REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST - 1 (with apology to Marcel Proust)








335 HIGHETT STREET, RICHMOND, VICTORIA IN THE 1940’S


HOME OF JOHN ALLEN AND HANNAH  (nee Worley) LAWSON





SETTING:


	


These times followed the World Depression of the late 1920’s early 1930’s and were in the period of World War 2 from 1939 to 1945.  It was a time of food, clothing and fuel rationing and post-war industrial strikes.





During the war period there were blackouts each night and family were involved in war efforts – Allan Lawson and Les Pratt (husband of Elsie Lawson) were in the Airforce stationed in Australia. My father Bill Gray (husband of Eileen Lawson) was seconded to the Army, training army motor mechanics at the Richmond Technical School. The women were knitting, sewing, tying camouflage netting and undertaking other similar activities to help the “war effort”.  Many homes had “victory gardens”, growing vegetables to supplement food for the house.





Times were worrying for the adults and the general air was sombre.  Talk was focussed on the war reports and rumours. Singing national, mainly British, songs around the piano, together with old favourites, lifted spirits.





My own memories of the time before 1940 are of course vague, as I was born 1934, but old photos and recall of family talk as I grew older help fill in some gaps.  Even so this is being written 60 years after the time and I cannot vouch for the accuracy of all things.





THE RESIDENTS:





John Allen Lawson – b. 08/11/1866, d. 23/07/1948 - ‘Grandpa Lawson’


Hannah Lawson (nee Worley) – b.10/12/1876, d.09/07/1956- ‘Grandma Lawson’


John and Hannah married 16/04/1903


Elizabeth Worley – Great ‘Auntie Lizzie’


Dorothy Edna Lawson – born 15/05/1904 - ‘Auntie Dot’





THE HOUSE AT 335 HIGHETT STREET





We never, in my memory, entered or left by the front door and I can’t recall anyone else using the front entrance.  Nor can I remember ever sitting on the front verandah.  All visitors came down the narrow ‘sideway’ between the house and the bulging paling fence that was the boundary to Gorman’s Wood and Fuel Merchant. Grandpa Lawson was in constant bickering with Mr.Gorman about the fence being pushed over by the high stacks of firewood.  (At the back of house end of the sideway there was a bamboo cluster from which I used to take new shoots to fashion into a whistle).


�
There were three ‘out-of-bounds’ rooms for we grandchildren, those of Aunty Dot, at the front western side, Aunty Lizzie, at the same side but down the passage, and my Grandparent’s room on the eastern side opposite Aunt Lizzie’s. After he died, my Grandfather was ‘on view’ before being taken from the house and I was taken in briefly to say goodbye so I did enter that room.  My Father and I chased a large spider down the hall one evening and I remember Dad about to open Aunt Lizzie’s door to follow the spider in for the kill when Aunt arrived on the scene.  To our embarrassment she nonchalantly captured the spider in her handkerchief and took it outside, so I never saw into that sanctum.





The front Lounge room, on the eastern side was complete with piano and Genoa lounge and chairs. 


Pictures of the style of the day were on the walls- mountains, lakes, swans and ladies in flowing robes.  This was the special room of the house and one that I remember for the singing around the piano.





The central passage of the house went from front door to the main living room, above the opening to the living room was mounted a set of buffalo horns, a trophy of Grandpa’s shooting skills. It was in the living room that all normal activity occurred.  It was a homely room, normally with a coke fire burning in the winter, the fireplace central on the northern wall.   Grandpa Lawson was always in his special chair, which was of oak armrests and frame, leather upholstery with adjustable straight back.  Beside him, in the alcove formed by the fireplace being forward in the room, was a cupboard with vertical timber board doors in which he kept his old books and papers.  A Singer treadle sewing machine was on the other side of the fireplace adjacent to the ‘back door’ through which we all entered.  On the side opposite the fire was a large oak table and chair setting which seemed to be able to seat ‘hundreds’ at family gatherings at Christmas.  A settee and sideboard were also in the room.  The settee was where I was always put to ‘rest for a few minutes before we go home’ and upon which I invariably went to sleep enabling the family to stay longer!





The kitchen was stark - a pine dresser, pine table and chairs, a timber bench and porcelain sink.  There were pottery jars, a bread tin with the stale bread smell. 





The bathroom was off the kitchen and was complete with a woodchip bath heater.  One of the jobs visiting grandchildren had was to gather chips from the woodheap. Grandpa’s leather strop and cutthroat razor were a fascination for me, my Father using a Gillette safety razor at that time.





The laundry, with concrete troughs and wood fired ‘copper’ (a copper bowl filled with water and the soiled clothes then brought to the boil) and the toilet were in a separate weatherboard building at the rear of the house on the eastern side of the property.





On the western side of the property at the rear of the house was the ‘sleep-out’, a separate room with large bed and a free-standing wardrobe (more later) and chest of drawers.  Further down the block on the same side was a large fairly open timber framed workshop and the wood heap for the fire.  The workshop I remember as having numerous tools for dressing leather from the time Grandpa Lawson worked at the tanneries.





The area between the sleep-out and laundry was paved with bricks and a trellis fernery was straight ahead when leaving through the house back door.  Butter was kept either here in a hanging Coolgardie safe or in the cool underground air raid shelter.





At the very back of the block an air-raid shelter had been dug by the men of the family and a high back fence, with double gates, separated the property from Somerset Street.  Over that street, directly opposite was “the dairy”, a small shop at the end of a sideway to a house which sold the essentials of milk, bread, butter.  A treat from that shop, rarely given, was a small extremely cold, heavy glass, bottle of Coca-Cola.  Our parents thought that it might still contain cocaine!





THE VISITORS:





Apart from Mr. Maloney, one of Grandpa’s cronies, a small, fierce Orangeman, I can only remember family as regular visitors to the home.  Grandpa’s brothers George (a grocer at that time) and Bob (with a pie shop in nearby Church Street) were frequent visitors of that generation.





The sons and daughters were all regular in visiting and even Uncle Allan, though living in Tasmania, was often there, staying in the sleepout.  I remember his always cheery outlook, the fund of stories, fishing anecdotes and performance of ‘magic’ tricks carried out so skillfully even with his missing fingers and his yodeling and singing when showering.





I frequently met my uncles, aunts and cousins there as visits from the families coincided.





Joyce Lawson, daughter of Great Uncle George, is also remembered.  Joyce was about 4 years older than I, a beautiful girl with glorious auburn hair and, as a boy just into double figures, I would always hope she would be there. At the time of writing these remembrances I have only just learned, on a Lawson web-site prepared by her son Keith Treuel, of her death at age 60 in 1990.  I was saddened to hear this, although I had not had contact since those early days.





MY FAMILY VISITS:





Visiting Grandma’s was very frequent, at least once a week.  As a very young child we lived at nearby 37 Leslie Street, Richmond, and I imagine, from photos, I was brought by pram as a baby/toddler.  After we moved to 62 then 44 Belford Road, East Kew, we travelled by tram and, when fuel was available, in my Father’s 1926 Baby Austin.  This was a very small tourer with removable Perspex side curtains and my memories are several.  It leaked in the rain, the magneto spring was a constant problem and Dad always carried a spare.  During the war, all cars had their headlights fitted with shields that only permitted enough light for other cars to see a car approaching, which resulted in some scary trips home on nights with no moon. 


Mum, my sister Dorothy and I would frequently arrive by tram and wait for Dad to finish his teaching at the Tech and then travel home around 9.00 pm.





GRANDPA LAWSON:





Grandpa was always in his chair with walking stick nearby. Dressed in shirt with starched collar, tie, vest, gold fob chain and watch, tailored trousers and high ankle black boots with ‘endless’ eyes and hooks. With his feet up on a stool his lap would be covered with spilt tobacco.  He smoked a pipe constantly, using plug tobacco cut with his pocket- knife, rubbed in his hands and pressed with his stained and charred thumb into the bowl of the pipe.  Grandma used to comment that he really smoked matches as he used so many in lighting the pipe.  His face looked polished, round, cherubic and he had small, round metal framed glasses. I remember his call in the late afternoons of “Hannah, I think it must be time for my medicine”.  It was years later that I realized that it was either whisky or a similar small spirit that he was taking!


I used to sit next to him and feed on his stories, anecdotes and songs of his earlier working times, sung softly.  He would get me close to watch the smoke from his pipe being exhaled from his mouth, then nose.  Then with me encouraged to watch carefully and to press on his chest to see the smoke come from his eyes, he would press the hot bowl of the pipe against my hand.  As I yelped and looked to my hand he would say that I missed seeing the event.  I fell for this more than once.


At Christmas meals, at the time of serving Christmas Pudding, which had threepences and sixpences (coins) in it, Grandpa would suddenly exclaim that he had discovered something and with sleight of hand produce a one pound note from his serving, to we children’s amazement.


Grandpa was an excellent rifle shot and a champion member of the Richmond Rifle Club.  All the family had teaspoon trophies that he had won.  He kept his .303 Enfield rifle in the freestanding wardrobe in the sleepout and the special treat was to be allowed to handle and oil this heavy rifle. Once, climbing into the wardrobe to get the rifle the whole top section fell, fortunately not resulting in an injury, except to my pride.  He promised that I would have the rifle when I was older, however with 18 cousins I suspect he may have made similar promises.  As it turned out England ran short of guns during the war and all rifles were required to be handed to the Authorities and shipped overseas.  Apart from the general outcry from Australians, concerned that we would be unable to defend ourselves, Grandpa was devastated. His rifle was his and special.  He kept the serial number of the rifle in the vain hope that it might be returned.


On the rare times he went out he was always dressed in a suit with hat and walking stick, he didn’t move freely.


His reminiscences were of the gold fields and days at the tanneries


�
GRANDMA LAWSON:





Grandma was quite plump, with an air of cheerfulness and well looked after by her daughters. I was usually with Grandpa or out in the shed filling in time as boys do and spent little or no time solely with her.  I remember her excitement when she had been to the picture theatre with her Sister Auntie Lizzie. She always called the movies “the Talkies”, as her earlier experiences had been the silent films.  (In writing this I suppose it is as quaint for us to call them “the Movies” or “the Pictures”!)


Grandma was a giggler, and would become almost lost in her laughter.  She fell outside the back door one time and broke her wrist and the story was that help had to be called to lift her which put her into a fit of the giggles despite the pain.





GREAT AUNTIE LIZZIE:





Auntie was as thin as Grandma was round, she was always nice but seemed to find it hard to smile readily.  Auntie never married, she was a great companion to Grandma.  


She moved quickly, in contrast to Grandpa and Grandma, was a worker around the house and would often retire to her room soon after we arrived, no doubt not to be “in the way”.


Auntie Lizzie read Smith’s Weekly and The Bulletin, both papers being non-conforming with and challenging to Government and ‘polite society’ of the day. In retrospect she was probably the most informed of all the family. 





AUNTIE DOT:





As I write this, Auntie Dot, the eldest child of the family, is still alive and 97 years of age, outliving all her siblings.  Auntie never married. She lived at home with her parents, kept house and was the one always on hand.  She worked as a secretary at Perry’s footware factory in Richmond and had a hard time meeting changes in office equipment.  





OTHER RECALL:





Around 1946 Grandpa wanted to visit his childhood districts around Murchison and Strathfieldsaye.  My Father had ‘upgraded’ our car to a 1928 Oakland which he had restored but it used a lot of fuel and restrictions were still in place.  After starting the car on petrol, kerosene was used as the fuel, the emissions far from environmentally sensitive.


Mum, Dad, my sister Dorothy, Grandpa and I went on the trip.  Grandpa really enjoyed the day, especially visiting one of his old girlfriends at Strathfieldsaye, but come the time to stay the night away from home and Hannah he was most concerned.  He had envisaged this trip being only for the day and he and I shared a room for the night.  He never changed from his day clothes and sat the night through waiting to set off home early next day. 





