of a night-time, sit under the lights and sit 

in the gutter and then a man from the Mission called Mr Fluker he used 

to have a round concertina and he used to come around and us kids 

used to sing the choruses and some of us would get up and dance and 

he used to tell us stories – he was a missionary.  And then when he 

never come around we used to sit in the street and we’d tell each other 

ghost stories, make it up, of course, and try to make it more scarier 

than what the other person said.  But there was no fear in the streets, 

you understand.  You could sit outside in the streets ten, eleven o'clock 

and no one would be frightened to sit there, no one at all. 

 SR: Were you out there at ten o'clock as a kid?  What time did you 

have to be in? 

 JL: In by ten o'clock.  No matter where I went we had to be home by ten 

o'clock. 

 SR: But what about as a young child, as an under ten years old? 

 JL: No, I wasn’t allowed out in the streets then.  This is when I was living in 

75 Abercrombie Street; I'd be about twelve, thirteen then.  There were 

children of different nationalities and Hugo Street is behind where we 
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used to live in Abercrombie Street and we knew the people that lived 

on either side of the lane and they used to keep an eye open for us and, 

oh, no, there was no fear, nothing. 

 SR: So that was when you were about twelve or thirteen you could be 

out there till ten o'clock? 

 JL: No, twelve or thirteen I was going to different clubs.  My mother used to 

take me to the girls’ club at the Mission and they used to take me to the 

girls’ club at St Paul’s Church and the girls’ club at the Settlement and 

they were the only nights I was allowed out and used to go there by 

myself and come home by myself. 

42.16  And I was taught singing by a missionary, how to read music, how not 

to read music and my sister and I used to sing duets when I was only 

about twelve or thirteen.  We used to sing on 2CH of a Sunday 

afternoon and, yes, they were happy days.  And they had drama 

classes, they were happy days.  Cost nothing and we had fun. 

 SR: Who were your friends? 

 JL: Who was my friends?  Well, one of them, she’s been my friend ever 

since I went to Sunday School when I was little, Joycie Watterson [?].  

Her name was Harriet and they used to live in Eveleigh Street and 

she’s married now – she lives in Canberra.  And I had another friend 

called Poddy [?] Williams; we used to go to Blackfriars School together.  

I had a lot of friends.  The first boy I ever thumped was Alec White.  

Yes, I thumped him; he got a belting off me because I was wearing 

boys’ shoes.  Because they were the only pair of shoes I could get from 

St Barnabas was a boy’s lace-up and I had to wear them and when I 

was at school he made a crack about the shoes and I said “I'll meet you 

after school”.  He copped it. 

 SR: What were the sort of things that you and your friends did 

together.  Say if we’re looking at you're around ten, eight to twelve 

years old sort of thing, what would kids do? 

 JL: Well, we used to do sewing, fancywork.  Before I went into hospital I 

used to do fancywork.  There was a lady, a Mrs Champion, had a shop 

on the corner of Hugo Street and she had a girl and she was spoilt and 

she used to do fancywork but never used to finish it so Mrs Champion 

used to give it to me and give me the cottons and I just loved sewing. 

44.25  And then I used to do a lot of writing.  I used to like writing stories and I 

had one story taken into the Education Department.  I suppose they 

thought I might have been a future author but I never went into it but I 

used to love writing. 
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 SR: And how far were you allowed to roam from your home like if you 

went out to meet your friends?  Did kids play in the streets? 

 JL: Yes.  We used to play skippings and hopscotch.  The only night we 

were actually in danger was Cracker Night because the crackers then 

they were pretty dangerous.  You know, you used to put them under a 

tin and up they'd go or you'd stick a rocket into a bottle and that’d go up.  

But, no, all our friends lived within a street and, of course, our mothers 

knew whose house or whereabouts we were.  My mother used to get 

out in the lane and yell out and, of course, we used to come in and the 

other mothers used to come around to find their girls and take them in.  

There wasn’t only girls, there was boys as well with us. 

 SR: So it sounds as if there was lots of toing and froing from other 

people’s houses.  It sounds like in the neighbourhood everybody 

knew each other. 

 JL: Yes.  See, most of the kids used to go to the same school except those 

that went to the Catholic school, St Benedict’s, but we all lived in that 

same area, Abercrombie, Hugo, Lewis, Eveleigh, that’s the four streets.  

 Then they used to come to my place and we used to play the 

gramophone records. 

46.15 SR: And was the community mostly Anglo-Australia or was there a 

mix? 

 JL: Mostly Anglo-Australian.  We only had one family that wasn’t and they 

were French and they had a big family.  They lived in Hugo Street.  We 

used to play hidings and skippings and different things, different to 

today: the kids don't seem to have enough to occupy their mind.  

 SR: With your friends’ parents, where did they mostly work? 

 JL: Well, that I couldn’t tell you because I never, ever asked them, never 

asked them, but I know none of their mothers worked.  I know that 

Joyce’s mother used to work around the Mission, cutting up the 

vegetables for the soup but that was the only work and that was 

voluntary. 

 SR: Can you remember any adventures that you had as a child, like 

escapades that you might have had with other kids? 

 JL: No, not really, no.  I would say no. 

 SR: Did you have toys and books? 

 JL: I had books.  I can't ever remember having toys or a doll or anything 

like that but every Christmas my father used to take me out to Newtown 
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and layby a book and he used to pay sixpence a week off the layby and 

I used to go out there and go through all the books and pick out which 

one I wanted and I always had plenty of books. 

48.02  And my father was a stickler for spelling.  They used to have those long 

spelling syllabuses and he used to make us learn ten words a night.  

We’d have the dictionary there so we would know the meaning of each 

word and we accepted that; that improved our speech, our learning and 

all.  But reading was my pet hobby. 

 SR: Were there any places that you were not allowed to go? 

 JL: Places I'm not allowed to go?  No, no.  

 SR: Were there people you had to avoid? 

 JL: No, no. 

 SR: What was school like? 

 JL: Very good, I enjoyed school.  We had good teachers.  The headmaster 

was a lot older but we had good teachers. 

 SR: And was it sort of a rough school? 

 JL: No, no, no, it wasn’t rough, no.  We had boys and girls in the one class.  

No, it was quite good. 

 SR: And how did the teachers treat you – what was discipline like? 

 JL: Well, you couldn’t muck up on them.  They were older, they weren’t 

young teachers, they were fairly old and you gave them respect 

because you knew if you didn’t you'd be sent up to the headmaster and 

get a couple of cuts.  So, no, they were well-behaved, the kids. 

 SR: And when you think about the neighbourhood, what sort of a 

neighbourhood was it?  Would you describe it as residential or 

industrial or mixed? 

 JL: No, residential, mostly two-storey houses in all that area. 

 SR: And this is Redfern, isn’t it? 

 JL: Yes, yes. 

 SR: And what was the social focus of the area? 

 JL: Well, I would say the churches and the Settlement, of course the 

Settlement. 
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50.07 SR: Well, tell me a bit about the Settlement at that time. 

 JL: Well, the Settlement was a big club run by the Sydney University for 

the people in that area to have social activities.  And they had clubs, 

they had the Boy Scouts, the Girl Guides, they had badminton where 

they used to teach you how to play badminton and some of them were 

Australian champions.  And they had bowls, they had the old people’s 

club of a daytime, they had the mothers’ club of a Wednesday night 

which went for seventeen years, the mothers’ club.  And people from 

the university used to come down and give us talks on their trips 

overseas and they used to teach us acting, singing, cooking and craft. 

 SR: And what years was that? 

 JL: Well, I started going there from about eleven or twelve until two years 

ago. 

 SR: Gosh. 

 JL: Yes. 

 SR: And was it a popular place? 

 JL: Very popular, yes. 

 SR: What happened when you wagged school? 

 JL: When I wagged school, yes. 

 SR: Well, why did you wag in the first place? 

 JL: Well, I never had a school uniform and they wouldn’t let anyone go out 

on these excursions unless they had a school uniform so I didn’t see 

why I should sit in a class all day while nearly everybody went out on a 

school excursion.  So the only place I knew how to wag school was to 

go to Bronte.  The trams, see, and if you sit on the other side where the 

driver used to drive, the conductor couldn’t see you.  So I went out 

there and I sat out there all day and I had a penny for my dinner – I 

bought a pie and that – and then we’d come home again. 

52.03  And my mother had a state [ward of the state] child – she was Chinese.  

She was getting looked after by her grandfather and her grandmother 

and the grannie died and the grandfather died so rather than the girl go 

into a home my mother had Lily [?], see.  But Lily was a top-off [?] 

because she told my mother and father that I wasn’t at school and, of 

course, when my father come home from work he said “I want to see 

you”.  I said “Yes, dad.  What do you want me for?”  He said “You're 

going to get a belting”.  I said “Why?”  He said “For wagging school”.  
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So I shot up the yard and I got in the dog’s kennel and he come up and 

he said to me “Are you coming in for your tea?”  I said “No, I'm going to 

stay here all night”.  He said “I don't care if you stay there all night, 

Jane.  You'll get a belting when you come out”.  So I stayed there in the 

dog’s kennel and, of course, I started to get a bit hungry and I thought 

“Oh, well, I may as well get it over with” so I copped a whack with the 

strap on the bottom and that was my episode of wagging school; me 

and the dog shared the kennel. 

 SR: And did they ask why you wagged? 

 JL: No, no, no, they never, never asked and I never told them but I tell you 

what, I called that Lily a few names for dobbing me in, “pimp” and 

“squealer” and all this business. 

 SR: And how old was she, Lily? 

 JL: Well, she was pretty old.  She was about fifteen or sixteen. 

 SR: What, when she came to live with you? 

 JL: No, at this particular time.  She was only with us till she was eighteen 

and then she went off.  We never, ever knew when she went.  She was 

Chinese. 

 SR: Well, how old was she when she came to join your family? 

 JL: About eleven or twelve. 

 SR: And then she just left at eighteen? 

 JL: Left at eighteen, yes. 

 SR: And you never heard anything more of her? 

 JL: Never heard any more from her.  Lily Wong was her name. 

 SR: Was she accepted as part of the family? 

54.02 JL: Yes, yes.  Yes, she was all right with us.  We used to play cards and 

she used to tell us different stories.  But her grannie died of cancer and 

her grandfather fell out of the pub in Balfour Street and hit his head and 

died, see, and they was going to put her in a home and because my 

mother knew the family she said “No, she can come and live with us” 

so she lived with us. 

 SR: It’s a pity she didn’t maintain the contact. 

 JL: Yes.  We never, ever found out where she went. 
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 SR: A bit sad.  Well, where did most people work in the area? 

 JL: Well, that I don’t know, I don’t know because I know a lot of them were 

unemployed because they used to milk the gas.  Did you ever know 

how to milk a gas?  Well, you have a tube and you disconnect the gas 

and you have a tube and it doesn’t go through the meter because it 

was only the penny meters in those days.  You put a penny in, turn the 

handle and you used to get a penny’s worth of gas, see, and a lot of 

people got into trouble for putting a hose on to stop the gas going 

through the meter.  Well, we used to cheat too because we used to put 

a ha’penny in, push it as far back as it’d go so it’d register as a penny 

and turn it, see, and when the gas man come around he used to say 

“Oh, what’s these ha’pennies doing in here?” and we used to say “Oh, 

the kid up the street was playing with his pennies and ha’pennies and 

he thought it was a moneybox”.  But you used to always get a refund 

with the penny meter. 

56.03 SR: And do you know what the main businesses in the area were? 

 JL: Little shops, little grocery shops.  We had three in the one block run by 

families and they were the only ones that had telephones on; if we had 

messages they used to give us the messages. 

 SR: What smells can you remember? 

 JL: What smells?  Can't remember any, really, only burning the bugs, that’s 

all; they smelt. 

 SR: And what sounds do you associate? 

 JL: The trams going by, the trams, and the cars going up Abercrombie 

Street because our bedroom was up on the second floor and we faced 

the street. 

 SR: Can you remember any local characters? 

 JL: Local characters?  Yes, we had a Chinaman used to come around.  He 

used to have a pole over his shoulders with two baskets – I just can't 

think of his name – and he used to sell green vegetables.  And then we 

had a man with a horse and cart used to come around selling penny ice 

creams – they used to have the ice creams on the horse and cart.  

Then there was a man used to come around selling bags of broken 

biscuits and we used to buy the broken biscuits and another man used 

to come around selling hot doughnuts and he had this big basket of 

doughnuts with sugar covered over with a towel and he used to sell the 

hot doughnuts.  And then at Christmastime used to be the penny man.  

Apparently, he had a radio business down Botany Road and every year 
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he used to come around and shot out money to the kids and we used 

to follow him from street to street, picking up the money, and they were 

the characters. 

 SR: I never heard of him. 

 JL: Haven't you heard of him? 

 SR: No.  Did he just throw it out? 

 JL: Yes, just throw it out and all of us kids we used to follow him from 

Eveleigh Street all the way around and we knew what time he was 

coming and he’s just got handfuls of money and shot it out. 

58.11 SR: And he’d do this once a year? 

 JL: Yes, Christmastime, Christmastime.  Then we used to have a man with 

a horse and cart yelling out “Poles”.  He used to sell clothes props.  He 

used to go up and down the lane selling these clothes props.  You used 

to prop your line up with the clothes props – that’s another character.  

Or the old bottleo man used to come down, wanting to buy your bottleo 

or your old irons, another couple of characters. 

 SR: What’s your happiest memory? 

 JL: Of when I was a kid?  Getting first prize, I suppose, at Sunday school. 

 SR: That’s very virtuous. 

 JL: Yes. 

 SR: What’s your saddest memory? 

 JL: Saddest memory.  When my cat died.  Somebody shut the oven door 

and poor old Tibbles [?] was in the oven and she died in the oven. 

 SR: That’s awful. 

 JL: Yes.  I cried. 

 SR: How old were you then? 

 JL: About eleven or twelve. 

 SR: Do you think the times were more dangerous then?  Did a lot of 

people get hurt like in industrial accidents, kids’ parents and 

things like that? 
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 JL: No, no.  My father, when he was building Hurstville School he fell off a 

scaffold and broke his ankle.  He was in Prince Alfred Hospital and 

that’s the only one I ever knew. 

 SR: And what was the most looked forward to time of year? 

 JL: Most looked forward time of the year?  Sunday school picnic for me. 

60.03 SR: And where did you go? 

 JL: We used to go by tram to Watsons Bay and they used to have prizes 

for the best writing in the sand and one of the teachers used to have 

lollies sewn on his suit coat and he used to run and all of us kids used 

to chase him and grab the bags of lollies off him.  Then everybody got 

a bag for their dinner, a sandwich, a bun or something else, and a drink 

and they were happy times. 

 SR: What were your favourite songs? 

 JL: Now? 

 SR: No, then. 

 JL: Then?  Shine on, Shine on, Harvest Moon, that was one of the 

favourite songs.  That was very popular at the time.  And another 

happy time was when I won first prize in a singing competition at the 

Redfern picture show.  The Lawson was on one side where the TNT is 

now and on the other side used to be another Redfern picture show 

and they used to have a singing competition and I sang Thanks for all 

the Memories and I got a big block of chocolate and I remember I was 

with all my friends and they wanted me to eat the chocolate.  I said 

“No”.  I ran home and I gave it to me mother and the look on her face 

was quite nice.  That was the first competition I ever won singing.  

 SR: You mentioned before that you and your sister used to sing at 

2CH. 

 JL: Yes. 

 SR: How did that come about? 

 JL: Well, we used to go to the Mission, Sydney City Mission, and we used 

to do a lot of singing in the church of a Sunday night and I used to sing 

solos and we used to sing duets as well and one of the people who 

came one Sunday night wrote and asked the minister could we sing on 

station 2CH and we sang What a Friend we have in Jesus. 

Interview ends 
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