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A GRANDMOTHER’S STORY 
 
(Autobiography of Dorothy Freed, b. 1919, written for her grandchildren. Commenced 

May 1987; concluded October, 1991.) 
 
Chapter 1.    The Long, Long Ago. 
 
When I was a little girl, in the 1920s, my father told me about Queen Victoria’s Diamond 

Jubilee. He was a young boy then, and his parents had brought him, with a younger brother, 
over to London from their home in Port of Spain, Trinidad, to see the great public procession 
which was part of the celebrations. I can still see the sight he described with such enthusiasm 
and reverence. All the princes of Europe passed by the cheering thousands on the streets — 
kings, princes, dukes, grand- duchesses, nobles from all lands with their entourages, all dressed 
up in full regalia. Their richly decorated carriages were drawn by magnificently caparisoned 
horses. Ah, what pomp and glory! The procession went on for hours, my father standing 
spellbound, open-mouthed with wonder and awe. At last it was finished. There was a space, a 
pause, and a hushed silence. Then came a golden open carriage drawn by black horses. Sitting 
all alone in it, dressed in the dead black of mourning with a plain little be-streamered cap, 
hunched forward in a pathetic little bundle, was the old lady whom the whole world was 
honouring that day, the great Queen Victoria herself. 

 
To me, curled up in my parents’ double bed that morning in Melbourne with one of my 

father’s arms around me, the other balancing the morning paper, a cup of tea just brought in by 
my mother on the table by the bed, this story, and many others he told me, conjured up visions 
of the long, long ago, the days of “that will never happen again”. 

 
And yet I, too, saw a sight, again in London but forty years later, which was equally 

impressive to me. That was the funeral of Sir Winston Churchill, Britain’s great leader during 
the Second World War. There was this long, long procession of the armed forces winding along 
the Strand to the river Thames, accompanied by so many drum rolls, so many bands playing 
funeral marches. And at the end, the placing of the body in its casket on a barge, and its slow 
progress down the river, each tall derrick and crane lowering its dinosaur head in homage as 
the barge passed by. 

 
In the 1920s we lived in Australia, where we had moved from New Zealand when my 

father’s seafaring career led him to join the Port Phillip Sea Pilot Service, and take to Melbourne 
his New Zealand wife Ina, and two daughters Geraldine and Dorothy. We were Colonials. My 
father, also a Colonial but from the West Indies (in those days people like him were known as 
White West Indians), had learned his seamanship in the British Merchant Service training ship 
Worcester, at Greenhithe on the Thames. For the four years of his apprenticeship he shared his 
life with his great friend Teddy Evans, a Welsh cadet whose hammock was slung next to my 
father’s. (E for Evans followed D for Doorly.) Evans later joined the Navy, became famous 
during World War I as “Evans of the Broke”, and ended up an Admiral and a baronet (Lord 
Mountevans). Both youths went to the Antarctic as officers on the Morning, a relief ship sent by 
the Royal Geographical Society to discover Scott and the Discovery on his first expedition of 
1902-1904, and my father dined out on stories from this adventure until he died. 

 
He met my New Zealand mother during the winter of 1903, when the Morning, having 

discovered Scott’s ship frozen fast in the ice in McMurdo Sound, returned to Lyttelton, New 
Zealand to await the arrival from England the following summer of a second relief ship loaded 
with dynamite to blast out the ice and free the Discovery. 
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My father joined the Union Steam Ship Company, a large and important concern then 
based in Dunedin, whose influential secretary happened to be my mother’s father, Thomas 
Whitson. Perhaps I should really say the girl my father happened to fall in love with had a 
father who happened to be in a good position to help him to get seafaring work in New 
Zealand waters. A widowed aunt of my father’s, who happened to live in Dunedin, an 
accomplished professional pianist and piano teacher, was friendly with my grandparents who 
were also cultivated and musical people in the pragmatic, materialistic society of a new city in a 
new colony. In fact, Aunt Annie Blandford taught the piano to my mother and her sisters. My 
father visited his aunt during the Antarctic adventure, and met my mother and her family 
through this connection. He later joined the Union Steam Ship Co. as an officer, rising to be 
ship’s master at the then youthful age of 30. His ambitious drive was, I am sure, encouraged by 
the fact that he was engaged to my mother, because he had been refused permission by her 
Victorian papa to actually marry her until he had his “own” ship. This ruling applied also to my 
mother’s sister Winifred, who had fallen in love with the Chief Officer of the passenger ship 
which took her to London to study music in about 1906. 

 
My mother, whose parents were from Scotland though she herself was born in New 

Zealand, was, like my father, a Colonial who called England Home with a capital H. Every 
Colonial in those days longed to “go Home” for a trip, at least. My father had had the luck to 
live near London in the 1890s, at the height of the glory of the British Empire. He adored 
London, admired the British Empire, was immensely proud of belonging to it, and brought up 
my sister and myself to revere it as much as he did. But in this we Colonial children were little 
different from others of our class. My mother longed to go to London, but was the only member 
of her family never to do so. When her father, then a widower, took the rest of his family 
“Home” for a year’s trip, my mother, being newly married and probably pregnant, was unable 
to go. As a consolation present her father brought her back an expensive black sealskin coat. In 
the late 1930s in Dunedin I wore this to dances over my evening dresses, and in a dim light it 
was still not too much the worse for wear. 

 
So we were Colonials. Those tales my father told me of Queen Victoria and the British 

Raj were meant to instil into me the kind of patriotism to the Mother Country he himself had. 
The teachers at the big private school my sister and I attended in Melbourne in the early 1930s 
did the same. If more were needed, we had it in the endless tales we heard of the heroic exploits 
of the Anzacs during World War I. We were taught to admire physical courage above all things, 
especially if it were shown in the service of our country — England. It never occurred to us that 
the country of our birth should ever make such demands upon us. If in trouble, we would 
naturally be protected, not by our own puny Army and Navy, but by the invincible might and 
majesty of the British Navy. It took the destruction of the British Navy vessels in Singapore by 
the Japanese in the Second World War, to dint this image. 

 
Although we were taught in our history classes at school that there had been some 

reprehensible oversights and a bit of bad decision making from England in the Crimean War, 
and some radical teachers even questioned the validity of Britain’s case for fighting the South 
Africans in the much more recent Boer War, never was there a whisper heard of British 
mismanagement in World War I. What we learned about was heroism, blind devotion to duty, 
backbone, romantic poets gladly dying for their country, commitment to “the British way of 
life”, disdain for the values of foreigners, especially the Germans (but with the possible 
exception of the French), and the Impossibility of the British ever being defeated in battle 
because of their sterling character which we must emulate at all times. 

 
I see you, my three grandchildren born in the 1970s, growing up in the 1980s, absolutely 

untouched in your background by any of this. I don’t see how you can possibly understand 
how an over-sensitive little girl of 12 felt in 1931 when she knew she was “officer class”, but 
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was convinced that if she were to be faced with the possibility of physical torture, or, indeed, 
any other type of ordeal where bravery was called for, she would undoubtedly be a craven 
coward. She would give in, collapse, and in so doing let down her family, her school, her 
country, and England. She would have to commit suicide as the only way out! Perhaps she 
would lack the courage even for that. 

 
This feeling of hopeless inadequacy coloured to an extraordinary degree my early 

adolescent years in Melbourne. It spoilt my relationships with my peers at school, most of 
whom seemed to me to be so naturally brave, so forceful, so spirited and in every way 
admirable, that my self-confidence, in the assured belief of my natural cowardice, evaporated 
into thin air. For many years I felt like a nobody, so I was a nobody. I was lonely, and I really 
suffered. 

 
I am sure you are amazed to hear all this, having known me for all of your lives as a 

pretty strong, forceful personality with a love of fun, even quite an adventurous spirit. Well, I 
had to learn all that. I suppose it was there all the time really, but when I was adolescent I could 
not believe that. Nobody seemed to be like me, I was a loner. Nobody I was trying to be “thick” 
with at school seemed to admire any of the things I was good at, let alone admire me for myself. 
That, as I see now, was partly bad luck in the particular circle of girls in which I found myself at 
the beginning. But even the girls’ schools in those days were very successful in teaching their 
pupils current Establishment values. One should be a natural leader, one must be good at sport, 
one might be permitted to be good at maths or even science. But any undue interest in the arts, 
especially music, was considered a bit effete — “wimpish”, you might say today. I was no born 
leader then, hopeless at sport and maths, but I was very good at music, art and literature. 
Nobody cared. 

 
But I did find out, so many years later, that I actually am quite brave. It took suffering 

and having children to discover this. The sufferings I speak of were mental and emotional 
rather than physical, and were, as I see it now, sometimes imagined, often avoidable, and 
occasionally exaggerated out of all proportion in my own mind. They were none the less real 
and frightening at the time. And it took more years to make me see that this was, indeed, a form 
of courage, and that the overcoming of those fears has made me the strong, self-confident 
woman I am today. 

 
Ah well, that’s what growing up is all about. Take heart, my beautiful adolescent 

grand-daughters! It should all come right in the end. 
 
I am now going to tell you about my days of “that will never happen again”, my 

childhood in the 1920’s. 
 
 
Chapter 2. Dunedin Days (1923-1925) 
 
I lived with my mother and Geraldine in Dunedin until I was six. My father always 

seemed to be at sea. 
 
It seems in retrospect that he was not often at home. But I did learn to play piano duets 

of quite some complexity with him, from ear; so he must have been around long enough for me 
to learn to play them. He was an accomplished “natural” musician. He could not read music, 
but he could compose it and play the piano very well, within certain limitations, of course. He 
was an excellent entertainer, singing Gilbert and Sullivan patter songs vivaciously to his own 
lively accompaniment, and performing what we children thought were hilariously funny 
musical monologues in a kind of song and dance routine. 
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These always made journeys in his ship memorable for his passengers. The  first thing he  

would do when the ship was about to embark from Melbourne on its three week circuit to New 
Zealand and back, was to send for the passenger list. In those days (the early 1920s) many  
famous singers, actors and groups of performers — even circuses — travelled across the Tasman  
Sea to tour their shows or concerts throughout the country. My father would arrange for those 
whose names he recognised as professional performers to dine at his table, and persuade them 
to give free performances at the evening concerts. If the concerts needed more items, he himself 
could provide them. He became so well known and popular with the passengers that twenty 
years later New Zealanders who had travelled with him remembered their voyage with 
pleasure. When I returned from Australia to live again in New Zealand, at the age of nearly 18, 
I found with an unusual name like Doorly that wherever I went I was always sure to run into 
people who had once travelled with my father. 

 
He was a good raconteur, and I loved his tales of adventures on his trips, even the tame 

old passenger ship run across the Tasman where you would think nothing beyond a rough 
passage would occur to disturb the Colonial decorum. Houdini came across with him once, and 
was persuaded to perform his famous act of wriggling out of a strait-jacket, handcuffs, etc. Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle travelled with him several times and they became great friends. He was 
enticed into telling some of his Sherlock Holmes stories, or other such, at the evening 
entertainments. And Daddy always adored it when Wirth’s Circus travelled with him. 

 
He loved to watch the elephant helping to load on board the circus’s caravans and 

trucks. He simply placed his huge forehead on the last truck, gave a nudge, and the whole line 
moved forward into the hold. 

 
The ship was small by today’s standards, and there was no room for the elephant itself 

in the hold. A part of the deck under the bridge was prepared for him. The deck jutted out a bit 
beneath the cabins on the bridge so that the elephant could, in fact, move out and actually 
observe what was going on on the narrow strip of deck above him; and of course, vice versa. 

 
One night one of the officers was enjoying a cigarette by the ship’s rail on the bridge 

before he went to bed. He dropped the lighted butt into what he thought was the sea, but it 
missed and fell on to the back of the elephant and burnt him. He roared with pain, whipped 
around as fast as his huge bulk would allow and managed to get up on his hind legs. This 
brought the waving trunk perilously close to the terrified young man, who vanished quickly 
into the nearest cabin. This happened to be the Captain’s — my father’s. 

 
Then the fun began. The elephant had observed where the young man went, and the 

open porthole of the cabin. Somehow he got his trunk right inside that porthole. The cabin was, 
naturally, very small. With his trunk swinging wildly from side to side, the elephant sought his 
prey. That trunk managed to pick up a number of loose objects and fling them around. It swept 
from the shelves, sink top and bedside table all manner of things such as books, papers, toilet 
gear and so on, and almost but not quite reached the cowering body of the young officer who 
was on the bunk practically pushing himself through the wall with terror. 

 
I don’t know what was the effect of this on the officer in later years, but my father was 

all on the elephant’s side. He thought what that animal did was absolutely marvellous. So did 
we, as children. And so do I still today — if, of course, that story is really true. (My sister swears 
it is.) 

 
Our life in Dunedin was rather less dramatic, but we worked on that, too. My mother 

acted well as an amateur, and often won the annual drama competitions, particularly for her 
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Shakespeare performances. I remember her shutting herself into her bedroom in order to learn 
her part undisturbed. I would creep to the door to listen, fascinated — because of course I was 
too young to be taken to the plays for which she was rehearsing, and had little idea what a play 
was really like. One day I was horrified to hear her impassioned cry beyond the door: “Give me 
bread. Oh, give me bread!” So I rushed to the kitchen and came back with a loaf on the 
breadboard for her. 

 
We, too, acted — my sister and I. Geraldine, six years my senior, used to write the plays 

for herself and her blonde friend Ena Nyberg, me, and my girlfriend from over the road, 
Margaret Munro, to act in our boxroom. My mother’s exciting dress-up clothes were there in 
trunks, so we could always find things to wear to turn us into princes and princesses, page boys 
and shepherdesses. Geraldine was very annoyed with me once when we were all performing in 
front of an audience and I was fiddling around with the trunks at the back of the room, bored 
because it was not “my turn”. I opened a trunk and shouted out: “Geraldine. Here’s the pink 
silk dress!”, thereby ruining Geraldine’s play. My mother would fill the other end of the room 
with chairs, and invite over about ten of the numerous elderly “lame duck” ladies, like hopeless 
old Mrs. Smith next door, to see the play. (My mother always looked after lame ducks; she 
collected them.) They would put threepenny bits in a saucer, and we performers collected the 
lolly. We loved this, but I doubt if either our acting or the plays themselves were very good. I 
know Geraldine, being tall and dark, was annoyed that she usually had to be the man, and Ena, 
with her beautiful long golden hair, was always the queen or the princess. I usually had to be a 
boy, too. 

 
Before going to school I was not sent to kindergarten, but my mother, who had me at 

home  all day, was remarkably inventive about dreaming up interesting things for me  to do. 
Making mud pies in the garden with her old kitchen utensils was a favourite occupation; also 
melting down plain candles in an old saucepan on a fire outside, and dipping into the melted 
wax beautiful flowers from our garden. Making clothes for paper dolls, painting, drawing 
“ziths” (invented maps of strange shapes and wondrous colours), and telling stories to an 
imaginary family of strange people — Deedee, Ity, Aunty Man, Unky Wunky and Joy — 
seemed to keep me happy for hours on end. 

 
I was a proper little show-off. A family which included two young boys whom I wanted 

to impress arrived one morning to bear off our family with them for a picnic in the country. The 
morning paper was lying on the kitchen table which for some reason I had been sat upon, I 
think to have my boots laced up by the faithful lame maid Ethel, and I picked it up and 
pretended I was reading it. Unfortunately it was upside-down, a fact brought swiftly to 
everyone’s attention by my scornful sister. 

 
I was also most demanding of my mother’s attention. One night she left me in the bath while she 

 answered the telephone up at the top end of our long passage. We had gas, not electricity, in 
that house; but the bathroom, a dark, poky affair, did not even have gas. My bath was always il-
luminated by two candles in old-fashioned enamel candlestick holders, sitting on the 
wash-hand basin at the end of the bath. 

 
For some reason I always insisted on drinking a glass of cold water in my bath. On this 

evening I stood at the end of the bath by the basin to reach for the empty glass, and leaned over 
one of the candles while filling it from the basin tap. My hair caught on fire. 

 
I was not stupid, and I did not panic. But no way was I going to put my hair under 

water in the bath to dowse the flames. My mother had to see what was happening first. So I 
yelled blue murder. 
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“Mummy! Mummy! Come quickly!” I shrieked. 
 
She didn’t come. So I jumped out of the bath and stood, stark naked with my hair 

aflame, at the end of the passage. She saw me, dropped the phone in horror and rushed to save 
me. 

 
That, of course, was what I wanted. What a horrid child I was! 
 
Sixty years later (as you shall hear) I found myself suffering from violent food poisoning 

on a madly rolling ferry in the Solomon Islands, in an unspeakably filthy latrine. My clothes 
were soiled and there was no way to wash them, or escape to find clean ones. I was naked, 
helpless with nausea and half crying with impotent rage and frustration at the impossible 
situation I was in. I just called out, “Mummy! Mummy! Where are you?” And I felt exactly as I 
did that night when my hair caught on fire in the bath. 

 
I was also very devious when I had done wrong, another type of situation where 

Geraldine, who always found me out, took care to pour scorn on me and see that I faced the 
music. 

 
We went to a “dame school”, a small private school round the corner from our home in 

George Street, at the All Saints Church hall. Sometimes we took our lunch. 
 
One day I ate my banana and carelessly dropped the skin on the ground in the school 

yard. This is something we were always being admonished not to do. My friend Cathie Dreaver 
ran across the yard, slipped on the banana skin and concussed herself. She got a lump as big as 
a pigeon’s egg on her forehead, and her mother had to be sent for to take her straight to the 
doctor. After lunch the headmistress ordered us all into the hall and addressed us very sternly, 
telling what had happened to Cathie and demanding to know who had dropped the banana 
skin. I stayed mum, frozen with fright. My sister Geraldine called out, “My little sister Dorothy 
did it!” 

 
I can’t remember what happened right there and then, but of course my mother was told 

about it at the end of the day and she was very distressed. Cathie stayed at home for several 
days, and my mother made me go with her to visit the invalid, bearing a gift. This was a bright 
yellow china canary bird which you filled with water through its beak and blew through its tail 
until it made a gurgling, watery whistling sound. I had chosen it myself from the toy shop, and 
secretly longed for it. 

 
I dragged behind my mother when Cathie’s mother led us into Cathie’s darkened room. 

Cathie had a big wet bandage round her aching head. I have little recollection of what I said. 
No doubt, prompted by my mother, I said something. But it was a hideous experience which I 
fear did not really teach me the lesson it should have.’ 

 
I think the only lesson it did teach me was, “Never get caught!” Thirty years later 

(because I am sometimes a slow learner) I twisted this to, “Never get caught. But if you do, 
learn to talk your way out of it.” 

 
That I really did learn to do — and well! 
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Chapter 3. The Rat. 
 

In 1923 in Dunedin there was a severe flood, followed by a plague of rats. 
 

It rained and it rained. The Leith River overflowed its banks. George Street, Dunedin’s 
main artery which ends at the bridge across the river, was awash. People were rowing along it 
in boats. 
 

Our house was the second last in the street, very close to the river. The Smiths, an elderly 
couple, lived nearest to the river, then came our house. The two houses were similar one-storied 
brick villas with tiny, conventional front gardens and private and larger back gardens 
containing small back yards flanked by outhouses near the back door. 
 

Beyond the back paling fence lay Woodhaugh Gardens, a pleasant park bordered on one 
side by the river and on the opposite by a steep hill which one could climb by foot on a path 
known as the Bullock Track, to the top of the hill where the fashionable suburbs of Maori Hill 
and Roslyn lay. The park itself was a delightful place for a picnic. Just before the flood, when 
my grandfather Whitson was still alive, his paid companion used to push him along the road in 
his wheelchair from his home about four blocks away to ours. He had had a leg amputated 
through diabetes. My mother would come out, with me hanging on to one arm and a picnic 
basket on the other, and we would walk round the corner to Woodhaugh Gardens to have 
morning tea in the sun. 
 

Over the road and a little way along the riverbank was the grand, three-storied house of 
the Wilson family, later to become related to me through the marriage of a Wilson son, Charles, 
to my sister Geraldine. This house had a sweeping lawn, and behind this was the brewery 
which the family owned and operated. When the rains stopped and the river overflow receded 
to a position behind its rightful banks, the Wilsons found dead fish on their lawn. 

 
Mrs. Smith’s house next door was flooded out. Ours, by some miracle, just missed, being 

on very slightly higher ground. Every morning for about a week we would get up and rush to 
the kitchen window to see what had happened in the back yard during the night. There were 
about five concrete steps leading up from the back yard to our kitchen door. The water, at its 
highest, sat on the second top step. Then the flood receded. 
 

I used to watch the backyard happenings through the kitchen window while sitting on 
the knee of our lame maid, Ethel. I had to be encouraged to eat, so Ethel used to tell me exciting 
stories. When my mouth dropped open with wonder she would quickly push into it a spoonful 
of food. 
 

At this time my father was the master of a Union Steamship Company passenger steamer 
called the Manuka. This vessel ran a circuit every three weeks. I think it was Melbourne, Bluff, 
Dunedin, Christchurch, Wellington, Sydney and back to Melbourne. Every three weeks he came 
to Dunedin, our home, for a couple of days and nights. So my mother had to cope with the 
flood and the rats on her own. But she was well liked and popular, so doubtless friends and 
relatives helped her to catch those rats — dozens of them, of all shapes and sizes — in traps. 
 

When my father came home he would ring up from the Union Company’s office in town 
to warn my mother he was on his way by tram, and I would be sent out to the front gate to wait 
for him. He would greet me with open arms and I was pleased to see him, but I never could 
quite place him in our household. At four, to me he was only a casual visitor to our home 
whom I was told to call Daddy. 
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One day my mother overheard me talking to my friend Margaret Munro from over the 
road. She had the misfortune to live in “one of the Terrace houses”, a matter for some 
sympathy, it seemed, or so my mother thought. How surprised she would be today to see how 
that same row of terrace houses is bringing in massive rents from its tenants, and all because of 
its genuine olde worlde Victorian charm!  
 

My friend Margaret had another misfortune. She could not sing in tune, a disability I 
considered to be completely incomprehensible. It was as though she were minus a vital limb. 
But I liked playing with her because I could show off my own undoubted talents, like playing 
piano duets by ear with my father, or singing like a bird to his accompaniment, to an admiring 
audience. 

 
One day I had taken Margaret into my mother’s bedroom where a photograph of my 

father, very handsome and debonair, sat in its decorated silver frame on the dressing-table, 
beside my mother’s monogrammed silver-backed brush, comb and mirror. 

 
“Who’s that?” asked the curious Margaret. 
 
“That’s Captain Doorly,” I replied. “He’s my mother’s friend.” 

 
My mother thought this was very amusing at the time, and she told my father about it in 

a letter. He was not amused to learn that his own little girl did not know her own father. And in 
fact it was this incident which changed the pattern of all of our lives. He decided to seek what 
seafaring people call a “shore job”, so that he could have a real family life. The shore job turned 
out to be with the Port Phillip Pilot Service in Melbourne, and two years later we moved to 
Australia to live.  

 
But to return to the plague of rats. 

 
Traps went off every night in our house, and also in the outhouses in the back yard, and 

my mother bravely caught and destroyed the vermin. She was proud of her success. But after a 
few weeks she was mortified to find herself totally unable to catch the last one. He was a huge 
grand-father rat. 
 

He was a wily creature, too. I remember seeing him several times, slinking across the 
back yard. I think he kept out of the house, doubtless sensing danger, but he certainly enjoyed 
the shelter of our washhouse, and we would hear him scuttling around in it at night. 
 

My father came home from sea for his usual short break, and my mother asked him to 
think of some way to catch our cunning rat. He said the Union Company had special rat poison 
to cope with the multitudinous rats always found on board ships, and he would get some. 
 

He came home with a tin of tacky glue which I, with fascination, watched him spread all 
over a board, which he then covered over with apples. He did this in the backyard, with old 
leather gloves on, and he warned me not to come near. He said that if I got as little of myself as 
the tip of a finger on that glue it would never come off, and I would be attached to the board for 
ever. He then carefully carried the board into the washhouse and placed it on a high shelf. 
 
That night we were all awakened in the middle of the night by a series of frightful noises 
coming from the washhouse. There were bangs and clanks and rattlings and thuds of things 
falling down, a fearsome din. We stayed put in our beds. There was no electricity in our house, 
and no-one, not even my father, was game to go outside in the dark with a lantern to see what 
was happening. 
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In the morning we went out to the washhouse to explore. What a shambles! Everything 

movable — brooms, gardening tools, cleaning buckets, shoe cleaning gear, the dipper, 
everything that had been on the shelves was swept clean off on to the floor. Just inside the door 
when my father opened it was the rat. He had a foot stuck on the board which was still intact 
with its load of apples. With three free feet the rat had leapt to the floor and struggled to free 
himself, and to escape through the doorway at the same time. He appeared to have died of a 
heart attack. 
 

We all danced with glee in a circle in the kitchen, Ethel too, and Daddy and I rushed to 
the piano to play our favourite mad piano piece which he insisted on calling Upikak, in 
celebration. 

 
Years later I wrote music for a play set in the early 1920s. Two of the characters had to 

play a piano duet, so I arranged Upikak for four hands. The drama critic of the Wellington 
morning paper praised the music for being “delightfully in period”. Of course it was. We were 
playing it in 1923. 
 

In 1925 the Doorly family crossed the Tasman in the Manuka, one of my father’s old 
commands, to live in Australia. 

 
Chapter 4. The Exam. 
 

Geraldine was nearly twelve when we started school at the Convent for our year in 
Queenscliffe, That meant that in November she would be sitting a State external examination 
which would colour her future at the college she would be attending in Melbourne the 
following year when we were all to move up to town. I was only six, one of the little ones, still 
permitted at that tiny school conducted by two nuns in one large room (the Church hall) to lead 
a carefree life. But for my sister Geraldine the nuns made it clear to her, and to the other three 
candidates from the Convent that year, that life was real, life was indeed earnest. 
 

We came to live in Queenscliffe because of my father’s new job. As a Port Phillip sea pilot 
serving his first “apprenticeship” year in learning to navigate vessels of all types and sizes from 
three miles out at sea in Bass Strait through the intricacies of the Heads with the notorious rip 
running across it, and up one of the three invisible “channels” threading the evermoving 
sandbanks lying far too close to the surface under the waters of Port Phillip Bay, for the ninety 
mile journey up to the mouth of the River Yarra and Port Melbourne. 
 
There was a pilot vessel permanently stationed off Queenscliffe, just inside the Heads, an 
elegant steam yacht once owned by the German Kaiser and found, after World War I, hidden in 
undergrowth up a swampy estuary in what was then German New Guinea. This was the 
Akuna. The other pilot vessel, the Victoria was more like Masefield’s “dirty British coaster with a 
salt caked smokestack”, but neat and handy enough for her tricky job of heaving to in the ocean 
swells three miles outside, ready to bustle up alongside an approaching liner, or even a stately 
sailing ship, and drop the pilot and his bag into the pilot launch which would then nudge the 
vessel’s side while a rope ladder would be let down for the pilot’s ascent. Quite a dangerous job 
was the pilot’s in those days, but they never seemed to fall in. Sometimes their bag did. 
(Actually very recently, in 1991, a pilot and two seamen were drowned in freak seas during this 
manoeuvre.) But I never heard my father complain of anything other than the “ingrowing 
toenails” he disliked so much of the ships of a certain well-known passenger line (meaning in- 
rather than out-turning propellers, which for some reason made a large vessel difficult to 
berth), or the annual visit to the Pilot Service’s doctor and eye specialist to pass the very rigid 
tests required each year. 
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For his first year Daddy was based in Queenscliffe where he concentrated on bringing the 

vessels through the Heads only. The ship was then boarded by a more experienced pilot whom 
my father may or may not accompany on the sandbank-dodging journey up the Bay to Port 
Melbourne. 
 

Queenscliffe was in 1926 a delightful and popular seaside holiday resort in summer, with 
a number of hotels near the “front beach”. This skirted a sheltered harbour facing the other side 
of the Bay, with usually calm water, good for six-year-olds who wanted to learn to swim, with a 
diving platform in the sea, and a pier. The daily visit of the passenger paddle-steamer from 
Melbourne at 11 a.m. and its return at 4 p.m. were the major events of the day; but in those days 
vessels from all over the world passed through Port Phillip Heads each day on their way to and 
from Port Melbourne. There was always something of interest to see. My friend John Jermyn, 
the doctor’s son, had a lookout room on the roof of his house, with a real telescope, and a book 
of flags of the world to help him recognise the nationality of what the pilots called the “Jobs” as 
they steamed past Queenscliffe. 
 

The “back beach” was different, and much more exciting. This beach was on the weather 
side of the promontory which was Queenscliffe, facing right out to the Heads and into Bass 
Strait. Two tall, graceful lighthouses, one a dazzling white and the other a menacing black, were 
placed strategically one above the other on the steep cliff beside the back beach, and we loved 
to climb up the rocks to examine them in the daytime when they were not manned. At night 
their huge beams swept for miles in two constant arcs across the sea. 

  
The back beach had waves, often even surf waves, although it, too, was well inside the Bay; 
and sandhills and caves in the cliffs and interesting seaweeds and shells, and a generally 
untamed look which appealed to us as children much more than the brushed-and-combed 
front beach. Sometimes sharks could be seen from the back beach. I remember standing 
stock still with fright one day, chest deep in water, watching a smallish shark about three 
feet long swim serenely along, parallel to the shoreline, between me and the beach. Huge 
and beautiful carpet sharks were frequently landed by the local fishermen and hauled up 
that beach for fascinated inspection by one and all before having their gorgeously patterned 
bodies ignominiously cut up for the fish-and-chip shop. 
 

And one day something wonderful happened at the back beach. My father, out at sea, 
radioed a message to the Akuna off Queenscliffe which transmitted it to shore and on by 
telephone to my mother. “Pack a picnic tea and take the girls to the back beach at about 5 
o’clock and stay there till dark. Four sailing vessels from Scandinavia due, close together.” 
 

What a sight! These were the famous wheat clippers which left their different 
Scandinavian home ports at about the same time each year, travelled different routes, but 
invariably arrived at Port Pirie, the port of Adelaide, within days of each other. It was known as 
the Wheat Ships Race. In all their majesty and beauty they sailed, fully rigged, out of the 
brilliant sunset of a perfect day, so close to us that we could actually hear the sailors talking on 
deck. The silence, except for the occasional loughing of a sail, was impressive. We and our 
friends watched from the beach until dark, full of wonder. And to think, too, that my very own 
father was handling one of those huge, beautiful things! 
 

But to return to the Convent. 
 

Queenscliffe reverted in winter to being a simple fishing village when the 
holiday-makers had left. There was a permanent Army barracks stationed on a headland, and 
some of the officers’ wives became friends of my mother’s, but it was a very small town indeed 
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in winter. However, there were two schools, the State School and St. Aloysius’ Convent. My 
parents were advised by their snobby friends to send Geraldine and me to the Convent, in spite 
of the fact that we were not Roman Catholics, because the fishermen’s children at the State 
School would be too rough for us. So to the Convent we were duly sent.  
 

Up the hill at the back of Queenscliffe overlooking the back beach, was the Nunnery, a 
beautiful if uncomfortably and sparsely furnished retreat for a number of nuns of this teaching 
order. My mother took me with her to visit them sometimes. She liked the women, felt sorry for 
them in their heavy habits in that hot summer, and doubtless took them pots of home-made 
jam. Anyway they seemed to love her visits, and laughed merrily at the bricks she dropped. 
 

Once I remember her saying, “And what do you ladies do in the evenings? Do you have 
comfortable chairs for flopping into when you are tired?” 
 

“Oh, no, Mrs. Doorly!” they cried with very real amusement. “We never flop! We read 
our holy books at night, sitting round this table in silence.” 
 

“What?” cried my mother. “But these chairs are so hard! Oh, well, I suppose if you feel 
really tired you can always go to bed with your book and have a lovely read there.” 
 

“Oh, no, Mrs.Doorly!”, they cried, beside themselves with giggles. “We never go to bed 
before lights out unless we are ill!” 
 

“Those poor women,” said my mother to me on our way down the hill. “What a hard, 
uncomfortable life they have. I do feel so sorry for them.” 
 
They did go swimming, though. The senior nuns assured my mother that my teacher, fat little 
dumpy, middle-aged Sister Jerome, was a champion swimmer. However, the nuns’ swimming 
activities had to be strictly regulated and planned carefully in advance. The saltwater 
swimming baths on the front beach, built like a stockade out over the water and surrounded by 
a picket fence to keep the sharks out, accommodated both males and females, but separately. A 
red flag flying meant males only, and a blue flag meant females. There was, I think, a special 
flag run up for the nuns. Naughty children like me and my friends, particularly the boys at the 
Convent, used to swim or dog-paddle out to the end of the palings, hang on and peer through 
them to watch. We were always enchanted to see fat Sister Jerome’s exploits. In a black, heavily 
skirted leotard with sleeves to the wrist and tights to the ankles, she splashed and laughed, 
swimming strongly the full length of the baths many times without resting. It was the bathing 
costumes which we found quite irresistible. 
 

At school the hall was divided into two parts. At the front the seniors sat at their desks, 
presided over by the dread Sister Bruno, a gaunt, grim woman with definite sadistic tendencies. 
Although officially the seniors in that school should have been, say, ten to twelve years old, 
there were in fact a handful of thirteen and fourteen year olds who had never managed to pass 
the examination which Geraldine was to sit, and would never go to college. They were simply 
marking time until they reached the school leaving age of fourteen. These at our Convent 
seemed to be boys only, and rather unruly ones at that. Sister Bruno ruled her classes with if not 
an actual rod of iron, at least a large strap of solid leather which looked like a wide strip of 
brown seaweed, the kind that streams in broad swathes from the roots of kelp. These older boys 
were her particular anathema, and never a day passed without at least one interlude of 
horrified deathly ‘ush throughout the hall when Dick Bragg or one of his pals was ordered up 
to the blackboard to be publicly thrashed on each hand, several times. The swish of that strap 
was blood-curdling. The boys never made a sound. 
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One day Dick came to school with a large bandage on his left hand. 
 

“What’s that?” asked the dread Sister Bruno when he came up for a dose of his usual 
punishment. 

 
“I’ve got a whitlow on my finger, Sister,” mumbled Dick. “It’s very sore.” 

 
“Right!” replied Sister Bruno. “I’ll double the number of strokes on the right hand, then.” 
 
And the strap whistled down the usual six times. 

 
Two days later Dick Bragg still seemed to be in pain with his heavily bandaged whitlow 

finger. But whatever he had done, it was too much for Sister Bruno. She called him up, and 
loudly demanded the left hand. 
 

You could have heard a pin drop in the room. Swish! came down that frightful strap. 
Dick screamed. A ghastly scream of pure terror. 
 

I shall never forget that horrifying shriek. It turned my blood cold. I can hear it in my ears 
today, after more than sixty years. 
 

Fortunately this sadistic behaviour of Sister Bruno did not pass unnoticed. We all told 
our parents, the priest heard about it, and I am sure Sister Bruno was severely upbraided. The 
other boys stole her strap and threw it in the sea. Until she could get another one she was 
powerless, useless at a school where she ruled by fear. She absented herself as officially sick for 
a couple of weeks, and her place was taken by the charming Sister Mary from the Nunnery, a 
beautiful, sweet and gentle lady whom everybody adored. Even the naughty boys loved her. 
The change in atmosphere in the Seniors’ half of the room was startling. 

 
However, I would not like anyone to think that we all lived in a state of constant fear. Far 

from it. Only about half a dozen of the incorrigible seniors had cause to fear Sister Bruno and 
her strap, and none of us juniors was ever touched or even threatened. Sister Jerome, the fat old 
darling, did not seem to find us at all difficult to handle. 
 

Actually I adored the Convent. We had dancing lessons on Friday afternoons from an 
itinerant lay teacher, and I learnt the Irish jig. We played hopscotch in the yard. I learnt to “cool 
my wrists” under the pump at the well at playtime, and we Protestants were allowed to draw 
pictures, always a happy occupation for me, while the rest of our section had Religious Study 
every day at a quarter to twelve. But best of all, we had prayers from 3.45 to 4 o’clock afternoon, 
all of us — on our knees. 
 

I loved this ceremony. The prayer, always the same, was an interminable invocation to 
numerous saints to intercede for us, and took the form of Q and A. Sister Bruno conducted us 
like an orchestra. She intoned the names of saints ad infinitum, and after each one we all 
shouted: “PRAY FOR US!” Tile only name I can remember today is “Saint Teresa the Little 
Flower PRAY FOR US!” My mother’s religion was Presbyterian, and in that church we had no 
such dramas as this constant, exciting pleading to the saints to save our souls from hell! 
 

We had plaster statuettes of the Virgin Mary, St. Aloysius himself and several other 
saints in niches in the wall, and these had to be served each day by filling the potted meat jars at 
their feet with fresh flowers. 
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The Priest lived in the house next door. Sometimes Sister Bruno would send Geraldine 
in with a message to him. One day she was asked to do this, and warned that the Archbishop of 
Melbourne was staying with the priest. Should Geraldine by chance meet him, she must kneel 
down before him and kiss his ring. 
 

Geraldine went through the side gate into the garden as usual and saw the Archbishop 
walking up and down under the trees, in the path to the house reciting his breviary. Geraldine 
decided that nobody was going to make her kneel down and kiss anybody’s ring, so when he 
was at the far end of the grass she quietly climbed up a tall tree, where she sat very still for 
some time until the Archbishop finished his stroll and went indoors. Geraldine was quite a  
plump girl at 12, and it must have taken something to get her up that tree! 
 

Which brings me back to Geraldine and The Exam. 
 

Our Convent school was not accredited by the State Education Department in Melbourne 
to hold the external examination on the premises. So each November when it was sat all over 
the State, those from our school who had prepared for it had to go to the local State school, 
presided over by one Mr.Grey, the headmaster. Geraldine and three other girls were to go there 
for the day. 
 

The week before The Exam Geraldine got the mumps. It was a light attack and she was 
quite well after a week. But the quarantine period was three weeks, which meant that she 
would not be able to sit The Exam. 
 

This caused consternation with the nuns, who were ambitious for their pupils to succeed 
in the annual State examination. Sister Bruno, accompanied by Sister Jerome, paid a visit to our 
mother after school one day. 
 

“Mrs. Doorly, we are so anxious that Geraldine should sit The Exam, and she seems quite 
well enough to do so.” 
 

“Oh, yes?” said my mother. 
 

“Would you let her just go to the other school on the day?” 
 

“And not say anything about the mumps?” cried my mother. 
 

“Yes, Mrs. Doorly. Please — please! You wouldn’t be telling a lie, you know, if you just let 
her go and said nothing,.” 
 

“Well,” said my mother doubtfully, “I don’t really like this very much. But if it really 
means so much to you Sisters, I suppose I could turn a blind eye and let her go, if she wants to.” 
 
The nuns were delighted. 
 

On the day of The Exam Geraldine dressed in her school uniform and duly presented 
herself with the others at Mr. Grey’s school. The children were summoned indoors to 
Assembly, and the whole school addressed by the headmaster. His first words were: 

 
“Is there a girl in this room who has recently had the mumps?” 

 
Poor Geraldine! Covered with confusion and scarlet with shame, she raised her hand and 

whispered her name. 
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“Well, Geraldine Doorly, I’m afraid you won’t be able to sit The Exam. You can go home 

now.” 
 

So she ran home, weeping bitterly, changed from her uniform into her favourite old 
dress, climbed into a comfortable fork in the fig tree by our well in the back garden, and tried to 
read a book between sobs. 
 

Meanwhile back at the Convent we were in blissful ignorance of the drama down the 
road. The whole school was down on its knees before the Virgin Mary’s statue with the flowers 
in potted meat jars, praying fervently that Geraldine Doorly (and the others) would get 
inspiration at that moment for The Exam. We prayed most of the morning. What fun it was! 
 

But news had got back to the nuns who, interestingly enough, saw no reason to stop our 
pious supplications. But one of the nuns slipped away. Forbidden to walk in the streets alone, 
Sister Bruno took a schoolgirl with her. She ran round the block to our house, banged on the 
door and greeted my startled mother with a battlecry: 
 

“Don’t die soft, Mrs. Doorly! Don’t die soft’, Come with me to see Mr. Grey, and we’ll 
plead with him to let Geraldine sit The Exam!” 

 
“No, Sister,” replied my unhappy mother. “I feel I did wrong to let Geraldine go at all. 

Mr. Grey is right. I’m not prepared to take the matter any further.” 
 

“Well, do you mind if I try alone? Will you let Geraldine go back if she is sent for?” 
 

“I suppose so”, said my mother. “But I rather wish you would give up, Sister.” 
 
“We never die soft, Mrs. Doorly! With your permission, I’m going to try!” 

 
About twenty minutes later a girl was sent round from the other school to tell my mother 

that Geraldine Doorly was to be allowed to sit The Exam in the school grounds. 
 

She did, and she passed well. Perhaps after all it was our fervent prayers to that 
rosy-lipped, pink-cheeked statue surrounded by fresh flowers in potted meat jars. I like to think 
so. But I really think it was because that intrepid Sister Bruno wouldn’t die soft. 
 

There is a denouement to this story. 
 

Forty years later, when I was living with my family in Wellington, I opened the 
evening paper one night and my eye caught the following caption: PIRATE GOLD FOUND 
IN SCHOOL GROUNDS. 
 

The school was the State school at Queenscliffe. In the school grounds there was a knoll 
with a large tree with a seat under it, the only tree in sight. It was in the shade of this tree that 
Geraldine had sat The Exam. And it was under this tree that a chance dig had happened to 
uncover a mysterious chest full of Spanish coins and treasure. 
 

It has always been known that Spanish adventurers pre-dated by at least a century the 
discovery of Australia by Tasman and Captain Cook. A landing party must have stashed away 
a cache, meaning to return later to collect it. I wonder what disaster befell them. 
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And I wonder if they landed at the romantic back beach, or the sedate front beach at 
Queenscliffe. 
 
Chapter 5.    At Williamstown 
 

The following, year, 1927, we moved up to Melbourne, where Geraldine had already 
spent several months at college. She had been boarded with the wife of Frank Blandford, one of 
the Dunedin Great-Aunt Annie’s sons. This cousin by marriage, whom we called Aunt Winnie, 
eked out a frugal living during the Depression years making and selling handcrafts, usually 
made of wool or raffia. Once she came to stay with us in Williamstown and brought a large box 
of mixed-up raffia of many different colours. I spent a happy month untangling the mess and 
plaiting or weaving it into beautiful hanks of carefully chosen colours. Aunt Winnie Blandford’s 
son Ginty was the same age as Geraldine but rather more precocious, and she had a rough time 
being chased around by him when his mother was out. Of course she never told our mother 
about such goings on. Ginty Blandford was expelled from his college a few years later for 
pinching money from the pockets of blazers hanging up in the school cloakroom. We always 
thought it was his mother’s fault for sending her one-and-only to an expensive “public” school 
which she could not really afford. She could not give Ginty pocket money sufficient to compete 
with the other boys’ spending money, so he stole it. 
 

We went first to live in a flat in Miss Johnstone’s house in Williamstown until we bought 
our own house at 216 Osborne Street a couple of blocks away.. Geraldine came home to live 
again, and took the train to town to the college in South Yarra every day. I took a funny little 
trundle bus holding about eight people to the other end of Osborne Street where there was a 
dame school for me until I too, could go to college. This was Miss Cathcart’s School. 
 

Williamstown in 1927 was a charming little port across the water from the city, on the 
end of the promontory which formed the Bay side of the mouth of the river Yarra. All of the 
pilots lived there. The pilots were, and still are, the local “aristocracy” of Williamstown. The 
Pilot Office, on the city side of the Williamstown promontory, looked over the water to Port 
Melbourne where most of the ships berthed and the Pilot Service boatmen operated a ferry 
service by launch for the pilots as they travelled to their ship in Port Melbourne to take it out to 
sea, or berthed it after they had brought it in to port. Each morning the Pilot Office senior 
boatman, Gus, a Scandinavian by birth, rang up each pilot to tell him which ships were 
expected, and roughly when they would be called up for duty. Gus had trouble with his J’s I 
remember him ringing my father to say, “There’s a Yap yob due to leave Queens Wharf at 
10.30, Cap’n. You’re next on turn.” 

 
Our house was across on the other side of Williamstown near the “open” sea. That is, 

open as compared only with the inner harbour waters one encountered once one had rounded 
Gellibrand lighthouse at the end of the Williamstown promontory and was proceeding up 
towards the mouth of the Yarra, and Port Melbourne. We were on the fashionable side of town, 
close to a good swimming beach with its seawater baths and diving platform off the beach. That 
beach even had a shark-proof net. The sharks could have swum round each end quite easily, 
but never seemed to do so, so those who erected the net must have known their shark 
psychology. 
 

The waterfront street by the Pilot Office was most charming, and still is. We failed to 
appreciate this when we lived there. It looks like a translation into wood of the waterfront of 
such small English ports as Torquay, or Tenby in Wales. But then, we had never been to 
Torquay or Tenby and we just thought it was fuddy-duddy old-fashioned with no style. We 
would all have preferred to live in a. “smarter” suburb, but Williamstown did have advantages 
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once you got there It had a marvellous beach, the romance of the convict ship history at the 
Point, a lovely Yacht Club which nobody needed to be rich to join and boat builders who 
actually lived there could build you a twenty-one-footer if you had the money, a good golf 
course and a race course. 
 
The trouble was, Williamstown was nearly half an hour’s journey by train from the city, 
through horrible slums most of the way. The particularly noisome suburb of Footscray with its 
smelly meatworks and tannery was one of the stops. When our train passed through Footscray 
we held our noses. So Williamstown was not a place one asked one’s smart city friends down to 
visit, although those who loved us came, and thoroughly enjoyed it. 
 

When we first arrived in Williamstown we lived in dear old Miss Johnstone’s house by 
the sea for ten months, and our piano came too. Daddy played every day when he was home, 
Geraldine played quite well, and even I too, had had lessons in Queenscliffe. Miss Johnstone 
herself spent all her time in a large, rather beautiful front room with a full-size grand piano in it. 
She had been a teacher of piano at the Melbourne Conservatorium all her life, but, now in her 
70s, had retired some years back. My mother asked her if she would teach Geraldine and me as 
a favour, because she now took no private pupils. She said she would, but not until we had left 
her house. She thought we would be embarrassed knowing she could hear us practising. This 
was typical of how kind thoughtful and considerate that wonderful old lady was. 
 

One evening I went outside Miss Johnstone’s back door into the garden and caught sight 
of the new moon. Children adore superstitious rites, and I had just learned from my school 
friends that if you saw the new moon (but it must not be through glass) you should bow 
reverently to it three times, saying each time, “How-do-you-do, New Moon!” And then you 
could make a wish (which nobody must be told) and it would come true. So I decided to try this 
out. 
 

But the sight of the new moon caught me unawares. I did the ceremonial thing with the 
bows and the salutations, then realised I had forgotten to prepare a wish. No way could I 
dream one up! Hurry, hurry! It might be essential to do it within so many seconds for the wish 
to come true! 
 

I looked desperately around me in the garden for inspiration and saw a plum tree 
nearby. In my rush I almost shouted (silently, of course), “I WISH I HAD A LITTLE FRUIT 
TREE!” 
 

Well, what a let-down! I sat despondently on the doorstep, thinking what a fool I had 
been wasting a precious wish like that, and all through panic. No way did I want a little fruit 
tree! And no way did it seem likely that I would get one, even had I wanted one. 
 

 However, wait for it. A couple of days later Miss Johnstone, who quite liked her tenants’ 
little seven-year-old daughter, took me by the hand and led me into the garden to show me 
a”secret”. Near the plum tree, half hidden by something bushy, was a little self-sown plum tree 
about two feet high. 
 

“Look at that, Dorothy!” she said. I want you to have that. I want that to be your very 
own little plum tree, to water and look after. And all the plums on it will be yours!” 
 

I sometimes think that is one of the craziest things that ever happened to me. Not only 
did it restore my belief in the magic of holy rites and old wives’ tales then, but to this day I 
retain a sneaking fondness for superstitious customs. It is not so much that I know, or even 
think, it will happen. But who knows? 
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When we moved to our own home Miss Johnstone did teach the piano to Geraldine and 

me. She taught Geraldine till a year after she left school, and me for even longer. 
 

About a year after the beginning of the dark days of the rule of Beery Bea, my father’s 
horrid second wife, when I was 16 and studying at a business college because it was supposed 
by her to be a wicked waste of my father’s precious money to send me to University, she also 
persuaded him that it was a wicked waste to pay for my much loved piano lessons with Miss 
Johnstone. I was devastated when he told me I was to tell her that Friday that I would not be 
going again because he could not afford to pay for my lessons. I was terribly distressed at my 
darling father saying such a cruel thing, and horrified that I was to have the embarrassment of 
telling Miss Johnstone myself that my father had no money, especially when I knew he 
certainly had. I sat down at her piano, blushed scarlet, stared down at the keyboard, and the 
tears started to run down my cheeks. 
 

“What’s the matter, dear?” cried Miss Johnstone, really horrified. 
 

I told her what I had to tell her, gulping the words out through my tears. 
 

One of the things that was worrying me was that 1 had no idea what Miss Johnstone 
would say. What could she say? 
 

She said, “Never mind, darling! You just come to me every Friday instead of Tuesdays 
and Fridays, and we won’t say anything about the money.” 
 

If I had not been so proud and shy and immature and oversensitive and uptight I would 
have cried in her arms, and I know she would have hugged me to her. But I was too shy, and 
she was too sensitive to my feelings. I just gave her a watery, grateful smile and went on with 
my Bach as though nothing had happened. But my heart was pounding, and the tears were still 
running down my face. 
 

Nothing was ever said again. But I continued my piano lessons until I left Williamstown 
a year later. Beery Bea must have been furious. 
 

Miss Johnstone, I now realise, knew I was having a rough time with my new stepmother, 
a woman whom nobody in that town liked one little bit. My mother, who had been dead only a 
year when my father married again, had been very popular, and Bea had to compete with an 
innate hostility in Williamstown, especially as the circumstances of her marriage to my father 
were suspicious, pointing as they did to what we used to call “gold-digging”. I did not know 
then that all of my parents’ old friends were sympathetic to me, the only one left to cope with a 
monstrous lady, and were only too ready to help me should I ask for help. But I was far too 
proud. Nobody, but nobody must know how horrid and perfectly beastly that woman was, 
because it would reflect badly on my father. And that Wasn’t Done. 
 

Miss Johnstone taught me the piano in a way that was different from the treatment my 
school friends were getting from their piano teachers. (Learning music” meant learning the 
piano in those days. I never met a player of a different instrument until I was practically grown 
up.) I never sat exams. I did very little theory. At every lesson I played scales and exercises first, 
then a classical sonata, then a piece from the 19th century repertoire (usually Chopin or 
Mendelssohn or Beethoven), then a piece from the 20th century (the wishy-washy composers of 
the new English “renaissance” like Arnold Bax, Cyril Scott and Delius were popular then). Then 
I was shown some yellow-leaved book with old-fashioned music printing, for sight reading. A 
party piece would be slipped into the routine. 
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While I played these pieces Miss Johnstone would tell me about the composers and their 

lives, and what they were trying to do and say with their music. It was all absolutely 
marvellous. 
 

Her grammar and vocabulary, sometimes suspect, gave rise to amusement at home. 
 

“Isn’t Mendelssohn wonderful, dear — so fertile!” 
 

For some reason I thought she was a funny old old-fashioned thing. But she was not. She 
knew all about it. When I got fairly good technically I loved my lessons, and I still play my 
piano today. I don’t think any of those school friends of mine with their Robin’s Return and 
Christmas Bells, party pieces, could even read a note of music today. 
 

I’ve got a lot to be grateful to Miss Johnstone for. She showed me what music was all 
about. 
 
 
Chapter 6. At Miss Cathcart’s School. 
 

Miss Cathcart’s School was the only primary school in Williamstown which was a private 
school. There was only one State school, too — a very large one. Again my parents were told by 
their friends that it would need to be Miss Cathcart’s for me, for the three and a half years till I 
would be going to College. 
 

That school of about forty or so pupils of both sexes, but mainly girls, was extraordinary. 
There was an Upper School of about seven or eight pupils, and a Lower School of about thirty 
five, and one could not have found a greater contrast between the two parts. 
 

The Upper School, taught by Miss Cathcart herself, was conducted in the original front 
sitting room of the attractive old two-storied stone house. Here all was dignity, quiet, calm, 
civilised behaviour, and yes, even a certain academic distinction. For Miss Cathcart herself was 
an elderly, well- educated teacher in the best Victorian traditions. She really knew her stuff and 
was, I believe, a mathematician. And when Tessie Smith, Roma Wills and I all moved on from 
her Grade VI to Merton Hall’s Form III we were far and away ahead of the others in all 
branches of maths, in history, and in certain topographical aspects of geography, even in French 
albeit with a strange accent. We could draw maps, correctly and beautifully. However, some 
aspects of our education had been neglected, and here we knew little. But the iron hand in the 
velvet glove, which symbolised Miss Cathcart’s teaching method so well, stood us in good 
stead for our later confrontation with modern attitudes or new subjects. We had been made to 
keep our noses to the grindstone and learn, whether we wanted to or not, whether parrot 
fashion or not. And she was a hard and exacting task-master. 
 

Oddly enough, we neither resented nor disliked her. She had a way with her, a charisma. 
We respected her, tried our very best, and chastisement of any nature rarely had to be given. If 
it was it meant staying in after school to write out “lines”. 
 

Not so in the Lower School where I spent my first year and a half. 
 

This was held in a badly built wooden shed like a barn with a tin roof, built on to the 
back of the stone house and known as the School Hall. It was overcrowded, stiflingly hot in 
summer and inadequately heated and freezing cold in winter. What was left of the original 
back yard was our totally inadequate “playground”. 



                                                                                                               Grandmother Part I   page 

© Dorothy Freed, 1991 

19  

 
The mistress of ceremonies in this uncomfortable barn was Miss Cameron, a fearsome 

lady indeed of whom I was terrified. One soon learned to stay quiet and unobtrusive when 
Miss Cameron was around. Not that she troubled “nice, obedient children” like me much. 
Neither did she ever give us any encouragement or praise, so we would not have particularly 
liked her anyway. But this monstrous lady’s power resided in her sharp tongue and her cane, 
just as Sister Bruno’s had in her strap at the Queenscliffe convent. 
 

It was said that Miss Cameron was a retired State School teacher whom the impoverished 
Miss Cathcart had got cheap. If this were true, and if she was typical, my parents’ friends were 
indeed right to advise them to keep Geraldine and me out of the State School system. 
 

An ignorant, insensitive and extremely unattractive middle-aged woman with her sparse 
iron- grey hair scraped into an unbecoming bun, Miss Cameron began our day with a shout. 
 

“Good morning, children!” she yelled aggressively. 
 

“Good morning, Miss Cameron!” we called back in reply. 
 

So far so good. That first remark of hers was probably going to be the only vaguely 
friendly one we would hear that day. 

 
How she shouted, ranted and raved at us. How she beat the half dozen or so 

unfortunates who always seemed to collect it. Crying little ones in Grade I wet their pants when 
hauled out on the floor to read aloud or recite their tables in public. They would be ridiculed 
and yelled at, and then strapped. 
 

I realise now that Miss Cameron was far more vicious and brutish than Sister Bruno at 
the Convent ever was. The only difference was that Sister Bruno did, I’m sure, have a sadistic 
streak in her, whereas Miss Cameron was simply running scared. She was in desperate fear all 
the time of losing control, of perhaps even being challenged. Because, let’s face it, Miss 
Cameron’s education was of the most minimal standard. She understood nothing beyond how 
to teach the rudiments of the Three R’s — by rote. Many of us, even in the Lower School, could 
have asked her awkward questions of a quite elementary nature that she would have been quite 
unable to answer. So she discouraged any of us from even thinking of asking anything aloud 
from the floor, so to speak. We just shut up and held our tongues. 
 

I did well, naturally. Reading and writing, were already my private hobbies at the age of 
eight; and the arithmetic we learned in Miss Cameron’s Room, though not interestingly taught, 
was not difficult if one knew one’s tables. And Miss Cameron sure saw to that. We all sing-song 
recited them all first thing every morning. Even today my elderly friends ask me to keep the 
score for card games and scrabble. And even if it had been more difficult, my friends from 
similar families and I would always have outshone the poor unfortunates who were always “in 
for it”. They were in such a permanent state of terror they couldn’t even think. 
 

Mary Liley, the daughter of another pilot, was a wild, red-headed tomboy of a girl, not 
particularly academically gifted but warm-hearted, generous and kind. Her mother was 
permanently invalided at home with cancer, and could not even attempt to control Mary’s wild 
ways. She used to give me “dinks” on the handlebars of her bicycle, which I found wildly 
exciting. 
 

Miss Cameron sensed the potential rebelliousness of this girl and feared her. So of course 
she hated her. Poor Mary for some reason could not pronounce the syllable “al” correctly. She 
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would swallow the vowel sound, talking about Elison instead of Alison, Ellen instead of 
Allen, Elice instead of Alice in Wonderland. When called up to read aloud she would meet one 
of these words and mispronounce it. Miss Cameron used to scream at her: òAl! Al! ALICE!”, 
giving her a whack on the hand with her cane at each pause. I think Mary was unable to say it 
correctly. I have since met adults with the same disability. 
 

Miss Cameron was just plain awful. And the most ironical thing of all was when she sat 
with Miss Cathcart presiding over the prize-giving table every Christmas after the concert at 
our school break-up. She had her ghastly hair water-waved for the evening, and she wore a 
forced, permanent, insincere smirk on her ugly weather-beaten face, horrible indeed to behold. 
It was frightful to see her pretending. 
 

As far as Miss Cathcart was concerned, Miss Cameron and her roomful of pupils simply 
did not exist. She was just expected to get on with the job, poor woman, and deliver the goods 
to Miss Cathcart each year in the form of the four or five pupils who had managed to survive 
Grade IV in Miss Cameron’s Room without persuading their parents to remove them. These 
would then be turned overnight into “little ladies” by Miss Cathcart. No boy ever came to the 
Upper School during my two years there, which does not surprise me. Miss Cameron was 
toughest on the boys. They were probably sent by their appalled parents to the expensive prep 
schools of the city colleges for which they were later destined. 
 

However, on Mondays and Fridays special optional classes , paid for separately by 
willing parents, were held after school in the School Hall (or the dread Miss Cameron’s Room). 
Monday was Elocution, and Friday was Dancing. I took both, and enjoyed them. It was mainly 
the pupils of these classes who performed at the much-vaunted school concert at the end of 
each year. 
 

My parents, to my extreme embarrassment, entertained Miss Cathcart to dinner at our 
home two or three times a year. There she discovered my musical flair and my father’s 
undoubted talents as a public entertainer. From then on Daddy was roped into the school 
concerts as a performer and those who could sing formed a group around him at the piano 
onstage and sang the choruses to his ballads. He and I even played some of our famous duets 
together, particularly anything he had composed himself. Some of my school friends thought 
this was awful “showing off”, and I suffered for it, though secretly I was very proud of my 
father and his skills. 
 

I actually quite enjoyed my days at Miss Cathcart’s School In Spite, as they say, of All. 
And one thing going there did for me had most unexpected and beneficial results. This was 
reading third- rate literature. 
 

Don’t imagine that Miss Cathcart didn’t know good from bad literature (although 
without doubt Miss Cameron did not). She certainly did. But she never threw anything away. 
Our schoolroom in the Upper School was lined with several hundred books on each side of the 
fireplace. There were nearly all of the well-known 19th. century classics — the complete works 
of Dickens, Scott, the Brontes (I don’t remember Jane Austen but she was probably there), 
Fenimore Cooper, Robert Louis Stevenson, Louisa M. Alcott, all the Anne books (Anne of Green 
Gables,) and the Emily books (Emily Climbs), Kipling stories, books like The Children of the New 
Forest, really good timeless stuff for the young. But this library had been started in the 1880s or 
earlier, and it also included the most appalling books for schoolgirls from those days, stories 
about violet-eyed heroines do-gooding all over the place in the face of unspeakable and 
dreadfully unjust hardships, showing sterling Victorian feminine virtues. Girls who rushed on 
to railway lines in front of oncoming trains to rescue “the Worst Girl in the School” who had 
naughtily (and disobediently) scooted across and got her shoe stuck on the track; stories about 
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girls’ schools where the girls (who never got beyond a mysterious form called “Remove” 
included a quaint Indian princess, a fat girl called Bessie and other exotics who spent their time 
in the dorm. eating cream buns. For a year I longed to be in a form called “Remove” and eat 
cream buns in the dorm, especially the year 1 was being chased around and frightened out of 
my wits by the revolting Nigel Watson. 
 

The result of this completely unexpurgated, catholic collection of reading matter to an 
avid reader (I would read five or six books a week) was that I learned to discriminate good 
writing from trivia and rubbish young, and without help. I just knew what I enjoyed, what held 
my interest. And although I did rather want to eat those cream buns with the girls in 
“Remove”, I knew in my heart of hearts that those stories were just filling-in-time books, not 
much better than a load of old codswallop. 
 

In my late 30s I went to Library School in New Zealand and learned how to select “only 
the best” for adults, and for children, too. Yes, I have no argument with that, especially when it 
is public money one is spending to buy the books for one’s library. But when I heard some of 
my married colleagues say things like, “We have always exposed our children to only the best 
literature” as though they were exposing them to a mild dose of measles so they would not get 
a worse one on their own, I used to think, “What a pity! Someone else is always going to choose 
for those children. They are never going to have the chance to really find out for themselves, the 
way I did at Miss Cathcart’s School, the difference between good, bad and indifferent 
literature.” 
 

I do not regret any rubbish I ever read at that school. Because I got the good stuff, too. 
 

 
Chapter 7.  At the Dockyard. 
 

One of my best friends at Miss Cathcart’s School was Elizabeth Eady. Elizabeth was 
English, had golden hair, a beautiful white skin and she spoke with a British accent which we in 
our family admired, and I still do. (My father-was constantly battling local influences on the 
vowel sounds made by Geraldine and me, and for years at school I was known as “the girl who 
talks funny” because I said castle and dance with a long “a” instead of a short one.) 
 

Elizabeth came to our school straight from an English governess who had taught her to 
read beautifully and intelligently, but had riot taught her to write or spell. This alone made her 
very strange to the rest of us, and almost beyond the comprehension of Miss Cameron. 
 

Elizabeth’s father was a senior British naval officer who had come to Melbourne to a 
“shore job”, as had my father from, New Zealand, and probably for the same reason. He was 
the Manager of the extensive dockyards down at the end of the Williamstown promontory. The 
family lived in one of two large, romantic old wooden Victorian houses built right in the middle 
of the vast dockyard, close to the mournful hooting of Gillibrand Lighthouse, with a 
magnificent view of the sea on three sides. 
 

Poor Mrs. Eady, reared and nurtured to be a naval officer’s wife in Britain, must have 
hated living there. It was bad enough asking one’s friends from other Melbourne suburbs to 
visit us in Williamstown with that awful train journey to experience. (Cars were rare in the 
1920s.) But to expect civilised people to sit in the train till the very end of the line, two stations 
beyond ours, and then get out, climb over a wilderness of scrap iron and Junk to the guard’s 
office at the dockyard gate, walk about a quarter of a mile across it keeping the vast drydock 
itself on their left and the untidy clumps of huge concrete drainpipes on their right, until the 
pleasant fenced garden of the Eady’s imposing residence was reached, was all a bit much for 
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poor Mrs. Eady. However, sometimes there was a glorious alternative to this ghastly trip 
which could be used when a visiting naval vessel came in. 
 

The Eadys would give a dance on the Saturday night. The interesting visitors — officers 
from the visiting naval vessel and any local Navy personnel who happened to be around 
Melbourne at the time — came across the inner harbour in a launch like our -pilot launch, and 
landed right beside the house. Local girls were invited to partner these eligible and exciting 
males; and the local girls did not mind the train ride down to the end of the line and the walk, 
with torches, across the dockyard. 
 

My sister Geraldine was always invited as an eligible partner, and I was usually allowed 
to go, too, to stay the night and be a companion for Elizabeth. Once one got there it was 
absolutely gorgeous, an ideal house for such ambitious parties. 
 

Summer weekends staying with Elizabeth Eady were always exciting. She would ring me 
up and say, “Do come over and stay. The dry dock’s full!” 
 

This meant we could swim in it. 
 
That dry dock was a huge concrete construction, 400 feet long and very deep, with steep 

steps cut into the sides all round so that one could climb to whatever height one wished to 
practise one’s diving. How many belly flops I did into that dry dock! There was never anybody 
in it but us, hence the attraction. The dog came in too, and had to be helped up and down the 
steps. The water was always very cold indeed. The sea end of the dry dock was constructed like 
a ship’s bulkhead and could be raised or lowered to let the water in or pump it out. Once a 
smallish shark got in too, but it did not worry us. As my son told me fifty years later when I 
was swimming in the Solomon Islands “Mum, if you find yourself swimming with a shark, just 
mind your business and the shark will mind its!” We did keep a wary eye out that day, because 
it certainly would have been hungry. 
  

The other thing we did which I shall never forget was visit the hulks tied up alongside a 
long disused and rotted wharf. These were the remains of the 18th- and 19th-century convict 
ships. So small were they, those ships. The convicts must have been half dead by the time they 
landed. For some reason we liked to do something quite stupid which we found very exciting. 
 

Elizabeth and I stripped off our clothes to singlet and knickers, lit a candle each and 
slipped down the hole at one end of the lower deck, lowering ourselves into the actual bilge 
between the decking above us and the ship’s hull beneath us. It was usually about a foot or two 
full of stale, rancid seawater, but a plank ran from one end to the other like a catwalk, a couple 
of feet above the water. We crawled along the plank in this steamy, hot, smelly, airless area, 
holding our candles aloft, and finally reached the other end where there was another hole to 
allow us to climb up on deck again. Rats scuttled around, and altogether it was hideous, but 
together we seemed to enjoy doing it. I did not like it, though, when Elizabeth’s brother Donald 
heard we were going and decided to come too. He seemed to take far too great an interest in the 
fact that I had virtually no clothes on. He was probably about 14 at the time. 
 

It amazes me now to think that the superior, lady-like Mrs. Eady would allow her 
carefully brought up daughter to do such things. We also played dirty and wild games in those 
huge drainpipes. And we used to creep all over the half rotted timber house next door, which 
we called the Haunted House, getting thoroughly filthy with cobwebs and dirt. 
 

All Mrs. Eady ever said when she looked up from her book, sitting in her pretty and 
charming little sittingroom with the elegant silver tea tray and service beside her, was: 
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“You two girls had better run off and have a hot shower and change for dinner! “ 

 
Dinner was usually very dull. Mrs. Eady was sure no cook. 

 
Chapter 8.  Nigel 
 

This is going to be a hard story to write. It is, I suppose, a silly little story in its bare facts, 
and in retrospect. But the events which took place and their aftermath left me in such a state of 
guilty misery and shock that I was literally unable to cope with society on my own at all, for 
two whole years. It took two more before I slowly recovered my self-confidence, and I was not 
entirely free of a guilt complex until I married. So the story must be told. 
 

I told the tale to my husband as we lay in bed together one morning. I had never 
breathed a word of it to a living soul before. He questioned me closely to make sure his ears 
had not deceived him, then the bed shook with silent laughter. He just laughed and laughed — 
to think that such a childish, ridiculous event had, in fact, had such dire effects. He said it was 
like a Maupassant story. Suddenly I, too, saw it that way. And I laughed too, albeit wryly. And 
I have been laughing wryly ever since. 
 

Thank God I married young, because it was only from the moment I told the story out 
loud that I regained entirely my long-lost self-confidence. 
 

It was the winter of my 12th year, and my last year at Miss Cathcart’s School. I was really 
looking forward to going up to town next year to Merton Hall (the popular name for 
Melbourne Church of England Girls’ Grammar School) where I had already been enrolled in 
advance for a year or more. In those Depression years it had been impressed upon me what a 
lucky girl I was to be going to such a good, privileged school. 
 

My music lessons with Miss Johnstone were at a quarter to five on Tuesdays and Fridays, 
and I walked home an hour later, at dusk that winter. My teacher’s 15-year-old nephew Nigel 
Watson knew my routine and decided to wait at his aunt’s gate to “take me home”. This was 
quite unsolicited by anyone, but Miss Johnstone thought it was nice of him. 
 

Nice, my foot! He was a boring, pimply fat slob, and I never liked him. He carried my 
music and made stilted conversation until we got to Osborne Street. Then he grabbed my arm 
and said, “Let’s go the back way” 
 

Those suburban streets of wooden villa houses in Melbourne had a lane running between 
each pair of streets, used to “service” the houses on each side. Originally the driver of the 
horse-drawn “night cart” would empty the contents of the primitive garden lavatories, but as 
people were able to change these to water closets in the 1920s, the lane was used only by the 
rubbish cart man. We would take our rubbish cans down to the back gate one particular day a 
week and they would be emptied. Apart from this, our lane was only used as a short cut, on 
foot, to the railway station seven or eight minutes’ walk away. 
 

Our back garden was quite large, with trees and grass, an orchard really. At its top end 
near the house, and divided from the back area by a vinecovered trellis, was a cultivated 
garden, a pebbly yard with its brick path leading to the pretty but spider-infested loo (now a 
proper water-closet but otherwise primitive, and still outside). The grape vines on the trellis 
fences hid the back garden proper from the house. In the gathering darkness of an early winter 
evening it was very secluded. 
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Nigel propelled me under the greengage tree, pushed me against the trunk, fiddled 
feverishly under my skirt with one hand while I was pinioned with the other, pulled down my 
pants, and then undid his fly and produced a large, fat, uncircumcised penis. 
 

The first time this happened I was shocked beyond words. I was not afraid of what might 
happen to me because I literally had no idea what that might be, so sheltered had been my life 
until then. I also had no idea what that revolting object was, sticking, out of his pants. It bore 
little resemblance to the little dingle-dangles I had seen on little boy babies when their mothers 
let them run round naked on the beach. 
 

“Keep quiet!” hissed Nigel. And so bewildered and aghast was I that I did. I was turned 
to stone. 
 

“What about this?” whispered Nigel urgently, as he proceeded to rub my private parts 
with his finger. “Do you like it?” 
 

“No!” I replied, wriggling to get away. For some reason, all I could think of was escape 
— escape from something thoroughly nasty and dirty that the Bible had something to say 
about, I thought. 
 

Still forcing me against the tree, he grabbed my hand and made me touch that 
unspeakable object. I was supposed to rub it, it seems, while he rubbed my private parts. 
 

I wriggled and struggled and protested and wouldn’t play. But I didn’t cry out. For some 
utterly unknown reason everything inside me seemed to be screaming, “Shame! Guilt! Don’t 
tell anyone! No-one must ever find out.’“ 
 

In the meantime Nigel, unable to make me cooperate with his wishes any more than he 
would a petrified statue, masturbated himself and had an ejaculation. I watched this strange 
and frightening phenomenon with horror. As he shot the stuff into the grass he made the most 
extraordinary remark. He said, “That’s what makes babies! “ 
 

I decided he was quite mad. What, on earth could he possibly mean! I had to admit I was 
vague about what did make babies; but I was convinced that it could not possibly be anything 
like that disgusting stuff coming out of that disgusting boy’s disgusting protuberance. I knew it 
had to have something to do with love! 
 

After all this drama he buttoned up his pants, mumbled something about not telling 
anyone, said, “I’ll see you next Tuesday,” and disappeared. 
 

I went into the house somewhat shaken, but feeling nothing more than guilt and 
revulsion I determined that no-one must ever discover my “secret” But I was worried about the 
next Tuesday bit. 
 
On Tuesday, there was Nigel at his aunt’s gate. 
 

“How nice!” said dear Miss Johnstone. “Nigel has come to look after you again, the dear 
boy.“ 

So it all happened again. And again on the Friday, and again on the Tuesday and again 
on the following Friday. I don’t remember how many times it happened, probably seven or 
eight. I have no rational explanation for why I could not avoid Nigel. I was completely terrified 
of him. I was like a mouse with a cat playing with it. I tried to dash round back streets, but he 
caught up with me and grabbed me by the arm — hard. I had nightmares in bed of an 
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indefinite nature, but he was always in them, menacing, threatening, fearful. I could not tell 
anyone what was happening. I just couldn’t. Once or twice I refused to go to my music lesson, 
feigning sickness. But that was just putting off the evil day. I will never know what power that 
boy had over me, but I was completely terrified of him. And the feeling of guilt was 
overwhelming. 
  

The odd thing was that he never did any more on subsequent occasions than he did on 
the first. When I embarked on my first love affair nine years later I was certainly virgo intacta. 
 

But one thing he did do led to his downfall, and also mine. He asked me — the frigid 
little no-hoper — to tell my plump and interesting big sister Geraldine, now 17, that he would 
like to do the same thing with her. 
 

Of course I didn’t. But I was so afraid of Nigel that I told him I did, and that she 
wouldn’t.  
 

I imagine he then did approach her, thinking he would persuade her otherwise. She 
was outraged, and naturally repelled his advances . He must have told her he had had 
relations with me. And she told my mother. 
 

Well, now the fat was really in the fire. My mother must have been appalled beyond 
measure. She loved me dearly, but she was a puritanical Victorian at heart and she made the 
only bad mistake of her life with me in handling the situation. 
 

Of course she thought I had been raped. And so did my father. And they both died 
believing it, because I would not tell them what really happened. 
 

For one thing, I didn’t really know. And for another, I could not bring myself to tell them 
anything at all because I could not bear to think about it. I was covered with shame and 
disgrace, and all I could do was cry, and say, “I don’t want to talk about it. Go away, please 

leave me alone!” 

 

My mother tried to get the story out of me, and so did my madly embarrassed father. I 

just cried and would not tell them anything. My mother came out with amazing statements. She 

said Nigel could go to jail for what he had done. (Poor Nigel, he hadn’t really done very much!) 

She said she and Daddy were going to tell his parents, and he would be given the biggest 

thrashing of his life. (I believe he was.) But having made the first mistake of impressing upon 

me that a criminal offence had been committed, she made a second, far worse one. She told me 

that if they ever found out at Merton Hall what had happened to me, I would be expelled. 

 
Well, that was it. God knows what happened to Nigel, but that one remark of my 

mother’s changed my life. From then on I lived in a state of real guilt, and fear of being found 
out dominated my thoughts. I hated everyone who knew about my shame, and that meant my 
father, my sister, and most of all, my adored mother. I just turned off. I swore to myself that 
never, never, NEVER again would I ever tell my mother anything. And I never did. 
 

For a year I lived as a stranger in our home, or so I seem to remember that time. I sat 
alone and read and read, and cried and cried in my bed at night, wishing that it was this time 
next year when, by some miracle, everything might have been forgotten by everyone. I 
over-reacted in a crazy fashion, turning right in on myself, viewing everyone with suspicion 
(did they know, had they noticed, did I somehow have the mark of the Devil on me for all to 
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see?) I trusted nobody, felt myself different from everyone else, imagined slights. And when I 
did go to Merton Hall the following year I could not make friends by myself for years. 
 

But how sad it must have been for my poor, adoring mother who meant well, but who 
had to pay such a heavy price for her one mistake. Always loving and patient, and never 
mentioning the dreadful topic again, she waited. I am sure she hoped that after it had all blown 
over I could come back to her arms. But I never did. I never forgave her for not only knowing, 
but actually confronting me with my overwhelming shame and disgrace. 
 

Three years later she died. On her deathbed she asked her best friend, my Aunt Mary, to 
look after me in any way she could. She said, “Geraldine is alright, but I’m very worried about 
Dorothy.” 
 

Poor, poor Mummy. And silly, silly me. 
 
Chapter 9. The White Silk Stockings. 
 
I asked “I’ll be allowed to wear stockings, won’t I?” 
 

“Stockings, dear? I thought of your nice white socks and the new black patent leather 
shoes. “ 
 

“Oh, please, Mummy! That pretty dress Mrs. Foster made will look much nicer if I have 
stockings on!” 
 

“Oh, alright then, dear,” replied my usually indulgent mother. “I’ll have a look in the 
drawer to see if there is a white pair.” 
 

There was a big fair being held in the Town Hall at Williamstown which was to spread 
over both Friday and Saturday. It was school holidays so I had the Friday free, and I had had a 
special white dress made with green trimmings, and a new pretty straw hat with a green and 
white scarf tied round it. I was to sell something, I forget what now, from a tray suspended by a 
green ribbon round my neck. I think it was paper baskets of sweets. 

 
I felt important, in the limelight. Where my school friends were — those other leggy 

11-year-olds — I now have no idea. I seemed to be alone in my pride and glory. And I was even 
to be allowed to wear stockings! I always felt very grown-up in stockings. And my new black 
shoes had, if not exactly a high heel, at least something a bit higher than the usual square, flat 
heels. They made me feel tall and grown-up. 
 

My mother returned from rummaging in my incredibly messy drawer. I was a child 
incapable of keeping anything neat and tidy, especially if it was out of sight in a drawer. She 
had a bundle of stockings, mostly grey woollen and brown lisle, which I wore in the winter to 
school. One grubby white stocking was pulled out, but no sign of its mate, not anywhere. 
 

“Wait a minute!” said my mother. “I’ll see if Geraldine has a pair you could wear.” 
 

I was in the middle of my love-hate relationship with my sister Geraldine. I wanted 
desperately to be like her in every way, particularly in her much admired good looks; I was 
jealous of her seniority, her poise and self-assurance; and I hated the way she took practically 
no notice at all of her snotty-nosed little sister. I was beneath the dust, she was so high above 
me. I envied her, adored her, and threw pepper on her pillow to make her sneeze all night, or I 
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pulled all the books out of her tidy book-case and strewed them all over her bedroom floor, 
or I did any other frightful thing I could think of to infuriate her. 
 

Geraldine wore lisle stockings, too, to school. But she also wore silk stockings. 
 
My mother returned from Geraldine’s tidy middle drawer, bearing a pair of shining, white silk 
stockings. Silk! I was to wear silk stockings, like a real grown-up! This was beyond my wildest 
dreams. 
 

“These are Geraldine’s stockings for break-up days at Merton Hall,” she said. “She 
doesn’t wear them very often. I’m sure she won’t mind if you wear them for the two days.” 
 

I was so thrilled I was speechless. How to explain to my grandchildren — even my 
children — today, what silk stockings meant in 1930! Why, thousands of girls, and even 
grown-up ladies, never owned a pair in their whole lives in those Depression years. Lisle 
stockings were what you wore. They were cotton, of course, cheaper — much cheaper than silk, 
and ever so much more durable and easier to darn. 
 
Because in those days before nylon was invented, all stockings and socks had to be darned. It 
was a chronic occupation for the female sex. Mothers of families would sit down two or even 
three nights a week to a huge pile of darning. Out of the wash all the stockings and socks would 
be sorted for darning, and that is what happened to them. A couple of years later when I, too, 
was at College, I knew a girl who was never allowed by her thrifty mother to put on a new pair 
of stockings until she bad reinforced both heels and toes with fine, fine darning. The thought of 
never having the thrill of putting on a brand new pair of stockings — even lisle ones — in their 
virgin state for the first time made me cry inside for poor Margaret. 
 

Silk stockings also had to be darned, but were very much more difficult to mend 
successfully. You could take them to a place to be “invisibly mended”. The ladder was caught 
on the finest of tiny crochet hooks by someone using a magnifying glass, and worked through 
the cross-lines of silk the way we pick up dropped knitting stitches today. It used to cost 4/6 to 
get a ladder done, quite a sum in the days when £2 a week was a good wage. And when the 
recalcitrant “slipped” stitch had been worked back to its origin there was always an ugly line 
machined in some way across the spot to “catch” it. 

 
But of all this I knew nothing in my 11-year-old innocence. 

 
Ah, the thrill of putting on those smooth, soft, shining white silk stockings on the first 

day of the Fair! How elegant my long skinny legs looked in them! No bags at the knees, nothing 
loose round the ankles, nothing but a soft, sheer feel and a look that made me want to run my 
hands gently up them from ankle to thigh. And the charisma! White silk stockings! 
 

I stood all that afternoon near the door of the Town hall selling my sweets, gloriously 
aware of my wonderful legs in the glorious stockings. For me, everyone was looking at Dorothy 
Doorly’s legs. (Nobody was, of course, but I didn’t care.) I felt like Dorothy Lamour, the screen 
idol of the matinées in those days. 
 

I can remember little of that day except my blissful pride in the stockings. I do remember 
putting away my tray and other accessories needed for my work at the Fair, in a dark, rough 
area backstage in the church hall, to be collected again next morning. And then I walked home, 
tired but happy at the excitement of the day. 
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Half way home I looked down to admire my stockings once more. Horror! There was a 
thick if short ladder in one of them! Just below the knee, it was. I must have snagged it while I 
was putting away my things in the hall. 
 

No way can I describe my sheer misery, my absolute terror. Not only was the day ruined, 
my whole life was ruined. I could see no way of overcoming the dreadful results of my 
unforgivable carelessness. 
 

First of all there was Geraldine to be faced. As far as I knew, she had not even been told 
that I had been given her precious white silk stockings to wear. (If she had, I was sure she 
would have kicked up a fuss about it.) No way could I see my mother buying a new pair. To 
me, a pair of silk stockings represented such an exorbitant expense that it was unthinkable that 
I should even tell her. 
 

I knew that if I could mend the ladder there would be an ugly mark, but it seemed the 
best thing to do to try to do so. Maybe Geraldine would not notice until she brought the 
stockings out for the next school break-up, months away. In the meantime nobody would 
know. I would wear them again the next day, certainly without the same pride in their beauty, 
but perhaps nobody would notice. 

 
The way a snag, the prelude to the ladder, started was with one pulled thread. This was 
hanging out for about an inch, looking very ugly. I cut it off with a pair of scissors, not 
knowing that this was the worst possible thing to do. I “mended” the rest in my 
irresponsible, careless, senseless 11- year-old way, and put the stockings away for the 
morning. 
 

Next day I put them on. The whole darn collapsed. The ladders now ran in all directions 
from the cut thread, both up and down. The resulting devastation simply wasn’t to be believed! 
 
 What did I do? I had to tell my mother. Weeping, sobs, scolding. She told Geraldine. 
Fury, shouting, foot-stamping. Me — more tears. What will happen now? 
 

What did happen I don’t now remember. I think my mother went to Keggs the Drapery 
and bought me a pair of white lisle stockings for the second day of the Fair. I am certain she did 
not buy another pair of silk stockings. 
 

The retribution and punishment I so much feared was, for some reason, much less than 
expected. Maybe it was like that. Or maybe it is just that I have forgotten. But no punishment, 
no matter how harsh or undeserved, could have been worse than that dreadful moment — 
when the thread ran! 
 
Chapter 10. At Merton Hall. 
 

Starting College at the beginning of my thirteenth year was a disaster. Various things 
combined to bring this about. 
 

First there was the Nigel Watson affair, with my mother’s words still ringing in my ears: 
“If they ever found out about that at Merton Hall, you would be expelled!” That was bad news. 
 

Then I was too tall, had bands on my teeth and a red nose, and little self-confidence. And 
my mother made me wear tussore silk blouses and a burnt straw hat with my navy blue school 
uniform instead of the dazzlingly white cotton shirt blouses and panama hats the other girls 
wore. She had never caught up with the fetish for sunbathing, and found both Geraldine and 
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me just a little too grossly dark for comfort. After all, our father did come from the West 
Indies, and who was to know just how white “white West Indians” were! 
 

But worst of all was arriving at school three weeks late. 
 

My mother, after five years of exile from her family and friends in New Zealand, was 
able to make the trip across the Tasman (by sea), with Geraldine and me, for two months that 
summer. When we returned to Melbourne it was already late February and my new school had 
started early in the month. 
 

Geraldine had now left school and was about to begin a Commercial Art course at Art 
School, so she was no help to me. Of my two friends from Miss Cathcart’s School who also went 
on to Merton Hall, one was sent to St. Joan’s House. The other, Tessie Smith and formerly my 
special friend, was indeed in St. Hilda’s House where I was placed, but I found to my distress 
that she had already been incorporated into a tight little clique of new friends. 
 

I realise now that Tessie, whose parents had decided to send her to Merton Hall only 
because I, too, was going there, was probably resentful that in her hour of need I was not there 
and she had to face the new school alone. Anyway, the result was that when I arrived I found 
Tessie settled in, already established, accepted and even admired by this frightening collection 
of girls in our form, as one of themselves. She had made her friends. 
 

I was taken into Tessie’s “set” as an outsider. The others would rush up to Tessie at 
lunchtime, breathlessly surrounding her, full of excited chatter about what had happened in the 
past two hours. 
 

“Where shall we have lunch today, Tessie?” 
 

“On the hockey field? Above the tennis courts? Where do you want to go, Tessie?” 
 

I would fall back feeling unwanted, usually left to loiter along behind the animated little 
group. Tessie would look back, perhaps. 
 

“Are you coming?” she would ask coolly. 
 

And I would sit a little distance away from the others, trying to efface myself, hoping that 
one of the group would want to talk to me. 
 

I did not like any of them particularly, but if only somebody wanted to sit beside me, not 
by accident but because they really wanted to! If I tried to join in the conversation I did not hold 
their interest, or else I said the wrong thing and Tessie would snub me. If I said nothing, Tessie 
would say I was sulking. 
 

I now often hated Tessie, bitterly resenting her inexplicable popularity and her 
indifference to me, her old friend. And yet I admired her for that something I could not put my 
finger on which made her attractive to the others. What was it? 
 

I would have given anything to know what it was, acquired it at any cost. 
 

Tessie moved from Williamstown to St. Kilda during that first year we both had at 
Merton Hall, so removing any opportunity for renewed intimacy which the half hour train 
journey to school each day afforded. I remember feeling hurt that she sprang this momentous 
news on me literally the day before it happened. In the old days at Miss Cathcart’s School we 
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had been such inseparable pals, and I often spent weekends with her and her delightful 
family in their wonderful old stone two- storied house on the other side of Williamstown facing 
the city across the river Yarra. The house was said to have been built for an early governor of 
the Williamstown Jail by convicts, and to have been lived in as a child by Oscar Hammerstein’s 
first wife. 
 

Tessie had a charming family. It comprised a shadowy “retired” father permanently 
semi- invalided through having been gassed at Anzac Cove in World War I, and, as I later 
learned, an alcoholic; a busy, warm-hearted mother, and a number of interesting and handsome 
grown-up brothers. I loved the whole family. And they, wonders will never cease, seemed to 
love me. 
 

When Tessie moved to St. Kilda she still invited me over to stay weekends, as I did to 
her, and we were excellent friends again on our home territory. I think Mrs. Smith pressed 
Tessie to invite me, knowing nothing of the changed situation at school, and Tessie was well 
enough brought up to behave well as a hostess, or as a guest. 
 
 Unfortunately these episodes raised my hopes in vain. They were always dashed again at 
 school on Monday morning, when once more I was made,  deliberately as it seemed to me, 
very much the odd man out. 
 

However, after Tessie moved to St. Kilda there was something very frightening to be 
faced each time I was invited there for the weekend, and the fearful anticipation of this event 
would ruin my week beforehand. Not that it would ever have stopped me from going. Tessie 
herself, and her wonderful brothers, were far too important an element in my life at that stage. 

 
St. Kilda had a popular bathing beach, a large picture theatre called the Palais, and a 

madly exciting  Luna Park, the only one, I think, then permanently operating in Melbourne. On 
the beachfront at night St. Kilda was all bright lights, blaring music ‘ from the nearby Luna Park 
and noisy, happy crowds. The Luna Park boasted a great many sideshows, dodgems, 
merry-go-rounds and a fairly impressive Ghost Train; but the pièce de resistance was the 
switchback, and a very special second one  called the Big Dipper. 

 
Once embarked on the Big Dipper it was Goodbye, World for the next five or six minutes. 

One sat, strapped into a seat for two, in one of the three coaches, and set off on an enormous 
slow climb. Looking down from the top as the coach paused uncertainly was terrifying. The 
people on the ground looked like ants. Then came the complete disappearance of the coach in 
front, a terrifying glimpse of the void, and the huge, relentless swoop down, the coach 
gathering frightening speed all the way, everyone on board screaming blue murder. The 
following climbs and swoops were dramatic but quirky — sudden jolts, short bursts and dips, 
just enough to throw one around a bit. Then it was over. 
 

I was petrified of the Big Dipper. 
 

When I visited Tessie I think her mother used to give money to Tessie’s elder brothers on 
the Saturday night and tell them to take the two young girls out and give them a good time. 
This meant “the Pictures” at the Palais (early talkies, black-and-white, of course) followed by a 
visit to Luna Park. And that meant the Big Dipper. 
 

Funnily enough, I adored the Big Dipper once the big swoop was over. The exhilaration 
of having survived it was wildly exciting. But the psychological effect of that slow climb to the 
top — a gradual acceleration of hysterical dread — and the awful pause in mid-air at the top, 
was so frightful that the very thought of it in advance brought me out in a sweat. The week 
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prior to the event had its horrid moments of foreboding, but when the time came so close 
that I was actually sitting in the Palais watching the film, I would chew in a fever the sweets 
Tessie’s brothers were kindly proffering me, trying to stop myself from chewing my fingernails. 
 

It never occurred to me to confess my fear of the Big Dipper. That would have been 
showing the “white feather” indeed. Tessie’s scorn when we got back to school on Monday 
would have known no bounds. I certainly had to go through with it if I was to keep face with 
Tessie. 

 
Tessie’s eldest brother Lin, then about 23, was a charming, sensitive young man who 

played the piano from ear, rather badly but with some musical sensibility. Of all of Tessie’s 
brothers Lin was the one I loved best. He probably knew this because he always took my arm 
and squeezed it encouragingly when we were all walking along the Esplanade towards Luna 
Park. And he always sat with me in the Big Dipper. And he always put his arm around me and 
held me tight when we did that huge climb, and gave me a terrific hug. At 12 and 13 I loved 
him so much that the horror of that swoop down was almost worth it. Definitely Lin Smith was 
my first real love. 
 

Certainly he knew of my terror, the only one who did. But I wonder now if, perhaps, 
Tessie did too. 
 

For my third and fourth form years at Merton Hall, Tessie was a bitch. The feeling of 
power she had over me must have been delicious to her. I wonder if perhaps it was she who 
always insisted that we go on the big Dipper! 
 
 
Chapter 11 Third Form Struggles 
 

I wanted quite desperately to be popular at school that first year. But Tessie gave me the 
cold shoulder quite a lot, and other likely candidates for friendship seemed to be her friends 
first. They all admired people for the way they did things I was hopeless at, like playing 
baseball and tennis or vaulting the horse in the gym. I was terrified of our senior sports 
mistress, a loud, masculine, muscular type; and after the onset of my menstrual period I always 
managed to be excused for a full week of gym and sports every month, regardless of whether 
the week was appropriate or not, and managed a few “sore throats”, bad enough to keep me at 
home, on other odd sports days. 
 

The subjects I was good at were out, as far as the popularity stakes went. But my teachers 
for those subjects at least encouraged me kindly, and I strove hard to please them. 
 

Music and Art was taught, and even encouraged, at Merton Hall. But nobody I knew 
seemed to want to know anything about that sort of thing. 
 

Our headmistress, the august and ladylike Miss Gilman Jones, had a great friendship 
with Dr. A.E. Ffloyd, the organist and choir-master at St. Paul’s Cathedral. As ours was the 
major Church of England girls’ school in Melbourne, he took the school under his wing, aided 
and abetted by Miss Jones, his English fellow countrywoman. They could well have gone to 
Oxford together. 
 

Dr. Ffloyd taught singing throughout the school, in classes, and this weekly period was, 
in fact, the only contact with music-making we had as a class. I loved the period and tried to 
take my place in the Hall beside comparative strangers when we sang because my “friends” 
were so antagonistic towards anything like singing that they would do their best to disrupt the 
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class with whispers and giggles and chatter. And poor Dr. Ffloyd seemed unable to cope 
with this. Actually he did not seem to care much. He was a benign old gentleman. 
 

I had a sweet true soprano voice in those days, not large but with a wide range. But I 
never dreamed that the great Dr. Ffloyd would ever notice me. One day he walked along the 
rows between us, listening to what was coming out of our mouths, and he stopped in front of 
me. 
 

“You’re musical!” he smiled, lightly brushing my cheek with his finger. I was thrilled. I 
had actually had a personal talent recognised by an expert! 
 

He sometimes came to morning Assembly and chose and played the piano for our 
singing, lively and attractive hymns like “He who would valiant be”, and “And did those feet 
in ancient time”. He played with great vivacity, and we all sang well when Dr. Ffloyd was 
accompanying us, whether we wanted to or not. He used to talk in our Music period about the 
English 20th. century “renaissance” in music, and he introduced us to songs written by English 
composers some of whom he had obviously known at Oxford — Vaughan Williams, Gustav 
Holst John Ireland, Delius, Michael Head. And he also composed himself. He wrote our school 
anthem “Nisi Dominus”, which has a good, rousing tune. 
 

To one belonging to a family where modern English music meant only one composer — 
Sullivan, of Gilbert-and-Sullivan fame — this was all very interesting and was, in fact, patriotic 
indoctrination being paralleled in my piano lessons by Miss Johnstone. One day Dr. Ffloyd 
asked the class to suggest England’s greatest composer of the past 50 years. A girl called out, 
“Elgar?” To my astonishment, knowing only “Land of Hope and Glory” by this composer. Dr. 
Ffloyd seemed to be impressed with the answer. As well he might be. 
 

We had string quartets, sometimes quite famous ones, and other professional groups to 
play for us at occasional lunch hour recitals on Thursdays, and these I never missed. I do not 
now know why I did not try to seek my friends from the smallish group who always turned up 
at those concerts with me — in St. Hilda’s House or not. Because of course there were musical 
girls at our school. It was just that their paths rarely seemed to cross mine.  
 

We also had a pathetic teacher called Mrs. White to teach us something called “Music 
Appreciation” while we sewed embroidery. I think she was a lady who had fallen on hard 
times whom Miss Jones wished to help. We did know she was a widow with a teenage 
daughter to bring up alone, and we also knew that this was far from easy in the Depression 
years. Poor Mrs. White had no personal charisma, no weight, no “presence”. In fact she was not 
unlike me at the time in all of this, but this did not draw me to her in any way. We all gave Mrs. 
White a thoroughly bad time as she played us records of serious music, usually orchestral, and 
tried to tell us something about it. Nobody listened, and I, a traitor in my desperate bid for 
popularity with my peers, followed the crowd. Poor Mrs. White, her life trying to teach at 
Merton Hall must have been a misery to her. 
 

I was never a good enough pianist to be asked to play at Assembly, an honour reserved 
for only the very best, and we did have some pianists of that calibre who later became 
celebrated professional pianists. And I remember no “special choir” which, if it had existed, 
would have been run by Dr. Ffloyd, who would then have discovered that Dorothy Doorly had 
a “voice” and was, indeed, musical. So music played very little part in my life at Merton Hall. It 
was something I had at home, though. 
 

I did shine, oddly enough, in Art and English. Not that any of my school “friends” cared 
about this. But it is ironical that in my Form III year, when I was desperately trying to make an 
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impression in any way at all, two events happened which brought me to the forefront for a 
delicious moment of glory. And both were connected with the arts. 
 

There was a poetry-reciting competition for which each class had to elect their own 
candidate. To my utter astonishment, I was elected to represent my class. I was supposed to be 
“the girl who talked funny”, but when it came to the crunch it seems they all realised that I had 
the best diction, thanks to my father’s refusal to put up with sloppy vowels from his children. 
 

I had to choose a poem and recite it in front of an adjudicating panel consisting of the 
awesome Miss Gilman Jones herself, and two or three others. The winner would recite again, in 
front of the whole school at Assembly. 
 

I chose a poem, I think by James Elroy Flecker, which began, “At the top of the house the 
apples are laid in rows ...” It was atmospheric and colourful. In fact it is just the kind of poem I 
was to choose to set to music in later life. 
 

It was the end of term when the test was to take place, after lunch when most of the girls 
had gone home. I had been invited to have lunch in town with my family and some visiting 
friends, a real treat. I decided this lunch could be managed, and I would be back at school in 
time for my test at 2 o’clock. But alas, the waitress was slow, and I had to belt up the hill from 
the tram stop to our school gates, arriving for my test on time but breathless and panting. Miss 
Jones kindly suggested I sit down and catch my breath, but this was a bad blue and I am sure 
made a poor impression on the examiners. 
 

It takes more than a minute or two to get one’s breath back to normal after such a dash, 
and I started off with my poem far from calm and steady. However, it probably went quite 
well. 
 

Although I somehow discovered that I was, indeed, placed fairly high, I did not win the 
competition. (My triumph had come earlier, anyway, in being chosen by the class to represent 
them.) The girl who did win was someone known to me, from St. Cecilia’s House, but also, like 
me, still only in Form III, a girl who also went to those lunch-hour concerts. 
 
She recited her poem at Assembly in a quiet, unassuming, attractive voice, as though she 
were listening to it for pleasure, with nobody else there. The poem began, “He comes on 
chosen evenings / My blackbird bountiful, and sings ...” 
 

I, too, would have awarded the prize to anyone who had chosen this exquisitely simple 
little poem, especially if spoken in that quiet, beautiful way. And I knew it even then. 
 

Recognising in that girl affinity, even superiority, in the things that mattered to me but 
not to my “friends” in the St. Hilda’s House Third Form, I wished desperately that she was in in 
St. Hilda’s or I in St. Cecilia’s so that we could become friends. We could easily have done so, 
even though belonging to different Houses, but I lacked the courage to try for it, and she hardly 
knew I existed until we found ourselves together in the Sixth Form years later, and did become 
friends. 
 

There was a poster-painting competition open to the whole school that year. Everyone 
had to enter. The school was staging a weekend fête which included a performance of a 
dramatised version of The Wind in the Willows. The poster was for this. 
 

My Art teacher, a Chinese lady called Miss Chin, had been impressed with my sister 
Geraldine’s undoubted skill, and was convinced that I, too, must be brilliant. I was not too bad. 
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I had a good eye and I had the ideas, but I certainly lacked Geraldine’s flair for execution. For 
the competition all of us in my Friday afternoon Art class were told to work on our posters 
which could be finished off at home over the weekend if necessary. 
 

I ruled a diamond shape down and across the large sheet and sketched the lettering 
inside it, in pencil. Then I illustrated a scene from the play in each of the four corners outside 
the diamond, and painted these. When the period was finished I showed Miss Chin my work, 
along with everyone else, and took the poster home to complete. 
 

Geraldine, full of new-found technical knowledge from Art School, saw me painstakingly 
inking in the words in the middle section with some fine-pointed implement and making a 
wobbly mess of it. 
 

 “Always use a thick brush with a good fine end to it if you want to control that kind of  
lettering,” she said. “Look, here’s a good brush of mine. Try it!” 
 

“Show me!” I said. 
 

So she demonstrated the virtues of twisting that big paintbrush. 
 

“See!” she said. “If you want it thin, you turn it and do it like this.” And she rapidly 
covered my wobbly lettering with professional, straight, stylish strokes. 
 

I sniggered to myself contentedly. 
 

“And if you want to do thick lines, you just do this!” 
 

And she made the big brush fat with rich black paint and drew a heavy line right round 
the inset diamond, in one motion. 
 

“That’s lovely!” I cried. “What do you think I should do now?” 
 

“Why, this!” said Geraldine, filling the brush again and drawing a beautiful thick line 
right round the margin of the poster. 
 

I was delighted with the result. It needed nothing more. It was perfect. 
 

I took it to school on Monday and it won the prize. 
 

“What, a little Third Former won that prize when the whole school went in for it?” 
someone said to Miss Chin. 
 

 “Yes, but that’s not surprising,” said Miss Chin. “You see, Dorothy is the sister of 
Geraldine Doorly! She’s going to be just as good, too!” 
 

Well, she sure was wrong there! 
 
Chapter 12. The Lecture. 
 

In spite of my nervousness I was looking forward tremendously to giving that lecture. 
 

Everybody in the Third Form at St.Hilda’s House had to prepare a talk and deliver it to 
the class twice a term. It could be on any chosen subject. Most of the lectures were really pretty 
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boring because few of the 12-year- olds were much good at delivering serious homilies, even 
for only ten minutes or so. However, everyone looked forward to the Friday-afternoon lecture 
period because you could relax and let your thoughts wander. You could even knit if you had 
brought any knitting.  
 

I had already given one lecture and it had been a success. I could express myself easily, 
had a pleasant speaking voice, and in spite of my intense shyness which almost amounted to 
terror of the other girls, 1 had really done quite well and was thrilled to receive praise from the 
teacher and a round of applause from the class. I did feel this was something I could do well, 
and that day I was to have the opportunity again of appearing at my best. And this would 
surely impress Tessie. 
 

Tessie was to give the talk after mine. I was sure it would not be anything special because 
Tessie’s talks never were. But I made up my mind that I would clap so hard after Tessie’s 
lecture that the others would give her nearly — but of course not quite — as much applause as 
they had given to me. 
 

While waiting for Miss Chapman to turn up after taking our places in class I played 
nervously with my sheet of notes, squeamish at the stomach and shaking at the knees with 
stage-fright. Soon it will be over, I thought. In fifteen moments it will be over, and I shall have 
my moment of victory. Hurry up, Miss Chapman! I want it to begin — and I want it to be over! 
 

I looked round the classroom at the cage of wild animals shouting and screaming with 
good-natured excitement, revelling in this unexpected minute or two of freedom. Because Miss 
Chapman was late. 
 

I longed to be like them, thoughtless and natural and unrestrained. Nobody had taken 
much notice of me so far. But today I’ll show them, I thought. I’ll make them sit up — and 
Tessie, too! 
 

I looked over to see how Tessie was taking it. No sign of stage-fright there. Tessie, in her 
usual cool, phlegmatic way, was chatting to Marie Lester as though this were any other day and 
all she had to do was listen to other people give their lectures. Did she have no nerves? I envied 
and despised her, hated and adored her all at once. 
 

Miss Chapman walked in briskly, at last. She called the class to order, exclaiming in 
anger at the clamour, in a moment reducing it to silence. 
 
 “Now, girls, give me your attention, please. I have to attend a meeting, and I shall be 
away for about half an hour. Please go on with the programme as it is arranged — Dorothy 
Doorly first, then Tessie Smith. I expect you to give the speakers the same courtesy you would 
give them if I were here. The Class Captain will maintain discipline while I am away, but I’m 
sure that won’t be necessary.” 
 

In the few moments of silence which followed Miss Chapman’s departure my heart 
lurched with fearful apprehension. No moral support from Miss Chapman! But of course I 
would get through alright. 
 

When her footsteps had died away the class broke into an excited uproar. 
 

“No  teacher — cheers!” 
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This was going to be fun! In the middle of the clamour the chairwoman for the period 
made her way up  to the desk on the dais. 
 

“Order, please, everyone! Dorothy Doorly is now going to give a talk (the din subsided a 
little) “on a trip to the West Coast Sounds of New Zealand.” 
 

She sat down and I stepped up to the dais, trying to smile and look as though I, too, were 
relaxed and enjoying myself. 
 

I waited a moment, throwing an appealing look at Margery Carnie, the Class Captain, 
when the din did not die down. Margery was sitting on her neighbour’s desk sharing a joke 
with her, laughing loudly.  

 

In a hesitant voice I announced the title of my talk. Somebody called out, “Aw, get down, 

Dorothy! We don’t want to listen to a beastly old lecture when Miss Chapman isn’t here.” 
 

A few voices shouted agreement, but most of the class did settle down in their seats, 
prepared to listen. Perhaps it would not be so bad. 
 

I recited a carefully prepared description of the Sounds, how they are formed, what they 
look like. The rowdy element in the class gathered together at the back and their laughing and 
shouting did not lessen. 
 

“Shut up!” they yelled. “We don’t want to hear!” 
 

“Go on!” cried the more sympathetic element. 
 

“Come down,” called one or two, whom I took for members of the hostile group at the 
back but were probably not. 
 

I was determined not to lose my temper, or burst into tears. I made a lightning decision 
that I would be a “good sport”, come what may. I would take it, show I was not offended. 
Surely they would soon pipe down. 
 

Smiling painfully, I stumbled on, telling of the ship on which my family and I had made 
the Sounds trip the previous Christmas. The noise from the hostile group became louder and 
louder. I had to raise my voice to get the words across to those who were listening, trying to 
smile, trying to laugh, trying to give the impression that this was nothing, just nothing. 
 

“Skite!” shouted an ugly voice from the back row. `We don’t want to hear about you! 
Here, have a sweet.’“ 
 

And the owner of the voice threw the screwed-up paper from a caramel at me. 
 

Shrieks of delight from the rest at the back. Little balls of toffee paper appeared from 
nowhere, pelting the table, one hitting me on the forehead. 
 

I was ready to weep, but I was determined to see it through. If only I could grip their 
attention in some way! 
 

Through a nightmare mist I heard a few voices say, “Keep quiet! Give her a chance!” And 
these voices gave me hope. It was only a few who hated me. I would keep on for the sake of the 
others. 
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So I limped on, raising, my voice above the din. But my efforts were only greeted with 

shouts of loud, ugly laughter. Fiercely I told myself, I’m over-sensitive. This isn’t personal. They 
would do it to anyone. They will even be doing it to Tessie! 
 

And that thought, which gave me a pinprick of malicious pleasure, spurred me on to 
stumble through to the end of the talk. With the formality of the final sentence I stepped down 
from the dais, accompanied by a few desultory hand claps and loud cries of relief from the back 
of the room. 
 

As I walked down the classroom to my desk, scarlet in the face with distress and near to 
tears of disappointment, I heard Tessie’s voice, hard and angry, beside me. 
 

“Why didn’t you come down, you fool?” 
 

“Come down?” I echoed stupidly. “What do you mean?” 
 

But by this time Tessie’s lecture was being announced and Tessie herself was walking 
deliberately up to the platform. 
 

She put down her papers and glared at the back row. 
 
“My  lecture today …” she began. The giggling and chattering went on unabated from the 

back row. Poor Tessie, I thought. I really do feel sorry for you. 
 

Tessie stopped. She stood perfectly still for a few moments, coldly watching the 
troublemakers. Then she picked up her papers and calmly walked back to her desk. 
 

There was an electrified silence. Tessie addressed the chairwoman. Her words, like ice, 
cut through the sudden quiet. 
 

“I do not intend to talk against this uproar,” she said. Then she opened her desk and 
brought out her knitting. 
 

Her knitting! I was overwhelmed with admiration and envy. 
 

The room buzzed with surprised murmurs. Someone said, “Miss Chapman will be back 
soon!” People looked at their watches. It was true. 
 

All of a sudden the room was full of pleading cries. 
 

“Please, Tessie, go back!” 
 

“Don’t be mean! We’ll get into a dickens of a row!” 
 

“Be a sport, Tessie!” 
 

“Please, Tessie!” 
 

Tessie looked up from her purl row and turned her head round to face the back of the 
classroom. 
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“I’ll only go back if I get an apology from all the girls who disturbed my speech, and 
completely ruined the last one.” 
 

One by-one the culprits shamefacedly rose to their feet, muttering, “I’m sorry, Tessie!” 
and sitting down again in silence. 
 

At last Tessie rose from her desk and walked with cool aplomb to the platform. Not a 
sound was to be heard. 
 

“My lecture today ... “ 
 

Never had a talk been received with such respectful attention. 
 

Miss Chapman entered the room in the middle of it, and when Tessie returned to her 
desk for the second time it was in a storm of applause. Before she reached her place she threw 
me a scornful glance. Those who noticed nudged one another. 
 

I slumped into my seat, wishing I were dead. I had never hated Tessie so much. Nor 
myself. 
 
 
Chapter 13. Home life at Williamstown 1931-1933. 
 

My mother died when I was 14. For the two years before that, in spite of a souring of 
relations through the Nigel Watson affair and a trying and miserymaking early adolescence, life 
at home was by no means dull. 
 

Geraldine, grown now into a great beauty, went to Art School and brought home folders 
of wondrous work which we in our family found very impressive. (It probably was. Though 
now in her 70s and deprived of the use of her right hand, she paints remarkably vivacious and 
attractive watercolours with her left.) She also played the piano well from sight and as a 
sympathetic accompanist. 
 

The days of the drawing room singer and pianist were still with us, and my parents, who 
had many musical friends, very often invited the good singers to visit us for some music after 
dinner. Others sometimes came to listen, and I remember these evenings with much pleasure. I 
even contributed to them myself. 
 

A broken-down opera tenor used to leave at our house his piano/vocal scores of 
complete operas for Geraldine to practise so she could accompany him in his arias, and I 
learned quite a lot about Puccini and Verdi operas at least, from going through these scores 
myself. I both played and sang from them. We had no radio then, and no gramophone, and 
there was precious little live opera to be heard and  seen in even a city the size of Melbourne. So 
it was really a labour of love and absorbing interest, my struggles with those opera scores, 
because I had little encouragement to love opera apart from listening to performances of arias 
like “One fine day” and “Your tiny hand is frozen” in our own drawing room at Williamstown. 
 

When I studied for my music degree in New Zealand in the 1950s I found it hard to 
explain to my fellow students, brought up as they were in the era of the radio and the LP disc, 
how hard it was to get to know music in my youth. That is, music beyond the repertoire of one’s 
own instrument. 
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My father adored Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, and we had the scores of all of these. 
They were often performed professionally in Melbourne and 1 was always taken to them. I sang 
all the soprano roles at home, and some of the alto ones, too. And I loved it when my sister, my 
father, his cousin Frank Blandford who sang tenor, and I sang the quartets together. “Strange 
adventure” from The Yeoman of the Guard was my favourite. My sister did not sing well (my 
mother said she had a “flannel” voice) but would take her part in a quartet if needed. 
 

It was also the end of the heyday of the English “art song”, to which Vaughan Williams, 
Michael Head, Peter Warlock and other living composers were contributing so prolifically. And 
of course the German Lieder were sung, too — Schubert, Schumann and Brahms. All of our 
singer friends left their music with Geraldine to practise so I was able to get at it, too, before she 
came home from Art School. 
 

This concentration on piano-vocal music in my adolescence probably led to a later 
interest in song-writing, both solo songs with piano accompaniment and unaccompanied choral 
pieces, after I myself learned how to compose. Certainly no other of my younger university 
colleagues took any interest in writing for the voice in this way, but I had a good affinity with 
the genre, and managed to win a piano (or the money for it) in a national competition for a song 
with piano accompaniment, while I was still a student, but more of that anon. 
 

As well as musicians we had theatre friends of my mother’s to visit us. She had been a 
keen amateur actress in New Zealand before we all moved to Melbourne Now we were living 
the real family life my father had sought so eagerly, she submerged many of her former 
personal activities like acting in an unselfish effort to promote my father’s gifts for public 
entertainment over her own. 
 

Visiting groups of English actors would come out from London to play the lead roles, at 
least, in a season of plays in Melbourne and Sydney, and sometimes stayed in the country for a 
couple of months. We knew their company’s permanent Australian secretary. She would bring 
down quite famous and fascinating people to meet my mother in particular (though my father 
never guessed that), and to have Sunday “high tea” with us and a bathe at our nearby beach. 
Before the meal we swam, and after it we had lots of music lively talk and theatrical goings-on, 
 
 These visitors were highlights in my young, life. Dame Sybil Thorndike gave me a hat, a 
white toque not unlike a Glengarry cap with an interesting split in the crown, which I wore for 
years. (Actually she gave it to Geraldine who later gave it to me.) Also, my very first boyfriend 
was Harold Reece, a young English actor who came out to play Jim Hawkins in a dramatisation 
of Treasure Island.  
 

He was attentive to me, and we corresponded for years. 
 

Wherever my mother was it was always fun socially. Even if I would not say much to her 
beyond “Pass the salt”, I always loved being in her company. My father was also an animated 
provider of fun when we entertained, but in those days he was often morose when he had no 
audience to stimulate him. When we were all alone on winter evenings by the fire he would 
read aloud to my mother from long books like J. B. Priestley’s The Good Companions (aptly 
enough a story about a troupe of actors), and she would listen with interest as she did her 
darning. She was most devoted to her Gerald, and he never appreciated her tactful retiring to 
take the back seat when we were entertaining and he was there. I suppose he never knew what 
fun she could be when he wasn’t! 
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My father, too, brought people home for bathes and Sunday high teas, usually 
seafaring people like sailing ship captains from Norway, or officer cadets for me. These Swedes, 
Norwegians and Finns loved to be with us.  
 

One day Captain Dahlstrøm, master of a magnificent four-masted barque which my 
father had brought up the bay, asked us all to take coffee with him on his ship. This was most 
exciting because my father got the Pilot Service boatman to take us across the water to Port 
Melbourne in the pilot launch. The four of us followed Captain Dahlstrøm into a very small 
saloon, and he ordered coffee which, I remember, came in an exotic white china coffee service 
with blue cornflowers on it. The steward poured out the coffee which was a good rich amber 
brown. 
 

“Ah!” cried my father. “At last. Real coffee from the real bean!” 
 

“Oh?” said my mother, very interested. “We must get a bean, dear!” 
 

This story illustrates how little we in Australia and New Zealand knew about coffee in 
the early 1930s. If it were not coffee “essence” from a bottle (something utterly unspeakable), 
the ground coffee we had was boiled in milk until there was little flavour left. 
 

We all had many friends to stay in Williamstown before my mother died, and these, too, 
were pleasurable highlights for me. Sometimes it would be. my friends — Tessie or Elizabeth 
Eady or my sister’s. And my friend, Mary Henderson often came up for the winter school 
holidays. 
 
 
Chapter 14.    Mary 
 

My friendship with Mary Henderson  was of great importance to me in those years 
because she did not go to Merton Hall and she did not know about the “something nasty in the 
woodshed” I was supposed to have seen with Nigel Watson. I think perhaps her mother did, as 
she was my mother’s best friend; but I did not know that then. 
 

Aunt Mary (as I called Mary’s mother) and Uncle John were Scottish post-War 
immigrants to Australia with two sons, Sandy and Jack, and a younger daughter of my age. The 
boys wore kilts when we first met in 1926. I was enchanted. And Mary had wonderful auburn 
hair which all her life she never cut, and which never went grey. 
 

The Hendersons had bad luck, mainly (as I now know) because Uncle John “drank”. 
(This is how an alcoholic used to be described then, in a shocked undertone in case the children 
heard.) He had been a distinguished Army officer in the British Army during World War I, but 
had few skills for peace time. During the Depression years he tried fruit farming in northern 
Victoria, running a carrying company in Geelong (his lorries usually broke down on the trip 
from Melbourne to Geelong as I well know because I was often in them), managing a poultry 
farm at Portsea, and finally, poor man, acting as a liftman for a big Melbourne hotel. This job 
was considered a terrible come-down for a proud and distinguished Army officer because he 
had to wear a “buttons” livery. Each job ended in disaster, and he finally ran away from family 
and responsibilities to New Zealand. But by that time his children were grown up and working. 
 

In my early adolescent years the Hendersons lived near Portsea, across the entrance to 
the Bay from Queenscliffe, and what wonderful memories I have of my summer school 
holidays down there! The poultry farm was owned by a rich land-owner, and there were horses 
for us all to ride. 
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Mary had her stocky little pony Titch, and I learned-to stay on his back by sitting behind 

Mary and hanging on to her. My long legs were only a few inches from the ground. Titch used 
to canter along smoothly and beautifully (he disdained to trot) which was nice because we 
always rode him bareback. He would suddenly stop, dig his hooves into the ground as if they 
were set in concrete, and buck. Over his head Mary would go, me following behind her. We 
would pick ourselves up, heave ourselves on board again and continue on our way. Titch 
would do this about every five minutes. The wicked gleam in his eye as he watched us pull 
ourselves together was the nearest thing to a jeering horse-laugh I ever saw. 
 

Sometimes we all went on ride excursions to far-off beaches or into the bush and hills, 
with a picnic lunch. Then I was allowed to ride Winnie, a passive mare with a long, easy trot. 
She may well have been a racing trotter once, now put out to grass. For Winnie I had a saddle, 
and very grand indeed did I feel-sitting ‘way up there. I adored riding Winnie. 
 

Mary and I used to ride our horses two miles to the beach, unsaddle Winnie, put on our 
togs and ride into the sea. That was wonderful fun. Our horses loved it, too. 
 

Mary came up to town to stay with us for the winter holidays, and we used to dream up 
great ways of amusing ourselves. “Dressing-up” was still a favourite diversion. My mother’s 
old stage costumes were still with us. 

 
One day we decided to dress up a broom. We made some kind of a round head with 

paper, I painted a face on it, we dressed the broomstick somehow or other and draped a shawl 
over the head. A pair of spectacles completed this extraordinary sight. Our Broom Lady took 
Mary and me most of the day to invent and build. Full of giggles, we prepared a notice to hang 
around her neck. It read: 
 
I AM BLIND, DEAF AND DUMB AND A CRIPPLE. 
I HAVE NINE CHILDREN WITH NOTHING TO EAT. 
PLEASE GIVE ME MONEY! 
 

This was, of course, bizarre. But in those days people did come to the door selling 
rubbishy trinkets, even just plain begging, with tales of woe to tell. And my mother was 
notoriously soft-hearted. I think the hawkers (as we called them) probably marked our gate to 
encourage their colleagues to knock on our door, there was a softy inside. 

 
At last the Broom Lady was finished. We found a tall, narrow stool to prop her up, her 

notice round her neck, outside the front door. Then we rang the bell and hid round the corner 
of the verandah. 
 

My mother came, without her spectacles. 
 

“Good afternoon!” she said politely. 
 

No reply from the Broom Lady. 
 

“Are you selling something?” asked my mother, a little bewildered. 
 

Mary and I nudged each other and stuffed our hankies into our mouths to stifle our 
giggles. 

 
“Is there something wrong? Don’t you feel well?” 
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Mary and I started to shake with laughter. 

 
“Oh!” cried my mother. “You have a notice round your neck — I didn’t see it. Just a 

moment while I get my glasses!” 
 

She went away, leaving the front door open. by this time Mary and I were in a state of 
almost hysterical collapse. 
 

She returned, and with bemused interest in her voice, started to read the notice aloud. 
When she got to the bit about the nine children she broke off. 
 

“Oh! It’s those naughty girls.  You’re not real, are you?” 
 

And she grabbed the poor Broom Lady who started to totter and disintegrate, 
 

“Oh, you naughty, naughty little things! Where are you?” 
 

Mary and I duly emerged, speechless and rolling against each other with hilarity. 
 

“You’ve given me quite a turn!” cried my mother. “Really, I feel quite peculiar!” 
 

Then of course she laughed too, and Mary and I danced with glee around our wonderful 
Broom Lady. 
 

“She really is rather splendid,” admitted my mother. “Too good to dismantle, really.” 
 

“We’re going to put her in the hall!” we cried. “We’ll prop her up against the hall stand. 
We want to show her to Geraldine. Can we show her to Geraldine? Please, Mummy!” 
 

“Well, I suppose so,” said my mother. “But she won’t be home till quite late tonight. I 
hope she won’t get a terrible fright!” 
 

That, of course, was just what Mary and I hoped for. 
 

We went to bed together at 9 o’clock and pinched each other to stay awake till midnight. 
It was really hard work, but we had our glorious anticipation to keep us awake. 
 

When we heard Geraldine’s key in the lock we shot out of bed and crept behind the hall 
curtains. Geraldine opened the front door, saw the broom Lady and let out some kind of 
involuntary gasp of surprise. But her eyesight was better than my mother’s, and she saw very 
quickly what our Broom Lady was about. With a little contemptuous snort she dismissed 
“those puerile children” from her mind and vanished into her bedroom. 
 

Well, it ended in anticlimax, as do most true stories. But Mary and I had a wonderful, 
momentous day creating our Broom Lady and fooling my mother; and an exciting night 
pinching each other to keep awake. 
 

We didn’t care! We knew Geraldine had got a fright — at least for a moment! 
 
Section 15.  Aunt Annie at Williamstown 
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The winter before my mother died we had my father’s Aunt Annie Blandford to stay 
with us, ostensibly for three weeks. She actually stayed ten months, and was indirectly 
responsible for my mother’s last illness and death. 
 

Aunt Annie was the lady who had brought my parents together in Dunedin back in 1903. 
Widowed for the third time, she was supported in her old age partly by my father, as her own 
two sons seemed unable — or unwilling — to contribute very much. She had lived in London 
for many years as a “family retainer” with an affluent family to whom she — and we all, I 
suppose — were related. But now she was returning to New Zealand to live, at the age of 75, to 
be near her two feckless sons. 
 

While she was with us she became ill with a variety of potentially serious complaints. She 
was given Geraldine’s bedroom, much to Geraldine’s disgust. My mother nursed her. In those 
days that is what happened when people became ill. I hardly knew anyone who went to 
hospital for other than almost fatal illnesses, or serious accidents. The result of all of this 
nursing was disastrous on my mother’s health. She had had a collapsed lung since childhood, 
and was never strong. The winter after Aunt Annie left us (herself, of course, in excellent health 
again) my mother went down with her usual winter bronchitis. But this time she was too 
exhausted to cope, and she died. 
 

The winter Aunt Annie was with us she set her cap at a bachelor clergyman she had met 
on the ship from England. She was certainly looking for a fourth husband, and although 
penniless she was really a very pretty old lady, talented and charming. 
 

His name was Mr. Gibson, and he lived with an unmarried sister who looked after him, 
in another suburb. Aunt Annie asked my mother to invite them both to our house to dinner. I 
do not remember the sister coming, but Mr. Gibson did. He was a pompous old sanctimonious 
bore in his 70s, interested in natural history. 
 

Aunt Annie played the piano still, with distinction and style. In order to show her off to 
her admirer, my mother asked her to play when we had all retired to the drawingroom after 
dinner. Aunt Annie graciously did so. 1 remember she played a fast piece by Cyril Scott entitled 
Danse nègre, and played it very brilliantly. 
 

Usually at the conclusion of such an event people murmured polite approval noises and 
said “Thank you”. Sometimes there was applause. 
 

But at the end of Aunt Annie’s piece there was a moment of respectful silence, then Mr. 
Gibson’s voice boomed out across the room at me 
 

“Dorothy, did you know that a fly has four thousand eyes?” 
 

Poor Aunt Annie! She rose, moved quickly to my mother and whispered, “Please don’t 
ask me to play again, dear. I don’t think Mr. Gibson is fond of music.” 
 

Well, that romance came to nothing. There was to be a return dinner party at Mr. 
Gibson’s house, but the invitation never came. Actually, it did come, but many months later 
when my Aunt Annie, now recovered from her ills, was on the point of departure and could 
not accept. She always thought it was “something” to do with that sister of his, dear! I’m sure 
she’s jealous of me!” 
 

Very likely, too. 
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Mary Henderson, too, was staying with us those winter holidays. It rained solidly for 
three weeks, and Aunt Annie taught us both many, many card games. She was marvellous. We 
were both already avid Cooncan and Euchre players and knew one or two games of solo 
Patience. Aunt Annie - taught us seven more games of solo Patience, several kinds of double 
Patience, Cribbage, Whist, Five Hundred and three-handed auction Bridge. 
 

It was a memorable holiday. 
 

Every morning Mary and I opened out the beautiful rosewood card table in the drawing 
room, set up three chairs and shuffled the cards. Aunt Annie then appeared, and the play 
began. We were not allowed to play cards after dinner at night because my mother thought it 
was unsociable. But we played literally all day. As a special treat my mother even allowed us to 
play on Sundays “because it was so wet!” Probably she was delighted to find all of her charges 
so happily employed and out of her hair. 
 

I have remained a keen cards player ever since. This passion certainly started in 1932, 
when my father’s aunt showed me the philosophy of card playing I still have, described by my 
son Stephen as: “The game’s the thing; but winning sure beats losing!” 
 

But my undoubted skill, subsequently developed, was probably inherited from my 
mother’s mother. 
 

She, as Isabel Grant, emigrated to New Zealand with her family in a sailing vessel in 1870 
(the Otago), and kept a diary of that trip. She was already engaged to marry her Scottish Tom 
Whitson, reluctantly left behind in London. On deck each morning the only two unmarried 
gentlemen in First Class paid their respects to the only two unmarried young ladies in First 
Class — my grandmother and a fellow-traveller, a young woman travelling alone. After a few 
minutes of agreeable, discreetly flirtatious conversation, Mr. Johnson would say to Mr. Hislop: 
 

“What about a game, Hislop?” 
 

“Right.” the other would reply. And both gentlemen would promptly disappear to a 
cabin below to play cards. 
 

My grandmother’s comment on this uncouth behaviour was that it was rather 
unacceptable to the two young ladies. However, one morning Mr. Johnson said to my 
undeniably attractive, if affianced, grandmother: 
 
“Would you care to join me for a game of bezique, Miss Grant?” 
 

“I would enjoy that very much, Mr. Johnson. But alas, I do not know how to play the 
game.” 
 

“But I would teach you, Miss Grant!  Do say yes!” 
 

So great-grandfather’s permission was sought and Isabel was allowed to bring Mr. 
Johnson to the family cabin for the game. 
 

My grandmother’s comments on a dreary voyage now change their tone. 
 

Tuesday October 3. Mr. Johnson taught me how to play bezique this morning. We played 
for an hour. It is a delightful game. I won.” 
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Wednesday, October 4. “Played bezique with Mr. Johnson for an hour and a half. It is a 
charming game. I won.” 
 

Thursday October 5. “Two hours playing bezique with Mr. Johnson. It is a capital game. I 
.... 
 
And so on, until the ship reached its destination at Dunedin.  
 
Chapter 16. I Acquire a Stepmother. 
 

After my mother died Ethel (a second Ethel), our daily help, moved in to look after us all, 
but particularly me. I shared a double bed with her, confided in her, and she was a good friend 
to me as well as being an Abigail to us all. 
 

A lot of the fun went out of our home life, though. It was my mother, as we then 
discovered, who had really held us together and created the atmosphere. We all now seemed to 
go our separate ways. Geraldine was busy at Art School and was going to grown-up parties 
and dances and trips on yachts with her local boyfriend. I was busy with my school activities, 
now slowly improving, and my music. My father seemed to be out a lot at night when he was 
home from sea, engaged in activities mysterious at the time but which turned out to be 
connected with courting Bea Webber, the lady who was soon to become my stepmother. 
 
 Geraldine and I were formally introduced to this lady one evening at a social evening 
held in the city’s major Wesley Church. (This church now seemed to be unaccountably 
attractive to my father.) I had no idea about what was going on, though it seemed that everyone 
else in Williamstown had, including Geraldine who would  not speak. 
 

The evening my father had insisted we both go up to town with him to tile Wesley 
Church affair, Geraldine said to me casually: 
 

“You’d better wear your good dark green corduroy with the lace collar tonight.” 
 

“Why?” I asked innocently. 
 

“Because we’re going to meet the person Daddy is going to marry.” 
 

I was staggered. My heart gave a lurch. A woman coming to live in our house? Daddy’s 
wife? Impossible! 
 
I was fifteen. Geraldine was nearly twenty-one. 
 

“Gosh! What are we going to do with a stranger around the place at home?” I asked. 
“What will Ethel do?” 
 

“I don’t know, and I won’t be here to find out,” said Geraldine. “They are not going to be 
married until September, and I’ve decided to go over to New Zealand and marry Chas Wilson 
on my 21st birthday. That’s the 8th of August.” 
 

More secrets! I felt utterly betrayed. Especially at the casual way Geraldine tossed off all 
this unbelievable information. Nobody had given me a hint of warning about any of this.  
 

My father, Geraldine and I travelled up to town by train, me very quiet outside but in a 
turmoil of panic inside. I simply could not imagine our lives changed at home, as surely they 



                                                                                                               Grandmother Part I   page 

© Dorothy Freed, 1991 

46  

would be. I resented the very idea of change. Who was this Bea, anyway? How dare she even 
exist! 
 

She turned out to be a New Zealander, of suitable age for my father (about fifty), very 
pretty if over made-up, and giving little outward indication of the first class bitch she turned 
out to be, but perhaps I did pick up some vibes. 
 

When we were introduced she gave my cool and seemingly self-possessed sister a smile 
and a peck on the cheek. Then she turned to me, embraced me with both arms and cried: 
 

“So you are Dorothy! Dorothy and I are going to be great friends, aren’t we!” 
 

Like hell we are, I thought, bitterly resentful that she should dare to take such a liberty 
with a complete stranger. How could I, how could either of us know whether we would be 
great friends or not when we had only just met. I branded her immediately as insensitive, 
socially unacceptable (because of the make-up) and, above all, stupid. 
 

This was most unreasonable and probably hard on Bea, but as events turned out I was 
absolutely right in my initial reaction. But what I did not pick up then was any indication of the 
much worse things which would also come to light later, her utter ruthlessness and selfishness, 
and her downright cruelty to my father. 
 

I was in my Sixth Form year, attempting (and actually achieving) the external University 
Entrance exam at the end of the year. I was busy swotting for this when Bea moved in. 
 

First of all, Geraldine left the country, helping herself to a few attractive pieces of 
furniture loot from our home. (Fortunately, as it turned out.) Then Ethel, poor sweet 
poverty-stricken Ethel, got the boot, and God knows what happened to her. Then Bea moved 
in. Then all our furniture moved out. Then new furnishings — not exactly tasteless but 
absolutely characterless — moved in. An ice chest (the luxury Mummy always longed for but 
never got) moved in and the old butter cooler was thrown out. A radio and a gramophone 
appeared, the latter complete with records of “popular classics” such as Peter Dawson singing 
“The Road to Mandalay”. There was nothing in this music collection to appeal to me. We had 
always enjoyed far better fare with our live music at home. Now it was only my father and me 
to make this, to a scornful and uninterested audience of one. Because that was perhaps the most 
momentous change of all. For some reason unaccountable to me at the time, nobody ever came 
to see us any more. 
 

I asked Tessie and Mary Henderson to stay the weekend sometimes and they came — 
once. After that there was always some plausible reason why it would be so much better if I 
went to them instead. 
 

I was too preoccupied with my approaching exams to analyse all this, but I hated all the 
change. Bea was, I suppose, reasonable to me, and I accepted her, but with a certain aloofness 
which she resented and blamed on my “snob school”. (We did indeed learn at my school, from 
each other, how to put up a sort of protective barrier against adversity. But perhaps all 
adolescents learn this, I don’t know.) But I found little to attract Bea to me. And I could not see 
what had ever endeared her to my father. I credited him with better taste. He once muttered 
something about wanting to give me another mother, and this seemed to me not only an 
outrageous insult to the memory of my real mother, but an indication that he could have dared 
to marry this unpleasant person for my sake! This idea was completely unacceptable. 
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However, the three of us rubbed along without too much outward friction till 
Christmas when I crossed the Tasman by sea (as usual) to have a wonderful holiday in Dunedin 
with my sister and her new husband Charles. This holiday included several weeks of wonder 
and delight at Chas’s family seaside cottage at Taieri Mouth, a fishing village south of Dunedin, 
with a crowd of thoroughly compatible Wilson relatives. The delights of nocturnal 
flounder-spearing with Chas’s young brothers, crowds for fish breakfasts fried over the open 
fire, surfing and swimming excursions to the mysterious Island lying offshore, good 
companionship and fun all round, quite went to my head.  

 
And when my father sent over the Melbourne newspapers giving my exam results, I had 

actually passed! University Entrance at still fifteen was quite a feather in my cap, and I had not 
really expected it. 
 

On my return to Melbourne I found more plans afoot. Bea was having a new house built 
(at my father’s expense, of course) round the corner in the more fashionable Victoria Street. She 
had designed it herself. And what an architecturally tasteless mess it was with, as the crowning 
sop to bad taste, MORNING “handwritten” in plaster across the stucco exterior. For some 
reason stucco was non-U in Melbourne in those days. The Morning was the name of the ship 
which took my father to the Antarctic in 1902, an adventure voyage in which Bea actually took 
singularly little interest and resented my father even mentioning. It was supposed to be 
“showing off”. (The Great New Zealand Clobbering Machine, as we now call it.) 
 
 I was not to go back to school for my Honours Sixth year, the usual Preliminary to 
University if one were as young as I was to achieve University Entrance.  I was to leave school 
because my father “could not afford it” to keep me on uselessly, and anyway it was a horrible 
snob school which had a lot to answer for in the way it had turned out me, my sister and our 
school friends. (These were Bea’s words.) 
 

I was to go to Stott’s Business College in town for a year, to learn shorthand, typing and 
book-keeping so that I would be able to do something useful for a change, and become 
independent and self-supporting. 
 

I was to have no more piano lessons with the faithful Miss Johnstone because my father 
“could not afford  it”. That hurt me most of all. But I have already described how Miss 
Johnstone cleverly foiled Bea’s plan, and taught me for nothing. 
 

Funnily enough, the not going back to school bit did not upset me as much as it should 
have. With my recent taste of the wonderful outside world whetted by my New Zealand 
holiday, and my growing dismay at the prospect of increasing bleakness at home, I was quite 
pleased at the prospect of being grown-up and comparatively independent in a year’s time. 
 

By this time Bea was starting to show her true colours. My father seemed outwardly 
unaware of this, and always took her side if there were any argument with me. I was said to be 
difficult. This was because I was embarrassed and did not know what to say when she accused 
me of idiotic things like not being “Christ-like” enough! Her sanctimonious, pious hypocrisy 
always made me want to be sick, and I probably showed it on my face. 
 
But my father stayed very quiet, and absented himself from home quite a bit. 
 
 
 

Chapter 17. Acquiring my First Profession 
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 I did that twelve months course at Stotts Business College in five. That was quite long 
enough for me. 
 

Tessie went to Stotts, too, for the year. In the face of adversity the prospect of a year’s 
penury at that gruesome college, we regained our former close friendship, at least temporarily. 
Certainly I had improved vastly on the social side. My self-confidence, the lack of which was 
the root of my trouble, for the first two years of college, had grown tremendously since my 
academic success in the Sixth Form and my social success in New Zealand on holiday. The 
bands on my teeth, long departed, had done their work, and if my nose was now red I could 
powder it. Actually I was tall, willowy and much admired for my looks. This naturally boosted 
my self-confidence as well. 
 

Tessie’s ambition was to “go into a Bank”. Mine was to write. Both were achieved, hers 
right away after her year at Stotts, mine two years later in New Zealand when I became a 
journalist. 
 

Stotts was pretty awful. The huge rooms where we were taught were packed with what 
appeared to me to be incredibly stupid, doltish students, boys as well as girls, and treated as 
such by our teachers who screamed and yelled their instructions over the din of dozens of 
machines. I had never met such crude, rough people. No way did I want to show off in front of 
those dimwits! Tessie and I, and a clever girl called Philippa Plotell, also from our College, 
formed a tight little oasis in a horrible desert. 
 

But however clever and well-educated we were, we soon found there was no fast and 
clever way to learn touch typing. The endless repetition of meaningless phrases and sentences 
given us to copy were boring beyond words. Also, the manual machines were old and decrepit 
and so heavy that the going was really rough. I was afraid I would lose my touch for the piano 
keyboard, but managed to develop two separate “touches”. Our cleverness could only be used 
to manipulate ourselves innocently into getting the best machines each morning. The rest was 
just boring slog. 
 

However, the method did teach us well. My typing speed, and accuracy, has stood me in 
good stead all my working life. 
 

At Bookkeeping classes, a subject which did not much interest me, something incredible 
happened. The theory of something would be explained to us in words of one syllable, and 
with the help of a blackboard to rub it in, over and over again. Then we would be given an 
exercise to do using this theory. While we were doing the exercise our three teachers would 
stride up and down the two aisles of the large room literally yelling at us. 
 
“Now, students, this is hard. We know it’s hard!” 
 

This so confused me, happily completing my exercise as I thought correctly, that I came 
to the conclusion that I must be doing it wrong. Because what I was doing was not hard. How 
come they were saying it was so hard? It must be that I had not really grasped the theory 
properly and could not understand it. 
 

Naturally this was nonsense, as I discovered seven years later when I found myself 
actually teaching book-keeping at a boys’ school! However, it all shook me so much that I 
bowed out of Bookkeeping after about six weeks, determined never ever to do it in any job I 
might have, and convinced that it was quite beyond my understanding. 
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Shorthand I enjoyed. With smaller classes and more intelligent teachers it bore more 
resemblance to work at Merton Hall. Also my ear was good for it. And one kept one’s own 
pace, which was a relief. 
 
There was a mild, gentle middle-aged man called Mr. Dexter who taught shorthand. I liked Mr. 
Dexter. He was probably only in his late 30s but he seemed old to me at sixteen. In that horde of 
moron students and loud, insensitive teachers, he stood out as a pleasant, civilised person. God 
knows how he had sunk so far in the world that he had to take on this job, but those things 
happened in those days. Families had to be fed somehow. 
 

Mr. Dexter was a New Zealander, from Wellington. When I told him that I, too, was one, 
he took a special interest in me and always called me Little Miss New Zealand. 
 

“Write your outlines wee, Little Miss New Zealand — WEE! (Wee was a word never used 
in Australia.) “You’ll never get it down fast when you write so big!” 
 

After fifty years Mr. Dexter is the only warm memory I retain of that awful period at 
Stotts College. But they sure taught us good! Even though I only had less than half of their 
courses, two years later when I worked as a secretary in New Zealand I left my colleagues for 
standing. And forty years later when I had a typist of my own, she left the job after a month or 
two because she said hearing me rattling away at my own machine in my office next door 
demoralised her too much. 
 

I left Stotts College to take a Job with Ballantyne and Wilson, a firm of architects 
specialising mainly in domestic work. I was their secretary and specification typist. (No 
Bookkeeping required!) I got the job through tile influence of a history teacher at Merton Hall 
who was the wife of the senior partner. 
 

Working was fun, but I was painfully shy with the two architects. However I did enjoy 
the work, and especially my whole pound a week. My father paid for my monthly train ticket 
and I did not have to pay board at home, so the money was strictly for spending. I enjoyed not 
having to ask my father for money if I needed clothes or wanted to go to the pictures. And I 
enjoyed the luxury of having a snack lunch in town every day, even though I usually ate it 
alone. My favourite lunch was fat yellow asparagus spears swimming in butter, served on toast, 
and a cup of coffee. It is still one of my favourite lunch dishes. 
 
Chapter 18. Flight from Williamstown 
 

My new-found affluence was in marked contrast to what was happening to my friend 
Mary Henderson. 
 

Her family had moved up to Melbourne from Portsea when Uncle John got the sack from 
the poultry farm, doubtless for being drunk once too often. Mary had had to leave school at 
fourteen to find a job to help the family. She was quite untrained for anything, but an intelligent 
and capable girl. The two boys were either working or trying to-find work. 
 

Mary earned ten shillings a week working in a one-man business outfit in some squalid 
city lane. She got her bottom pinched by the boss, and was certainly chased around, a situation 
she seemed to think she was forced to accept and was able to cope with, though not with 
pleasure. (If that had ever happened to me I would have been utterly terrified.) Whether or not 
she told her mother about the bottom-pinching I don’t know, but her mother needed Mary’s  
wages. 
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Aunt Mary took Mary’s ten shillings, bought her weekly train ticket which cost 2/6 a 
week, and gave her back 2/- for herself. Mary took her cut lunch to work and spent nothing 
except 1/- a week for the pictures at the St. Kilda Palais on Saturday night and 1/- on cigarettes. 
(In those days you could get a packet of ten for fourpence, frightful smelly things called 
“Riverhead Gold”). If she needed stockings or other articles of clothing, or shoe repairs, she had 
to ask her mother for the money. I do not remember any Op Shops in those days, though 
doubtless there were some. 
 

I, on the other hand, had a whole pound for myself. I could buy clothes, shoes, and 
cigarettes at ten for sixpence. Even Russian ones in black paper with gold tips, at about 
eightpence or tenpence for ten. I could buy readymade dresses. Mary always had to make hers, 
from material her mother bought. 
 

I loved going to the Hendersons for weekends at St. Kilda. No matter how little money 
there was around, there was always enough for me to share their food, plus a warm welcome 
and a cup of tea, Aunt Mary’s panacea for all ills. I adored Mary’s brothers, especially the witty 
and vivacious Jack who certainly should have gone to University but that was out of the 
question. He had a job as a salesman, visiting architects and builders selling some building 
material product, and he hated it. Sandy, the more serious older brother, worked in a garage. 
The three children kept that household in those days. 
 
The Hendersons lived in several different furnished flats, always in St. Kilda which was a short, 
cheap train ride from the city. Swimming was free, and St. Kilda beach was nearby and 
popular. Mary and I had lots of fun together at little expense. We even had boyfriends. 
However, these had to be at least semi-concealed from the Henderson parents’ knowledge 
because they would not have been approved of., 
 

Mary and. I used to take off to the pictures on Saturday nights where, by dint of waiting 
an hour in a queue, we could get the 1/- seats in the front row. I saw more films lying 
practically flat on my back than one can imagine Today when wide screen films are projected in 
small cinemas, nothing ever worries me. 
 

Sometimes Mary and I used to slip into the flats of the parents of one or other of our 
boyfriends when the place was conveniently empty. The other’s boyfriend would also be there, 
and we would spend the evening canoodling and flirting and “necking”, as we used to call 
kissing — passionately but going not much further, until we guessed the Palais would be 
disgorging its audience. Then we would go home innocently to Mary’s place and fence 
searching questions from Aunt Mary (who was not stupid) about the story of the film we were 
supposed to have seen. I often wonder if we fooled anyone. 
 

At the Hendersons there was no spare chair at table for a visitor. A padded armchair of 
enormous size had to be dragged up and turned sideways, and someone had to perch on its 
arm. 
 

One day I said to Aunt Mary: 
 

“I’ve got a seagrass chair in my bedroom, at Williamstown. Mummy gave it to me one 
Christmas years ago, when we lived at Queenscliffe. Would you like me to bring it over here 
and give it to you?” 
 

“That would be lovely, dear!” said Aunt Mary. And I promised to bring the chair next 
time I came for the weekend. 
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By this time life at Victoria Street, Williamstown, in the hideous house called  
MORNING was unspeakably dreary. Nobody ever visited. Daddy had changed. I felt an 
outsider. Weekends at St. Kilda with the Hendersons were wonderful treats. I only wished I 
could spend every weekend there. The only thing I needed my Williamstown “home” for was 
the piano. 
 

Bea hated me playing and would have sold the piano if she had dared. She loathed me 
doing anything she could not do herself. I suppose I posed a threat to her. 
 

There was talk of me going to New Zealand to live with my mother’s unmarried sister 
Lilian Whitson, because Bea found me so “difficult”. I never really did understand why I was 
supposed to be difficult. I stayed quiet and out of the way, and almost never argued. But I did 
like the idea of going to live in New Zealand. It was exciting. 
 

But to get back to the chair. 
 

One evening Daddy and I were alone in the spotless, sterile, unattractive drawing room 
listening to a Wagner opera on the radio. Or rather, I was listening and Daddy was reading, 
being rather out of his depth with Wagner. Bea had walked out of the room in disgust, 
pronouncing the music pretentious nonsense that nobody but a fool would be taken in by. 
 

I told Daddy I was going to give my bedroom chair to Aunt Mary 
 

“You can’t do that!” he replied. 
 

“Whyever not?” I asked, amazed. 
 

“Because it’s my chair, not yours. Your mother bought it, and whatever was hers is now 
mine. You can’t take the chair!” 
 

I was outraged by the sheer injustice of this. 
 

“Daddy!” I cried. “That’s not true! Mummy gave that chair to me — for Christmas! I 
remember it very well. I can do what I like with it!” 
 

“Oh, no, you can’t,” replied my unbelievable father. “That is my chair, and it is not to 
leave this house.” 
 

I was stunned with shock at my father’s strange behaviour. First the piano lessons he was 
supposed not to be able to afford, and now this. It was all crazy. And I was overcome with 
anger that he expected me to break my promise to my adored Aunt Mary. This was 
unthinkable! 
 

I went upstairs to my bedroom in tears. Between sobs I packed my weekend-bag. I put 
on my coat, picked up my bag in one hand and the chair in the other, humped them down the 
stairs and walked out of the front door. 
 

I didn’t know it, but I was never to enter that door again — except as a visitor. 
 

It was 9 p.m. I walked the ten minute stretch to the station. I waited for a train to town, 
boarded it, put my chair in the aisle and sat on it. Tears were running down my face, tears of 
outraged anger. There were hardly any passengers at that time of night, but they looked with 
some interest at me sitting weeping on my chair for the half hour trip. 
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I got off the train at Flinders Street Station. I carried my bag and my chair up and down 

ramps to another platform. I boarded the St. Kilda train. I sat my chair down in the aisle again, 
and sat on it, still weeping. More people this time — looking sympathetic. 
 

Normally I would have been deeply ashamed of drawing attention to myself in this 
unseemly way. This time I was so distraught that I could not have cared less who saw me or 
what they thought. 
 

I got out at St. Kilda Station and walked, with my chair and my bag, down Fitzroy Street 
and into the street where the Hendersons lived. Still weeping I climbed the steps to their first 
floor flat, rang the bell, sat on my chair and waited. 
 

Aunt Mary opened the door. She took one look at me, and she must have known 
everything. 
 

“I’ve brought the chair!” I wailed. 
 

“Darling!” she cried. “Come in and have a cup of tea!” 
 

She put her arms round me and I burst into sobs on her shoulder. Everyone appeared, 
making horrified, soothing noises, and I found myself being undressed and put to bed. The 
promised cup of tea, made by others, duly appeared. The panacea for all ills in that household 
was a cuppa tea. 
 

I had not said one word. My Aunt Mary, I think, had more acumen in a crisis than my 
wonderful, adoring mother. But then, she had been a Victorian, which Aunt Mary was not. 
(Aunt Mary actually voted Labour!) 
 

I sat up in bed, enjoying being fussed over like an invalid when I was not one, and the 
others came in and sat on my bed. Jack tried to make me laugh. He did. 
 

“It’s Bea, isn’t it? I know it is! Never mind, Dorothy, you and I are going to write a book 
about her! We’re going to call it Beery Bea, or, Should a Barmaid Tell?” 
 

I collapsed with laughter, wiping the tears from my eyes at the same time. We all just sat 
there at my bedside and laughed and laughed. Beery Bea, or Should a Barmaid Tell, indeed! 
And why not? 
 

Bea liked to say she had been a receptionist in several big city hotels before her marriage. 
But we heard from others that she was the barmaid in those hotels, a far from respectable 
occupation in those days. The pretentiousness of the barmaid calling herself a receptionist had 
tickled Jack’s sense of humour. And he brought out his glorious comment at just the right 
psychological moment. 
 

Yes, indeed, who cared about Beery Bea? Because of course it had been she who had 
poisoned my father against me. 
 

I now know that it most certainly was. And the poor man was literally terrified of her. 
 

The next morning Aunt Mary told me to come back to St. Kilda after work, and she 
would ring my father and explain. 
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When I came back for dinner I was greeted with exciting, wonderful news. 
 

I was to live with the Hendersons until I was ready to go to New Zealand to live with my 
Dunedin aunt — if, indeed, I ever went. My father had confessed to Aunt Mary on the 
telephone his distress at my going to another country to live when I was only 17, and asked her 
to try to dissuade me. And he was going to pay Aunt Mary 25/- a week for my board with her! 
 

Joy, joy, joy! A real home again — at last! 
 

Chapter 19. To New Zealand 
 

Bea had successfully, if unexpectedly soon, got me out of the house. Aunt Mary assured 
me that there was no doubt she had been planning to get rid of me for a long time. The idea of 
sending me to New Zealand was hers, as was also the Business College course which would 
lead to a quick road to my being able to support myself. But so insidious and cunning, had been 
the machinations that I did not really believe Aunt Mary at the time. Of course I now know it 
was true. 
 

However, any expected improvement in the relations between my stepmother and my 
father, with the “difficult” daughter gone, did not eventuate. My father was going to be the next 
to be ousted, after beery Bea had managed to fleece him thoroughly of all his worldly 
possessions. That took seven years to complete, but happen it did. And those seven years were 
sheer hell for my father, and nearly cost him his life. 
 

But of all these things to come we were in blissful ignorance in 1936 when I went to live 
with the Hendersons in St. Kilda. 
 

The voyage to New Zealand was put off for six months. I was to choose then if I really 
wanted to go or not. In fact, I did go. 
 

In the meantime it was Goodbye, Williamstown and Hello, St. Kilda. I missed only my 
piano, and did pay a weekly visit to Williamstown to play it. But life on the other side of the 
Yarra was exciting and full of incident, and I did not miss it so very much. 
 

Jack Henderson went to sea. He took a job escorting an invalided old man to London in a 
passenger liner (no planes then), and worked his way back “before the mast” on some merchant 
vessel. He made friends with a handsome young man called Douglas Anderson, officially 
quartermaster’s peggy on the same ship. He had started off working in a bank in Britain but 
had run away to sea for some reason I now forget, but it was nothing dishonourable. 
 

Jack brought Douglas home to stay with us all in St. Kilda for a little while when his ship 
was in port; and he returned on several subsequent visits. Jack meant to interest Douglas in his 
sister Mary. But Douglas fell for me. And I for him. 
 

Douglas was my first real love. We adored each other, and planned to marry. Of course it 
never happened. I think it was all over by the time I went to New Zealand. I cannot really 
remember just what happened, but Jack Henderson had something to do with it. I think he 
thought I was too frivolous and flirtatious for his best friend, especially one who was away at 
sea most of the time. He was given letters to exchange between us, letters containing vital 
information, and did not deliver them. That is all I can remember now. The resulting 
misunderstanding did our relationship damage from which it did not recover. 
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Poor Douglas later married someone else. The marriage cannot have been a success, 
because Douglas took to the bottle. 
 

The last time I saw him was in Sydney in 1951, when I went over to Melbourne from 
Wellington (where I was then living) to bring back my father to live with Geraldine in Dunedin 
after the complete wreck of his disastrous marriage had made him seriously ill, and Bea’s 
cunning greed had left him virtually penniless. Douglas was sad. His life had not been a great 
success. 

I realise now that Jack Henderson was right and I would not have been the right wife for 
Douglas. Neither, it seems, was the woman he did marry. But one cannot help wondering 
whether he would have been different, and perhaps happier, if he had married me. I might 
have managed to have a good life with him, but I don’t really think so. Perhaps it really was All 
Meant. 
 

During that 1951 trip my father had been given two bottles of whiskey by farewelling 
friends in Melbourne, and we consumed them both on the seaplane across the Tasman that 
night. Daddy was in a general state of shock. He was really very frail and ill, and the upheaval 
of leaving Melbourne for ever for a new life had taken its toll. And I was sad, Oh, so sad, about 
Douglas. And about me. And, in fact, about us all. 
 

One should never try to turn the clock back, at least in affairs of the heart. 
 

But back to St. Kilda days. 
 

Apart from the excitement of being in love with Douglas during those twelve months 
with the Hendersons, there was another excitement. That was the arrival in Melbourne for a 
season of several months, on and off, of the Monte Carlo Russian Ballet. 
 

Jack Henderson, home from sea and working at his salesman’s job, had somehow got to 
know some of the Russian girls in the corps de ballet in this distinguished Company. I do not 
think they got us any free seats, but I could afford to see, from the “gods” at least, each of the 
dozen or so different programmes the Company presented. 
 

It may have been my impressionable age or my complete lack of background in ballet, 
but I have never since seen a ballet troupe which excited me half as much as that one, and that 
includes ballet at Covent Garden and in many European capital cities in the 1960s. The 
company aimed to reproduce as nearly as possible ballet as it had been done in 
pre-Revolutionary Russia, and in the grand Diaghilev and Nijinsky days in Paris. They had 
their own orchestra, and even gave us two Stravinsky ballets, Petrouchka and The Firebird. The 
scenery and costumes for all of the ballets were magnificent. Names like Bakst and Fokine were 
credited in the programmes. The dancers were excellent, with two lead character dancers of 
enormous acrobatic skill and vitality. 
 

Scheherazade was my favourite. I took Aunt Mary to it one night, and she made a remark 
which astounded me. She said, “Such a boring, life for those poor harem women, nothing to do 
but wonder who it’s going to be next!” 
 

In those days such a remark to a young girl from, an older woman seemed to me quite 
shocking! My mother would never have said such a thing. She would have pretended that all 
the hurtling and writhing around of bodies against each other was some strange form of 
Eastern dance custom! 
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The most wonderful thing for me about those ballet nights was the combination of the 
gorgeous colours and movement with the wonderful music. Tchaikovsky was then new to me, 
believe it or not. He was a revelation. I was mad, about all this lavish orchestral colour and the 
glorious, romantic tunes. But I also adored the Stravinsky ballets, too, which is rather 
interesting as he remains my favourite 20th century composer today. I had certainly never 
heard of Stravinsky before, and doubt whether I had ever heard any deliberately discordant 
orchestral music anywhere. I took to Stravinsky like a duck to water. 
 

Jack Henderson brought home Nina and her “charge” Wanda. Wanda was one of the 
little swans in Swan Lake. Nina was an older woman who danced a number of minor ballerina 
parts. The two girls were rather cool, if pleasant, but knowing these frightfully interesting 
theatrical people was a big thrill to Jack and me, at least. 
 

Nina and Wanda enjoyed Aunt Mary’s cups of tea! 
 

Finally the time came for me to leave Australia. 
 

My father took me to the ship, which was sailing direct from Melbourne to the Bluff and 
then on to Dunedin, and put me in the personal charge of the Captain. This was not to be the 
only time this happened to me, and I did not always appreciate it. The interesting young junior 
officers who seemed to want to flirt with me (and I with them), didn’t dare! 
 

I shared a first class cabin with a middle-aged English lady who was very pleasant. I sat 
down and had a little weep in the cabin as the ship steamed down Port Phillip Bay. It was a 
very big Goodbye wrench — to eleven years of my history and virtually all of my friends. This 
lady came in, spoke to me briskly but kindly and offered me a bar of Nestlé’s chocolate. I never 
forgot this because it was the first and only time I ever heard Nestlé pronounced with the acute 
accent. 
 

The trip took about four days and I did become friendly with the junior officers, two of 
them, in spite of the Captain. A New Zealand girl called Berys Macdonald made up a foursome. 
The young men were not exciting, but they were all there was. Both of them later visited me 
constantly in Dunedin when their ships were in port, as did several other young seafaring men 
who, as cadets, my father had brought down to our home in Williamstown in the old days 
before the advent of the dread Bea. The one who paid me most attention on the Tasman trip 
was a young Scotsman of extraordinary crassness, lack of humour and tact, and bluntness of 
manner. 
 

A year or so later he proposed marriage to me as follows. 
 

“I really want to marry Berrrys Macdonald,” he said, “but I want to have children and I 
don’t think she would have any. I think you might. So will you marry me, Dorrrothy?” 
 

I remember being astounded that such an uncouth boring young man as was Alex 
Ferguson should even think I would dream of marrying him, but to play second fiddle to the 
plain, be-spectacled Berys Macdonald was too much! I could only laugh. 
 

He did marry Berys Macdonald, and she did have children. And he is still a crashing 
bore. 
 
And so to Dunedin, and a new era in my life. 
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Chapter 20.  Dunedin 
 

My sister Geraldine lived in Dunedin with her lawyer husband Chas Wilson and her two 
babies, Gerald and Elisabeth. I lived down the road, in George Street, with my Aunt Lilian. I 
was almost 18, and I lived with her for two years. 
 

Aunt Lilian was an amazing lady, blissfully — or perhaps knowingly and uncaringly — 
oblivious of the small-town values of the narrow, snobbish provincial society of a colonial city 
like Dunedin in the 1930s. She broke most of the rules nearly every day, laughed her rich, fat 
belly laugh and, as I now see, got away with it. I am glad to say, looking back over nearly fifty 
years, that I believe she really did get away with it because we, her family (and I say it with 
shame) were puritanical, intolerant prigs, utterly ashamed of her, at least at her behaviour in 
public. I actually liked her rather a lot when we were alone together. But I was far too cowardly 
to defend her when the others sneered and laughed at her eccentric ways. 
 

Aunt Lilian was always her own man, and perfectly sure of herself. She was 
good-natured, easy-going, kind-hearted, completely devoid of jealousy or malice, and full of 
love, love which nobody really seemed to want except babies and animals. Kinder and 
broader-minded people than us, her immediate relations, looked on her with tolerant affection 
as an amusing eccentric. I think now that Aunt Lilian knew this, enjoyed it, and quietly played 
up to it. Good on her! 
 

She loved to laugh; tears would run down her face. But she herself had little wit. 
However, it is interesting that even today we all in the family, who knew her, quote one of her 
“funny” remarks. In fact, I must tell the story, even if it amuses nobody else, as I find myself 
quoting this remark of Aunt Lilian’s throughout this very book. 
 

My mother (and Aunt Lilian) had an aunt who was a formidable lady indeed. Aunt Kate 
Palgrave lived in Gisborne. Her hauteur and bossiness were proverbial. It was always “I know 
best” with Aunt Kate. One day when she was staying in Dunedin with Aunt Lilian a game of 
bridge was arranged with two other ladies. Aunt Kate made a move to which the other ladies 
objected. They said whatever reneging Aunt Kate had done was unacceptable. Aunt Kate 
protested vigorously: 
 

“Nonsense! It’s always done like that in Gisborne!” she cried. 
 

“But Aunt Kate,” said Aunt Lilian. “Gisborne is a very small place!” 
   

That was definitely one up to Aunt Lilian. 
 

But how else but as an eccentric should one view an elderly spinster aunt who had been 
known to trim the edges of her lawn with nail scissors when she had mislaid the gardening 
shears? She wore brilliantly coloured sack-like dresses she “ran up” herself out of two lengths 
of material seamed down the sides, with a scoop out of the top for the neckline which she then 
turned in and embroidered with rows of chain stitching, or even drawn threadwork. She had 
countless strings of beads of many colours hanging by her dressing-table mirror, and she chose 
with care the colours she would wear each day by combining particular long necklaces with the 
dresses. Her grey hair, once thick and handsome, had become thin and wispy with old age, and 
her first action each morning when she had donned vest, knickers and petticoat was to jam on 
her head one of several large, shapeless straw hats prettily decorated with flowers or bunches 
of cherries. I don’t think she ever brushed or combed her hair properly, although she may have 
before going to bed. She wore her hat all day and usually during the evening, too. 
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She loved to embroider, especially with wool. A charity in London’s Last End known 
as the West Ham Mission was enterprising enough to extend its tentacles into the colonies even 
as far as New Zealand, and every month Aunt Lilian would meet with other devotees at a 
sewing circle where they would make garments from black woollen stockings for the needy in 
West Ham. I can hardly imagine that even in those barely post-Depression years the good folk 
of that slum would have been destitute enough to want to wear the garments those ladies made 
for them. 

 
Aunt Lilian’s specialty was turning those stockings into singlets for babies and 

decorating them with brightly coloured wools in satin-stitch flowers with chain-stitch stems 
and frond-like leaves. I do indeed wonder what those Eastenders thought of those 
extraordinary black garments. 
 

The first thing I had to do in Dunedin was find a job. 
 

I wanted to write, to be a journalist. But I had had no experience, and no idea how to set 
about getting such a job. I also fancied the idea of being a private amanuensis to a famous 
writer, preferably a novelist. But where was the novelist? However, I was indeed a good 
shorthand typist. 
 

Ena Nyberg, she of the long golden hair who always got the princess parts in the plays 
Geraldine wrote for us when we were little, rang me up. 
 

“I think I can get you a job, Dorothy!” she said. “A really good job. The accountant of W. 
D. & H. O. Wills, the cigarette people, lives in the boarding house Mother and I run. He’s a very 
nice man, and he needs a typist. W. D. & H. O. Wills is a wonderful firm to work for, with a 
very good name. Mr. Reeves wants you to apply for the job!” 
 

“Really?” I said, not particularly eagerly. However, it was a job. People were saying it 
might be difficult to get a job. And Ena said it was a “good” job. 
 

So I rang up the firm and was asked to go in the following Saturday morning, to do a 
typing test. 
 

Even in 1937, with jobs hard to get, this seemed to me odd. Almost insulting, really. 
 

I did the test for the nice Mr. Reeves who seemed to be quite a cagey customer. I passed 
with flying colours, but he certainly did not tell me that. He said he would consider my 
application and let me know. So when I received a letter a few days later offering me the job at 
a pound a week, I was the one who thought I was lucky. 
 

What a laugh! They had never had anyone in the place to touch me for speed and 
accuracy. I soon saw that when I met the other typists there. Obviously standards in New 
Zealand were lower than those demanded of us at the dread Stotts Business College in 
Melbourne. 
 

I took the job. After six months they sacked the older woman I had been employed to 
assist, to whom they had had to pay £3 a week, and I now did her work as well as my own, still 
for one pound a week. 
 

The office was full of unhappy undercurrents, plotting, whispering and unrest. Because 
in fact in those days W. D. & H. O. Wills was a tough and ruthless outfit to work for, and many 
like me were shamelessly exploited. One or two of the shipping clerks told me I was 
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responsible for my ex-colleague’s eviction because I was too good, and the least I should do 
was demand a rise. 
 

After much fear and trepidation and giving at the knees, I did. I asked the nice Mr. 
Reeves, who practically fainted with shock. Talk about Oliver Twist asking for more! He said it 
was such a serious matter that it would have to be sent to Head Office in Wellington for a 
decision! And he would let me know. 
 

A couple of months later, a few weeks before I turned 19 on the 10th of February, I was 
told the verdict. 
 

“Good news, Miss Doorly!” said nice Mr. Reeves unctuously when he called me into his 
office. “Head Office has approved a rise for you. You are to get 22/6 a week from lst February! 
Congratulations.” 
 

My nineteenth birthday was going to entitle me to this rise anyway, by ruling of the 
Clerical Workers’ Union Award. 
 

A very good firm to work for, indeed! Good for their own bank account, anyway. 
 

When I left that job a month or two later I asked nice Mr. Reeves for a reference. 

  

“Oh, no, Miss Doorly. This firm never gives references. We will give you a certificate to 

say you have worked for us for such and such a period. That will be quite sufficient for you to 

get a good job anywhere else, because the name of this firm is so high.” 
 

So they wouldn’t even tell anyone else I was not only good, but far and away the best 
typist they had ever had. 
 

And I did not even enjoy the work much, let alone the atmosphere. Cheap cigarettes 
were the only perk I got from W. D.  & H. O. Wills. 
 

But that is what it used to be like in Dunedin before World War II. I later heard that 
during the war, when this very big national firm lost many workers to the armed forces, they 
had to double and even treble the wages they had been paying, just to keep going. 
 

An incident happened on my last day at the job which surprised me. Mr. Chapman, the 
Manager of the Dunedin branch, invited me in to his office to have morning tea with him. 
 

Mr. Chapman had his own secretary who did nothing else but look after him. I had no 
dealings at all with him, except that my desk in the common office was beside the door into his 
private office and he passed me by several times a day, with a polite “Good morning” but 
nothing else. I would not have dared to speak to him, ever. I was once summoned to his office 
to take dictation from him when his secretary was away, and I was terrified and speechless in 
his august presence. He was not old, probably in his late 30s, but that’s what the atmosphere 
was like in that place. Twenty years earlier I would have been expected to drop a curtsy and 
lower my eyes modestly as he passed by. 
 

I sat down opposite him without too much awe this time, as I was leaving that day. He 
offered me a cigarette which I took. He said he was sorry I was leaving. Then he said: 
 

“You know, Miss Doorly, I used to push you along the road in a pram when you were a 
baby.” 
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I was staggered. He explained that he and his family had lived over the road from us in 

George Street and his mother knew my mother. Sometimes the two ladies took their infants out 
in their prams for walks together. “Mr. Chapman”, the other lady`s older boy, came too and 
pushed Mummy’s pram with me in it. 
 

Mr. Chapman must have known who I was from my first day at work. He had passed by 
my desk several times a day for over a year. Never did he ever unbend sufficiently to exchange 
a word about this strange little slice of the past we had both shared. 
 

 He seemed quite nice really. Perhaps he, too, was in awe of the nice Mr. Reeves who ran 
the outer office of lowly subordinates which I inhabited. 
 

I left this firm with its “excellent name” by chance. I had managed to get myself into 
journalism.   
 

My Dunedin friend Betty Bell was a journalist, from a family of journalists. Her father, 
now an elderly alcoholic, had been Editor of the Otago Daily Times before retirement. Betty was 
offered free-lance work she sometimes could not handle because she was recovering from a 
nervous breakdown which was the result of a bad car accident. Her concentration level was low 
at the time, and she became hysterical with anxiety when she could not meet her deadline. So I 
did some of her work for her. She edited and wrote the Dunedin section of the Women’s Page 
for a national magazine, the Auckland Weekly News. 
 

Betty got wind of a similar job coming up for the Free Lance, a rival weekly journal of the 
same kind, and she suggested I apply for it. 

 
 I had gained some previous experience while helping Betty. One of the free-lance jobs 

she had been offered was to edit the Women’s Page for the Otago Daily Times for three weeks 
while the regular editor was on vacation. She could not do it, and passed it on to me, having 
buttered up the big wigs on the paper’s staff on my behalf in advance. I did the job at night, 
after my regular work at the office, and made quite a success of it. 
 

Thanks to Betty I had also done interviews for the Radio Record, the forerunner of the New 
Zealand Listener, and social notes for the New Zealand Woman’s Weekly. I had even been offered a 
job writing the social notes for Truth, but I drew the line at working for that scurrilous rag. 
 

Fancy little old me having the opportunity to actually turn down a journalism job! 
 

I applied for the one on the Free Lance, and got it. I was their Dunedin social reporter. 
 

The pay was £2 a week, double what W. D. & H. O. Wills had been paying me, and the 
actual writing required took me no more than about two hours a week. I did have to go to 
dances, balls, the races, large parties, etc. to report the social goings-on, but I was usually going 
to those events anyway by this time, Dunedin being a very small city. And so was Betty. We had 
great fun together with our respective photographers, in friendly rivalry. 
 

I enjoyed the interviewing best, and still have old friends whom I met first before the War 
through interviewing them in Dunedin for one magazine or another. 
 

Now life was all go-go on the social scene. I loved it. 
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At first I had been horrified to find how difficult it was to get to know people casually 
in Dunedin. In Melbourne young people could meet on the beach at weekends, friends’ friends 
were introduced to friends’ friends and ad hoc groups were formed for going to the pictures or 
a Saturday night dance. The following weekend different people could well be involved in the 
activities. Girls like Mary Henderson and me were free to choose and change our escorts as 
often as we pleased. 
 

In Dunedin such freedom and flexibility of social behaviour was not the norm. The beach 
was out. Too cold, and nobody went there. One had to have a regular boyfriend, and one met 
other people through the parties to which he look one. One attended a dance as one of a party, 
but was escorted by one’s boyfriend, expected to dance more than half the dances with him and 
be taken home by him. In the party some delectable male would eye one hungrily, and vice 
versa, and a couple of dances might be snatched. But an unwritten rule forbade this desirable 
male to pursue one further, because one belonged to somebody else. And so, of course, did he. 

 
I caused a bit of havoc by not adhering strictly to these rules. 

 
The girls tended to give me the cold shoulder at first., When we were all girls together I 

was often studiously excluded from the animated chit-chat by the topics being discussed — old 
school days at inter-linked private schools, anecdotes about former school mates and teachers, 
and so on. Certainly nobody wanted to know anything about me and my school days. I was 
virtually a foreigner. 
 

The boys were another matter. They certainly liked me a lot. This probably annoyed the 
girls. 
 

After my journalistic work eventuated I met some of these girls, many of whom did not 
work (a kind of status symbol then), at social functions during the day, and did form a few 
good close relationships. And at the dances and parties I refused to go with regular partners, 
pleading my commitment to the work to be done for my paper when I got there. Betty Bell and 
I, with our photographers, would finish our work after an hour, and then range the field for 
partners for fun for the rest of the evening. Boys usually appeared from nowhere for a couple of 
attractive, partnerless girls like us. But I fear their own partners did not love us for this ruthless 
piracy on their preserves! 
 

Betty was considerably older than me and had the advantage of having lived in Dunedin 
all her life. She knew hundreds of people, and shared her friends and acquaintances with me. 
These were people of both sexes and all ages, married and unmarried. I enjoyed that. 
 

I was taken up by the fourth year medical students, and sometimes the fifth years. Even 
occasionally the lordly sixth and final year meds took me out. This was after some personal 
success at my first Medical Ball. I loved the parties the medical students had at their “digs”. The 
Medical School was near Aunt Lilian’s house in George Street where I lived, and so were the 
students’ digs and hostels. The annual influx of medical students came from all over the 
country to New Zealand’s only Medical School in 1938, so in a way these students were aliens, 
too, like me. The exciting girl from Australia was right up their street. 
 

I had a really good time in Dunedin once I got to know Betty Bell. She was fun. She 
played Schubert with deep feeling on Aunt Lilian’s awful piano, but she knew only one piece 
well and had forgotten how to read music. I played Aunt Lilian’s piano too, a great deal. And it 
was music, and a love of writing and similar tastes in reading, which brought Betty and me 
together. 
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For the first time I was able to choose, and myself be chosen by, a friend with similar 
interests and values to my own. It was a remarkable and blissful feeling of emancipation from 
the laws of chance which had until then controlled my former friendships with girls. And from 
that time to this I have always chosen my particular friends, of both sexes, for our mutual 
interests, and have never lacked for them. 
 

It was not true, what I had felt at school, that nobody was like me, nobody could possibly 
understand me. Lots are, and can.  It is just a question of seeking them out. When you find them 
you call them, and they come. And when they find you they call you, and you go. 
 

Suddenly it was all so simple! 
 
 
Chapter 21 The Commode. 
 

Aunt Lilian had a mortgage-free house and a small private income which enabled her to 
indulge any simple whims she might have. These usually concerned bringing home stray dogs 
to live with us and leave their hairs all over the furniture. But one day she did something 
different. She bought a beach cottage at Brighton, a small seaside township about ten miles 
down the coast. And from then on many weekends and holidays were spent at the cottage. 
 

Aunt Lilian had no car and would not have been able to learn to drive one if she had. But 
there was a bus to Brighton. Aunt Lilian, the dog of the moment and I used to struggle by tram 
or on foot to the bus station in town, laden with food, clothing and books, and Hubie Hobbs, a 
well-known Brighton character who had known our family for years, allowed Aunt Lilian to 
take her outsize Laddie, a cross collie, into his bus. 
 

However, somebody must have complained. Because one day Hubie Hobbs told Aunt 
Lilian he could not take Laddie in his bus any more. Disaster! What to do? Brighton for Aunt 
Lilian was unthinkable without Laddie to take for swims and runs along the beach. 
 

The next time we planned a trip to the cottage Aunt Lilian asked me to take Laddie half 
way out by train, to Green Island, and then walk with him the rest of the way. Never shall I 
forget that long, hot walk along a dusty unpaved road with never a car in sight. Hitch-hiking in 
1938 was unusual, anyway, perhaps because cars were so few and far between. 
 

Half way along the road out I collapsed by the verge to have a rest, Laddie panting 
happily beside me in the grass. All of a sudden the bus came along, Hubie Hobbs sailed past, 
stopped, and then reversed back. He opened the door for me, and with his hideous 
false-toothed grin, said: 
 

“Jump in, Miss Doorly!” 
 

I could have fallen on his neck with gratitude. 
 

From then on he always turned a blind eye on Laddie, and Aunt Lilian and I became 
quite adept at whisking him in unobtrusively among our legs and bags and smuggling him 
down to the back seat of the bus. 
 

One day at Brighton Aunt Lilian said: 
 

“You know Miss Brownlie, the companion to that rich Miss Hazlett up the road?” 
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(Lil Hazlett was actually dotty, and her opulent family employed a keeper for her.) 
 

“Yes, of course,” I replied. “Don’t tell me she’s bringing Lil down to tea!” 
 

“No, dear. She’s been going through things in the house to tidy up a bit, and she has 
found a commode she’s going to give me.” 
 

“A commode? Do you really need one of those awful things?” 
 

“Yes, I do, darling. The lavatory outside isn’t easy for me to get to in the middle of the 
night, you know.” 
 

I was priggishly shocked, of course. It never occurs to Young Miss Nineteen that when 
she’s Old Mrs. Seventy she, too, will need to relieve herself in the middle of the night. 
 

“I wonder,” went on Aunt Lilian, “if you would go up and collect it, dear? After lunch, 
perhaps?” 
 

I was far from pleased. But it seemed churlish to refuse, so I agreed to go. 
 
After lunch I walked the hundred yards up the road to the Hazlett house and was duly 

handed the offending article. It weighed half a ton. China chamber pots in those days were very 
thick and heavy. And although the bowl was hidden from sight in its case under the flap seat, 
the commode was a very strange-looking object which could never in the wildest stretch of the 
imagination be mistaken for an ordinary chair. In fact, it looked like what it was — a commode. 
And a heavy, clumsy thing to carry. 
 

While struggling along the road with it to the cottage I saw three young men coming up 
the road towards me on a collision course. It was not hard to recognise them. They were three 
of Dunedin’s “best families” boys whom I had met at parties in private houses. Their parents, 
too, had cottages at Brighton (a beach cottage was a bit of a status symbol), and they had come 
to call on me. 
 

I went hot and cold with horror. I could not possibly meet them with a commode to 
explain away. It had to go, disappear somehow over the next twenty-five yards. But where, 
how? The boys had seen me. To my horror I seemed to see them actually moving towards me 
with welcoming smiles as though they would try to relieve me of my burden. This was 
impossible, most certainly must not happen! 
 

I managed to hurry so that we all actually did meet at the gate of the cottage. They must 
have thought I was as strange as my well-known eccentric aunt, sitting down at the front gate 
and holding court virtually on the road. But no way was I going to rise from that seat. 
 

At last they went away, having made an arrangement with me to meet them on the beach 
later. I wonder if they knew my secret. I think now they most certainly did. But at 19 I could 
find no words to explain to my three suitors that I was carrying a commode for my elderly 
aunt. That seems so strange today, when I would find it so easy — in fact, so amusing! 
 

I must have been a shocking little prude in these days, not to mention a snob. It was all 
“What will the neighbours say?”, I fear. Because another story springs to mind about Aunt 
Lilian; and this, too, concerns the loo. 
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Aunt Lilian’s house in Dunedin was old. In front were large and beautiful lawns, 
hedges and a few big trees, there was a garden bed near the house, a climbing rose over the 
porch and a very big overgrown white hydrangea bush beside the front door. At the back was a 
mean little asphalted back yard, cracked and permanently damp from water which seeped 
down a steep bank above it. There was no inside loo. One had to walk through the kitchen and 
the dingy, unattractive and pretty filthy lean-to scullery to the back door, cross the dank yard 
and enter an outside lavatory attached to an old-fashioned washhouse, the two forming a 
conventional outhouse common at the turn of the century. But in 1938, no longer common. 
 
 The one-storied house itself was attractive, even elegant in its proportions. Part of the 
flooring at the end of the hall had rotted, and so one occasionally trod disconcertingly on 
carpet-covered space. In other words, Aunt Lilian had little idea of maintenance, and because 
her own needs were simple, she saw no reason to upgrade the house’s back quarters or fix the 
floorings. 
 

I was happy to entertain my friends in the elegant front part of the house but I dreaded 
any mention of a guest wanting to find the loo. I should have been proud of that loo, because 
Aunt Lilian, who loved coloured pictures of pretty ladies, had cut out literally hundreds of 
them from the advertisements in the many glossy illustrated magazines of the time, and 
completely papered the loo from floor to ceiling — including the ceiling — with pictures of 
smiling ladies combing gorgeous golden tresses shampooed with Palmolive soap, or having 
their glorious satin skins cleansed with a special unguent, caressed by admiring young 
gentlemen of extreme beauty. One also had to light a candle there at night. What a fabulous loo! 
But I was ashamed of it then. 
 

That summer I had to return from the Brighton cottage to town to work through the week 
at my job. While Aunt Lilian remained at the beach for three or four more weeks of the summer, 
I stayed at home in town with my friend Betty Bell to stay with me for company. 
 

Betty and I got up to all sorts of high jinks with our young friends in Aunt Lilian’s house, 
innocent in retrospect but daring and exciting at the time. The boys would bring a, barrel of 
beer, and be seen off the premises by a giggling Betty and me, often at something like 6 a.m., in 
brilliant sunshine. This was shocking behaviour indeed in 1938! We did indulge in dancing, 
singing, petting, billing and cooing and passionate embracing (“necking”), and the boys seemed 
to enjoy it as much as the girls. But no way did any pair ever do anything as indiscreet as leave 
the two large front rooms. We girls were astonishingly respectable in those days, probably just 
plain scared. I know I was. 
 

The boys seemed to have more trouble with their bladders than the girls, and would 
discreetly ask where they could relieve themselves. No way was I going to take them to that 
outside loo. I used to tell them to use the hydrangea bush beside the front door. They did. 
 

At the end of that summer Aunt Lilian came home and the hydrangeas came out. Aunt 
Lilian was amazed.  
 

“I can’t understand it!” she said. “For forty years those hydrangeas have been white. All 
of a sudden they’ve turned blue! I wonder what could have happened.’ 
 
I wonder! 
 
Chapter 22. Farewell, Dunedin 
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I was 20 in 1939. Rumours of war with Hitler’s Germany were rife, but had less 
impact on me than the earlier tragedy of the Spanish Civil War and the glamorous 
International Brigade. I was working for the Free Lance and learning to sing German 
Lieder from Rosel Simenaeur, a Jewish refugee from Germany whom I had met through 
interviewing her on her arrival in Dunedin with her family. 

 
The Simenaeurs were, I think, the first European refugees to come to Dunedin. I 

was reading Tolstoy’s War and Peace (which took most of that winter) and other Russian 
novels, and discovering the new wave of American novelists and playwrights and 
English novelists like Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh. I was writing poetry in 
colour. (Somebody had told me Scriabin composed music in colour and I thought, why 
not words, too? To me all sounds have literal colour.) Betty and I wrote all sorts of 
creative sketches and things for University reviews, local theatre and Sunday morning 
radio children’s programmes for some reason. Creating was our thing at that time.   
 

Music was very important. With my journalism job I enjoyed new-found 
afternoon freedom, and loved to listen to the 4YA Classical Hour most days. I played 
the piano a lot, and sang. I discovered Schubert, Schumann and Brahms through 
studying their Lieder. I enjoyed playing the lovely accompaniments even more than 
singing the gorgeous tunes. There were occasional concerts, touring singers and 
pianists, many of them European Jewish refugees, but there were no operas I can 
remember, no live orchestral concerts and no professional chamber music. 
 

I was thrilled to have the opportunity to play Bach with a girl who played the 
cello — again one of my interviewees when she arrived from the North Island to live in 
Dunedin. Pretty thin fare, looking back on it all, but I devoured whatever there was to 
be had, and with nothing better in New Zealand to compare it with, felt I was doing 
quite well. 
 

For girlfriends there was the delightful Betty Bell who shared my interests and 
from whom I was inseparable. There was also Betty Macassey, a beautiful blonde girl of 
my own age who cooked for her parents in their elegant home at St. Clair and was paid 
for her labours. The house was near the beach, and there was a grass tennis court in the 
garden. Betty used to have Sunday afternoon bathing or tennis parties. She would bring 
out the afternoon tea on to the spacious lawn. It was usually tea with thinly sliced fresh 
bread rolled round banana halves and secured with a tooth-pick, served on a bed of 
crisp lettuce leaves. 
 

Betty Macassey had a wonderful house for entertaining. Betty Bell lived in digs in 
the city, and I lived with Aunt Lilian in the house with the shame-making loo, so we did 
not feel we could entertain in style. I had evening card and monopoly parties with girls 
at Aunt Lilian’s, but I never invited my friends for meals. Actually this was not unusual 
then. One was invited to appear at 8 p.m. and expected to leave at 11 o’clock after 
consuming an enormous supper served at 10 o’clock in the drawing room, from a 
trolley. Sherry was served when one’s guests arrived. 
 

Mixed parties were something different. I had them only when Betty and I were 
on our own.  For some reason I did not think Aunt Lilian would be able to cope with me 
having a party of mixed sexes. 
 
Boys were invited home only occasionally, and in ones. On a Sunday evening if I 
wanted to have someone special along Aunt Lilian would cook her kedgeree followed 
by lemon pudding, her only two presentable dishes. She hated cooking and was sure no 
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cook. It never occurred to me to cook. Actually, I was pretty well useless in the kitchen 
except for preparing biscuits and savouries for suppers. 
 

Young ship’s officers from my past arrived and took me to the pictures. Local 
young men and medical students appeared, to invite Betty and me to dances, parties or 
the races. I had quite a gay time socially, but always preferred Betty’s company to that 
of my male companions. 

 
An exception was what one might call my male correspondents. 

 
Always a keen letter writer, I kept up a running correspondence, sometimes lasting for 

many years, with several boyfriends, all at sea. 
 

One in particular, a dental surgeon on the flagship of the Australian Navy, was more 
than a casual friend. He was for years my cherished confidante, on paper. He was 32 when we 
met. He called it a correspondence between his delightful “Plum” and “The Elderly 
Gentleman”. 

 
Trevor Hall was too old for me, but I did find him undeniably attractive and exciting. 

and was immensely flattered that a man of his advanced age should be interested in a gauche 
young girl. We had met in Melbourne the summer before I travelled to New Zealand, during a 
beach holiday at Queenscliffe. He was spending a vacation at the military barracks there with 
his brother, an Army officer who was stationed there. I was staying with friends who had 
contacts with the barracks officers. We all swam and sunbathed together on the back beach. 
The junior officers (the subalterns) gave me a great time, but it was Trevor who took a deep 
interest in me and suggested we should correspond when we parted. He said he would like to 
be my father confessor and hear all about my life and its problems. 

 
So we did correspond. And what absolutely marvellous letters that man wrote! He had 

been divorced, and also drank a bit, so he was considered by my father to be most unsuitable as 
any sort of companion for me. But for me that only added spice to our relationship. 
 

After I arrived in New Zealand Trevor’s ship called in at Dunedin’s Port Chalmers for a 
courtesy visit. There were balls and cocktail parties and evenings in town going to the pictures 
or doing pub crawls, and private parties in people’s houses. For a week Trevor escorted me 
everywhere and we both had a wonderful time. We flirted and embraced and kissed with 
ardour, but no suggestion of anything beyond this, either sacred or profane, was ever made. 
Trevor kept me guessing! 
 

Trevor was very amusing. After Trevor, I always looked for men who could make me 
laugh. And as with Trevor, it usually turned out that these delightful fun people who could 
have one practically rolling around the floor with helpless laughter were far from fun people 
underneath. I should know — I ended up marrying one. 
 

Trevor took a lively interest in anything and everything that happened to me or that I 
thought or read about. What an ego trip I had with him! But he told me little about himself. I 
was dying to know what had gone wrong with his marriage (which had been childless), but he 
refused to give anything away. His letters, apart from vivacious and amusing descriptions of 
recent events, were devoted to comments on my news to him, including the giving of excellent 
advice of which I fear I took little heed. I wish now I had kept his letters. They would not be too 
unlike those of Lord Chesterfield to his son. 
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This, as it turned out, was a make-believe love affair. But during those two Dunedin 
years before the War, the impressionable 18 to 20-year-old period of a romantic young girl, our 
relationship meant a lot. I looked forward eagerly to receiving Trevor’s marvellous letters. 
(Poor Douglas Anderson could not write good letters and this, I fear, contributed to his exit 
from my life.) 
 

However, I was unfaithful to my Trevor, as, of course, I had every right to be. Our 
“affair” was nebulous and I was not obligated in any way. But, as he knew at the time and I did 
not, I made a fairly grave mistake. 
   

Too much novel-reading and too little sense gave me the idea that I “needed” a real 
physical love affair. My curiosity at 20 was too much for me. I felt it was high time I knew what 
all this was about. I might have suggested to Trevor that he teach me had he been near, but he 
was not. I was not in love with anyone in particular, so no regular boyfriend sprang to mind. I 
fear I went about assuaging my curiosity in a pretty cold-blooded way. 
 

There was a Belgian woolbuyer of about 32 who visited Dunedin regularly for the wool 
sales during the summer. Representative of a French firm, he was assigned to Sydney as his 
permanent base at about this time. His best friend was a colleague from Yorkshire known to 
Betty Bell. The four of us had dinners together at a city hotel, followed by dancing at a cabaret 
when the wool sales were on in Dunedin, and this was quite exciting to me at the time. I had 
lots of pretty evening dresses, and these were dress-up occasions. Being taken out to dinner at a 
hotel was quite grand, and we had imported wine to drink. Now, Zealand had not yet 
developed a wine industry, and good restaurants were virtually unknown. 
 

Jean Beaurang was very handsome, debonair, urbane and much travelled, and to me he 
was very interesting indeed. He was a sophisticated and charming lover at the dalliance level, 
and there was no reason to think he would not be equally expert if the dalliance went further. 
He was a delightful and considerate companion, not at all importunate, and in fact quite willing 
to play along with our flirtation as I rather than he would have it. 
 

After about five or six of these wool sales episodes I decided that he should be my first 
lover. It was not that I was in love with him, or he with me. I just liked him and felt he would be 
a good teacher. 
 

So I did seduce him one evening when he had brought me home to Aunt Lilian’s after an 
evening out. Aunt Lilian was at the beach cottage, so we were alone. I simply told him I 
thought he should go ahead, because I wanted it. 
 

Aunt Lilian’s house had an attractive drawing room with an elegant fireplace which had 
a large rug — the skin of some animal — in front of it. I lit the fire, planning to seduce — or be 
seduced by — Jean on this rug, in front of the fire. At 20 this seemed to me to be eminently 
suitable and completely romantic. However, the worldly and pragmatic Jean thought 
otherwise. He insisted on being taken to my bedroom. 
 

This was far from romantic. Originally the maid’s room beside the kitchen, it was small 
and poky, really little more than functional. Also the mattress had a dip in it. 
 

However, we went there, and with difficulty, we managed. To my astonishment Jean, it 
seems, had not believed me when I had assured him months before that I was a virgin. He had 
quite a job on his hands and I fear neither of us enjoyed the experience very much that night. I 
was staggered when he said he would never have touched me if he had known I was a virgin. 
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He even implied that he had done me — not to mention his successors — some sort of a 
favour! I really didn’t think that was romantic at all. 
 

Also I had seen no sign of any sort of contraceptive and thought I had been put at risk. 
This was quite untrue and just showed how utterly green I was. Nigel Watson’s unwelcomely 
proffered information had been well and truly forgotten. However, it put me in a fever of 
anxiety for the rest of the month. When Jean returned four weeks later and I told him how 
worried I had been he laughed and said he could hardly believe his ears! He had, it seems been 
looking after me O.K. 
 

We had several repeat performances over the next few months, and Jean invited me to 
visit him in Sydney for a holiday and stay with him in his Elizabeth Bay flat. 
 

This seemed impossible at the time, but Beryl de Sarigny, a South African tourist girl 
with whom I had become friendly — as usual, through interviewing her for my paper — said 
she needed a companion for a holiday in Sydney before she returned to Johannesburg and 
would lend me the money to go with her. So we both went for two weeks or so, and Jean and 
his friends gave us a very gay time. 
 

But things happened, and I never went back to Aunt Lilian in Dunedin. 
 
 
 
Chapter 23. Trying  to live it up. 
 

When Beryl left for South Africa I stayed on alone in Sydney in a little flat Jean had found 
for Beryl and me near his Elizabeth Bay apartment, and toyed with the idea of staying on in 
Sydney. Not for Jean’s sake. Our affair was never white hot on either side. But I liked Sydney. 
 

Jean made it clear that he had his own social commitments which could not include me, 
mainly connected with his work or with the local French community (who refused to speak 
English). And he suggested I should look up any friends of my own in Sydney. 
 

So I did. These were Elizabeth Eady (of the Williamstown dockyards) and her mother, 
Douglas Anderson, now based in Sydney and still unmarried, and Trevor Hall whose ship I 
could see from the windows of Jean’s apartment riding at anchor out in the harbour. 
 

All of these people received phone calls from me because I was lonely and not sure what 
to do next. I had dinner, at least, with all of them. 
 

All of a sudden there was no doubt what I was to do next. The finger of fate pointed, 
directed by Mary Henderson in New Zealand. 
 

She and Betty Bell had been the only two people in New Zealand to whom I had confided 
what I was really going to Sydney for, i.e. to “live in sin with a man”! Mary was probably a bit 
shocked (she had heard from me by letter) and told her mother. Aunt Mary was definitely 
shocked and sent a cable to my father in Melbourne giving him my Sydney address. My father 
sent me a fearsome telegram ordering me to return to New Zealand immediately OR ELSE I 
was to catch the Wanganella which sailed every week between Sydney and Wellington, my fare 
had been paid, and the Captain was expecting me. If I did not turn up, the police were to be 
called! 
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Horror piled on Horror, as we say in our family. I was not yet 21 and could not defy 
my Aged Parent. I did not really want to return to New Zealand, much less be pushed there. 
But now news of my naughty life style must have got back to Dunedin too, and I could not bear 
the thought of going back there and having to face the music. Family and society could be quite 
tough on young ladies who transgressed in this way in those days. 
 

Added to this distress was Jean’s attitude when I showed him the fateful telegram. He 
sure took fright! He said he didn’t want to be chased by the irate father of a minor, and I had 
better catch that boat to New Zealand. 
 

This upset me a, bit, as although I had had no plan of marrying Jean, I did think he might 
have suggested the possibility now, and given me at least the opportunity to refuse it! I really 
was impossibly romantic. And looking back, I do wonder why I thought myself so eminently 
marriageable and desirable. Certainly I was beautiful, with a stylish manner, and not stupid. 
But I now know that a Frenchman from a good bourgeois family would never have dreamed of 
marrying anyone but a French woman from a similar or better background. And preferably one 
with a good dowry. 
 

My meeting with Douglas was a lamentable failure. He seemed already to be hangdog 
and desperate and drinking too much. Whatever romance we tried to revive over that hopeless 
dinner didn’t work. I felt let down — again, without good reason. After all, it was I who had 
eased Douglas out of my life two years before, not the other way round. My arrogant 
self-confidence in my sex appeal was unbelievable. I seemed to think I was some kind of a 
femme fatale that no man could resist. I think all I did to poor Douglas that night was thoroughly 
upset him. 
 

And as for Trevor, well, that was a puzzling mystery. He knew what I was doing in 
Sydney because I had written to tell my Elderly Gentleman what his Plum had been up to in 
Dunedin and was going to be up to in Sydney. This was all part of the grand plan of the 
confidences he was so eager to extract from me, but until we met in Sydney I had not heard his 
reaction. 
 

He took me out to dinner at a restaurant to which Jean had taken me, and there was Jean 
at the other end, with a party of French friends. He didn’t see us, but it would have made no 
difference if he had — to him, at least. But it seemed to shake Trevor. He muttered something I 
did not understand about professional stags, and became morose and withdrawn. I was 
distressed. I hadn’t expected Trevor to be jealous, and could not quite believe it. 
 

A day or two later the ship was to sail me to New Zealand. On my last night Jean had 
had to leave town on business and Trevor invited me to a party on his ship. This started off 
with a late afternoon pub crawl, moved to a private apartment with two or three other officers 
and their wives which I enjoyed, and then we were all taken by launch out to the warship for 
endless pink gins. 
 

I was happy with the others but quite miserable with Trevor who seemed to be dour and 
unhappy and drinking far too much. After midnight the launch ran most of the others ashore, 
but Trevor refused to move, so I had to stay on too. At about 1 a.m. when he was just about 
plastered and our remaining officer hosts were getting restless and looking pointedly at their 
watches I pleaded to be taken home. Reluctantly Trevor agreed, and the launch was sent for. 
 

Trevor escorted me to my flat in sullen silence and insisted on coming in. I didn’t want 
him there. I couldn’t cope with his mood, and I was sorry I had got in touch with him at all. 
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Why anyone as romantic as I was could not recognise completely desperate jealousy when it 
was staring me in the face I shall never know. God, I was dumb. Green, and DUMB. 
 

I was very tired and a bit tight. I didn’t want any lovers or Big Brothers around. I 
couldn’t cope with a difficult, moody Trevor. I wanted to have a bath and go to bed and forget 
my disappointment in this disastrous meeting with my admired and adored Elderly Gentleman 
who was behaving so strangely. 

 
I asked him not to come in. He pushed his way in. 

 
I ran my bath and told him I was going to have it and hoped he would be gone when I 

came out of the bathroom. He came into the bathroom. All I could do was turn off the light. 
 
 I came out in my pyjamas and pleaded with him to go. He didn’t. 
 
 I got into bed and said wearily, “Well, if you won’t go you won’t.’’ 
 

He climbed into bed too, and did nothing but smoke cigarettes furiously. I fell asleep in a 
state of miserable bewilderment and exhaustion. In the morning when I woke, he was gone. 
 

My ship left at 2 p.m. that day. On board were various flowers and farewell messages for 
me, including a huge bouquet of red roses, accompanied by a cryptic but obviously loving note 
from Trevor. 
 

Oh, well. Just as bewildered at this as at everything else, I decided, sadly, to write Trevor 
off my list of correspondents. He had not only distressed and upset me without explanation, he 
had positively insulted me. And if he was impotent (which I then suspected) he had still 
insulted me — by not telling me. My  Trevor! I never wrote to him again. 
 

Until about three years later. I sent him a “How are you?” note. I received back a letter 
from his brother saying Trevor had died. On going through his papers a letter to me, never sent, 
had been found, and this was enclosed. 

 
In it Trevor explained what, had happened that night 

 
 It was all so simple. Crazy with jealousy and disappointment with me for having, as he 
put it, “thrown myself away on somebody not worth my little finger”, and determined to try to 
keep me on the “sacred love” pedestal I had occupied till then, he had deliberately drunk 
himself into a state of temporary impotence. Then his voyeur eye had been unable to resist 
seeing, or trying to see, what my lover had seen. The last bit, naturally, was his great mistake. I 
could have forgiven everything else. 
 

What a pity I was so green and dumb. I should have kept that good friend, but my 
wounded vanity made me reject him. So he took to the bottle, and died an alcoholic. 
 

Altogether that holiday to Sydney was a dismal failure. But it did introduce me to a few 
things I had to learn about. 
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Chapter 24.                      Life with Alison. 
 
 I did not enjoy the three day sea trip much. No flirting with interesting young officers 
after dinner. The boring old captain kept a firm grip on me. I expect my father asked him to. 
 

I remember two episodes from that voyage. The first involved four Jewish refugees from 
Czechoslovakia who spoke no English and played bridge all day. They looked interesting, and 
bowed and smiled at me, but we did not — could not communicate. When the ship ran a 
“horserace” on deck I was made to run one of the wooden horses along its course on its cord. I 
knew I would lose because I have always been hopeless at anything like that, especially with 
people watching. One of the refugees smilingly indicated to me that they had all put their 
money on my horse. I was really upset about this, because I felt if they were refugees they must 
be entirely penniless and I would certainly lose them their money. I did. They did not seem to 
mind much. 
 

After the War when my husband and I returned to live in Wellington after eight years of 
married life in Dunedin, the paths of those refugees and mine crossed again. They included two 
brothers who married twin sisters here, had done well in business and were now citizens of 
some substance in the city of their adoption. Arthur Hilton became the second President of the 
Chamber Music Society of New Zealand, now called the Music Federation, and a powerful 
figure in the musical circles in which I was then moving. 
 

Travelling Second Class on the Wanganella, but permitted to join First Class for the horse 
races, was my mother’s first cousin Alison Robinson née Grant, with her husband Hugh and six 
year old son John. We all met up, fell on each other’s necks and repaired to the First Class bar 
for a drink. Alison impressed me by ordering Irish whiskey, a drink of which I had never heard. 
But the waiter was forbidden to serve Second Class passengers. So after a moment of shocked 
embarrassment I said I would go down to the Second Class bar with them for our Irish 
whiskey, and did so. 
 

I cursed my father with his First Class ticket for me. But of course it was only that way 
that he could make sure the Captain would keep an eye on his wayward daughter. 
 

It never occurred to me, when the Captain was walking me round and round the deck all 
the evening making pompous, stilted conversation, that he was probably even more bored than 
I was, and cursing Daddy under his breath for wishing this fate on him just as much as I was. 
 

When the ship berthed at Wellington I decided I was going to stay there come what may. 
1 rang Great Uncle Ronald Grant in Northland, and he invited me to stay with him and his 
crippled wife Aunt Agnes till I had a job and found somewhere to live. 
 
 Uncle Ronald (another cousin of my mother’s but more distant and of a former 
generation) was a sweetie, but nearly blind. Aunt Agnes was an old bite. She polished her 
wooden bedroom floor so highly that one day she slipped on the mat while she was making the 
bed and fell hard. When Uncle Ronald came home from work at the end of the day he found 
her still lying prostrate under the bed with a severely fractured thigh. It was a bad break, and 
she remained lame. Notwithstanding this lesson she kept up the floor polishing and did it a 
second time. This left her in a wheel-chair for life. 
 

Uncle Ronald loved me and thought it would be wonderful if I could live with them both 
in Northland and “give Agnes a hand”. Aunt Agnes was terrified that this would happen. Her 
instinct, when it told her I would be hopeless at the housewifery and a pack of trouble to boot, 
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was quite correct. I decided that the faster I could get a job and money for rent for a 
bed-sitter, the better. 
 

It only occurs to me now that Daddy apparently gave no thought to sending me money 
with his order for my departure from Sydney. I had very-little when I landed in Wellington 
 

I got a job as secretary for a firm of architects, and found “digs” in Tinakori Road. I did 
not collect my first pay for a fortnight. Practically all the money I had went to rent in advance 
for my room, so I could not eat much and walked everywhere in my high-heeled shoes instead 
of taking trams and buses. A standing invitation to Sunday midday dinner at Uncle Ronald’s 
kept me alive during that fortnight. I walked the two or three uphill miles to Northland to get 
it. 
 
 Aunt Agnes cooked a good weekend roast meal. Before dinner Uncle Ronald gave me 
smooth, velvety Scotch whiskey, neat. This was unblended, and had been distilled by a friend 
in Scotland who sent out a year’s supply every Christmas. It was marvellous stuff, warming as 
it passed down one’s throat and with a very mild taste. After dinner I read aloud to Uncle 
Ronald and then Aunt Agnes brought in afternoon tea. The tea there, too, was particularly 
delicious, a year’s stock again being supplied to Uncle Ronald each Christmas by another 
friend who was a Darjeeling tea planter. 
 

Aunt Agnes was the nearest she could get to amiable during these visits. In this way she 
showed her immense relief that she had been saved from a fate worse than death — my 
permanent presence in her home. 
 

The job with the architects was fine, with a pleasant, civilised staff, with one exception. 
This was another secretary, who was inefficient, bossy, arrogant, overbearing, jealous and 
hideously vulgar. I used to wonder if her father, a builder who often tendered for, and got, our 
jobs, had some sort of hold over our quiet, gentle boss, to blackmail him into employing his 
horrible daughter. I was all the things she was not (or thought so), and she hated me. I was 
happy when’ they moved me and my typewriter down the passage to work more or less 
exclusively for the two senior draughtsmen. 
 

I liked and admired one of these very much, and when he fell in love with me I flirted 
with him outrageously; but having promised — after a suitable length of time — to deliver the 
goods, I failed to do so. This was unacceptable behaviour, especially as I did not give him the 
real reason which had, I fear, nothing to do with scruples. I was just petrified at the idea of 
possible court proceeding’s should his wife discover our liaison and decide to sue for divorce. 
Poor Frank Whitwell, deeply disappointed he took heavily to the bottle, and a year or two later 
ended up one night driving himself, dead drunk, into Wellington harbour where he was 
drowned. 
 

My cousin Alison turned up with a job as a reporter on the Listener, the very swept-up 
successor to the little Radio Record which had once employed me as their Dunedin 
Correspondent. Hugh, Alison’s husband, seemed allergic to work, and Alison wanted John to 
go to a country school for some romantic reason. So she, as the breadwinner, established her 
husband and son in a whare attached to a farm in the Wainui Valley, and John went to school 
over there. The first thing he did at the much-vaunted country school was catch impetigo from 
some of the grubby country kids. 
 

Alison suggested to me that we both share digs in town, and this suited me fine as my 
Tinakori Road landlady was a worse bite than Aunt Agnes. Alison and I took a double attic 
room in a rooming house on the Terrace, a hilly road running behind the main part of the city. 
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We paid for bed and breakfast, with cooking facilities in a communal kitchen. This was a 
common pattern in those days. To have a flat of one’s own was too expensive for most working 
girls. 
 

I had a fantastic six months living with that fantastic lady. At weekends she would 
arrange for her photographer friend Eileen Deste, known as Dusty, to drive her out to Wainui 
for the weekend. I often went, too, but it was not very comfortable. It was very cold that winter 
sleeping in an unlined shed on mattresses on the floor (usually freezing cold air beds), with a 
nearby icy stream as our only washing and toilet facility, and an open fireplace with dangling 
hooks for cooking. But it was fun. 

 
Alison had been a journalist in Wellington and later in Sydney before travelling to 

London to seek her fortune in 1930 when she was 30 years old and still unmarried. She claimed 
that her engineer father (brother to my grandmother Isabel of card-playing fame) who died 
when she was seven, had so loved London that lie had drawn his little daughter maps to show 
her how the West End streets ran. These maps had so captivated her that twenty-three years 
later when she found herself there she claims she could easily find her way around. 
 

Alison enchanted me with stories of her experiences. She was beautiful, talented at both 
writing and drawing, eccentric, imaginative, dramatic, wayward, outrageous, romantic, 
vivacious, witty and exciting. Strong beer indeed for me after the tight, prim Dunedin values I 
had just escaped. She drew men to her like moths to a candle, bachelors she had known years 
before appeared from nowhere to sit at her feet in our attic and gaze at her in mute adoration 
while she entertained them with her stories. Women, too, fell under her spell. We were all 
doing things for her she should have been doing for herself — paying for her meals while she 
was spending her Listener salary on books and toys for John, driving her to Wainui, paying her 
rent when she ran short of money, writing her copy, buying her cigarettes. She was an 
appalling sponger, but such was her charisma that she made one feel privileged to help to 
support her. And she was indeed wildly generous when she did have anything to spend or to 
give. What a woman! 
 

Her story was romantic. 
 

In London, she told me, she had had two lovers before she married Hugh. One was “The 
Brain”, a distinguished Englishman on the fringe, at least, of the Bloomsbury Set, who stayed 
with her frequently, making no physical demands on her. (This turned out to be Arthur Waley.) 
The other was “The Body”, a White Russian, who did. When she wanted sex she rushed to The 
Body. When she wanted affection, romance and poetry she rushed to The Brain. In her old age 
she ended up marrying The Brain who died shortly after their marriage. She was later 
persuaded to publish a biographical book about her life with him on and off over a span of 
nearly 40 years. The book, A Half of Two Lives, makes mention of other women in The Brain’s 
life, but I notice there is no mention of The Body in hers. And precious little about Hugh her 
husband, either. 
 

Alison had done a variety of things in London, mostly free-lance journalism but had 
never earned much. During a holiday in Majorca where she espoused with passion the cause of 
the Spanish Republicans during the Spanish Civil War, she met and married another tourist, the 
Scottish Hugh Robinson who had been able to find little permanent work since the War where 
he had been an Army officer. There was a period he had spent in the Solomon Islands 
managing a copra plantation on the island of Malaita where, I heard, he had been a paternal 
figure much revered by the natives. When his term was up and he was recalled to Britain his 
English successor on Malaita did not have Hugh’ s charm and is reputed to have ended up in 
the communal cooking pot. 
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Alison and Hugh married after a whirlwind romance of three weeks. They had their 

baby, John, in a remote English village where the doctor could not at first be found, and when 
finally located, in the local pub, was dead drunk; and Alison had complications. After a 
horrendous delivery she was told she should have no more children. 
   

For some reason I now forget she blamed much of the agonising she went through over 
this experience on Hugh — the only thing she ever did blame him for that I can remember. 
There was certainly a bitterness on her side in their relationship, but she usually kept it hidden 
and I never really got to the bottom of it. They finally did part, about five years later after they 
had all returned to Britain. 
 

After we were in our beds and the light was switched off in our attic room, Alison would 
talk. She talked and talked. I learned about Van Gogh, Picasso, the Spanish Civil War and the 
refugees and atrocities, about the Bloomsbury Set personalities she had known in London 
through The Brain, about people having a right — even a duty — to be different, about love and 
respect for people’s privacy, about the social acceptability or otherwise of sexual deviance, 
about books and writers, about poetry and what it was all about. She had known many famous 
people, and astounded me with details about their personalities and sex lives. 
 

I drank in everything, longing to go to London and experience for myself the wonders 
and delights and excitements and mysteries it held for people like Alison. And surely for me, 
also. 
 

She never mentioned loneliness. Now I have myself lived in London, and indeed 
sampled many of those promised wonders and delights she described long ago, I realise that 
she, as an outsider, a Colonial, must have been incredibly lonely very, very often. But it would 
have been out of character for Alison to confess to anything negative about living in wonderful, 
marvellous London. 
 

Alison was vivacious, original and lots of fun, what we used to call a 
“never-a-dull-moment” person. I had been lonely on my own for my first few weeks in 
Wellington, and Alison was just what I needed.  I adored living with her, was immensely 
flattered that she wanted to live with me, and I loved and admired her very much. 
 

Alison did not believe in asking people to explain themselves. She suffered from chronic 
backaches, and sometimes seemed unable to do her Listener work, which I often had to help her 
with, as I had helped Betty Bell with hers in the past. One day she really seemed to be very ill, 
and worried that she would not be able to carry on, let alone meet her deadline. I looked at her 
with pity, lying flat on the floor, her face grey and drawn. 
 

“Why doesn’t Hugh work, Alison?” I asked. 
 

“I’ve no idea. I never asked him!” was her incredible reply. 
 

Shades of my Dunedin values! 
 

“Don’t you think, that now you are like this, you should?” 
 

“Certainly not!” she murmured with a piteous sigh. “It’s his business!” 
 

“Well, I think I know why,” I retorted. “I think he has never worked since he married 
you because you have always worked, and at rather glamorous jobs, too, and he can’t compete. 
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If he thought you had no job, I bet he’d get off his chump and find one himself. And you 
could have a rest!” 
  

“Do you think so?” said Alison thoughtfully. 
 

“Yes, I do. When you go out to the country, this weekend why don’t you pretend you 
have lost your job. Just try it, and see what happens.” 
 

Well, she did. She went even further. She actually gave notice (or so she told me) at the 
Listener office. So she really had no job. 
  

That Friday night I, too, went with her to Wainui. 
 

“I’ve given up my job, Hugh!” she drawled in her dramatically casual way. 
 

“Oh?” said Hugh. 
 

Then nothing for Saturday and most of Sunday. 
 

On Sunday afternoon there was activity in Hugh’s neck of the woods. He was sorting out 
clothes and demanding that certain garments be washed. He was planning to walk over the 
mountain to catch an early morning train from Woburn Station into the city next morning, to 
try to find a job. 
 
 He did. He needed to go no further than Wellington Railway Station. Able-bodied men 
were in short supply for labouring jobs. (I no longer remember why Hugh had been turned 
down for war service, because World War II was about to begin and people were getting 
mobilised.) By lunch time he was employed as a cleaner on the long-distance trains on their 
arrival in Wellington. 
 

So Alison stayed in the country and Hugh commuted to town every day to work (that 
dirty word). 
 

That situation did not last long, and after about three weeks the family moved back into 
town. The reason given by Alison was that poor Hugh had so far to travel each day, it wasn’t 
fair. But I think the real reason was that Alison recovered her health and was nearly dying of 
boredom living in the country alone with John. 
 

But now I was no longer part of Alison’s ménage. I had agreed to share digs (with most 
mod. cons.) under somebody’s garage in Thomson Street, with my friend Margaret Webster. 
 

Incidentally, years later, after the War, I learned by accident from Gordon Mirams, 
sub-editor of the Listener during Alison’s time with that paper, that she had actually been 
sacked that time, for never having her copy in on time. So she really had no job when she was 
lying sick on our attic floor that morning; and all the talk about giving up” the job was so much 
bull. Alison was not above practising a little deception when it was a question of saving face. 
 

What interests me today about the story is that I hit the nail on the head with my idea 
about why Hugh would not work. And the ‘trick” I suggested she play worked very well. 
 

A month later, after the Robinsons returned to town, Alison could not keep her fingers 
out of the pot. She got another glamour job — I forget what, but it had something to do with 
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being invited to dinner by the Prime Minister, and it brought in money. Then Hugh, without 
a word, quietly gave up his job. And everything went back to Square 1. 
 
 
Chapter 25 Life with Margaret. 
 

I was now firmly and happily established with my librarian friend from Dunedin days, 
Margaret Webster, in the pleasant room with a piano in it, under someone’s garage in Thomson 
Street. Margaret and I had learned singing together from Rosel Simenaeur in Dunedin. When 
Margaret moved to Wellington to a job with the General Assembly Library (the Parliamentary 
library) she found another singing teacher, one Mrs. Anna Ginn, whom she persuaded to take 
me, also, as a pupil. Such was the dignified and impressive charisma of the middle-aged Anna 
Ginn that this was considered very much grace and favour on her art. But I enjoyed the lessons. 
 

Having no piano in the Terrace attic room I had shared with Alison had been a bore. But 
Anna Ginn discovered I was a good accompanist, and she asked me to give regular 
accompanying sessions to another pupil of hers, a youngish, well-heeled businessman who had 
hired his own little studio in a city building just for his singing practise. When I discovered he 
would give me a key to this sanctuary so that I, too, could use it when he was not there, I was 
delighted to play for him two lunch hours a week. He could not sing in tune, poor Bert 
Florance, and the chore was painful to me but well worth the joy of having his studio to myself 
very often. 
 

Of course one’s own piano was better still. And now Margaret had found not only a 
room with a piano, but an isolated room with a piano. The trees in the garden round our digs 
muffled our music noises from the people in the house, the view was superb, we had our own 
cold-water tap and a little stove for heating and cooking, we shared only the indoors bathroom 
with the family, and it was all quite ideal. 
 

I really enjoyed living with Margaret. She was an intellectual girl, with a degree in 
English and a qualification from Britain in librarianship, and she brought home from her library 
masses of wonderful books which I, too, read. She cooked well and showed me tricks of the 
trade, taught me how to make good coffee, and played the violin to my piano accompaniment. 
We both sang, and I played for her singing, too — a very much pleasanter occupation than 
playing piano for poor tone-deaf Bert Florance in his studio. 
 

Margaret came along at just the right time. I needed a real intellectual as a close 
companion for a change not a half-pie job like wonderful, colourful Alison. Alison was attracted 
to intellectuals and knew many, but had no real background to compete though she could fool 
you about this for quite a while. But Alison’s gifts and talents were of a different order. If only 
she had played up what she undoubtedly had for what it was worth instead of  
Pretending to be what she was not, I am sure she would have been much more successful 
with her career. and perhaps also with her life. 
 

 I had boyfriends. Some of them were European Jewish refugees. Margaret had library and 
University friends. We mixed and shared our companions, but I had the gayer social life. The 
Wellington International Exhibition of 1939 was on, and I was often taken to dances at the smart 
cabaret there. Next morning I would begin to tell a normally very interested Margaret about my 
adventures. 
 

“Please, Dorothy, don’t speak to me until I’ve had my coffee!” she would protest 
grumpily, wiping the sleep from her eyes. 
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I had another girlfriend, Ruth Crombie. She had a degree in Economics, was politically 
left wing and worked in the Prime Minister’s Office. She was an elegant and attractive blonde 
of my own age. Ruth and I used to go to parties together dressed in similar outfits — black 
flared skirts, wide red belts, red high-heeled shoes and long-sleeved semi-transparent blouses. 
Ruth’s blouse was black to show up her white skin, and mine was white to show up my brown 
skin. We were considered quite a sexy-looking pair. 

 
It was Margaret’s idea to pack rucksacks for the weekend and tramp over several 

mountains and valleys to the Orongorongo Valley. Sometimes we went together, sometimes 
Ruth came too. We usually left on a Saturday morning bus for Muritai, the furthest point we 
could reach by public transport on the far side of Wellington Harbour., walk for about a mile 
along the coast road, climb over a low mountain into Gollans Valley, climb over another on to 
the Wainui-o-mata Road to the sea at Cape Palliser, climb the Guts Buster (short and very steep) 
and drop into the Catchpole Valley, then climb the long Five Mile slow rise up and over 
another mountain to drop into the isolated Orongorongo river valley. We would set up an 
extremely primitive camp near the river and beside a good waterhole for swimming, cut 
bracken for our beds, strip off, have a swim in the waterhole, and lie around in the sun all day 
reading books. 

 
We would carry all the food we needed, including raw eggs for Margaret’s essential 

bacon-and-egg breakfast, and with real brewed coffee, too. We managed with a sandwich for 
lunch and maybe a cup of billy tea, but we also splashed quite well with our dinners, eating 
steak, potatoes baked in the ashes, tinned peas, fruit, and more coffee. We would walk out 
on the Sunday afternoon, sometimes thumbing a lift along, the Wainui-o-mata Road to the 
Robinsons’ whare at Wainui. 
 

I loved those weekends, though for me, a ‘‘city slicker’’ lady, they were strenuous and 
very tiring, those mountains. We would get up with the sun and go to bed with the dark. In 
between we did not talk much, just read and read and read those books. We talked round our 
evening camp fire in the dark. 
 

One Friday night I decided to take the 9 p.m. bus to Eastbourne and make my way alone 
to the Orongorongo Valley. Ruth said she would join me, but had to go to a party that night so I 
expected her out next morning. I had a rather scary experience. It clouded over and I got lost 
before I even reached the Wainui-o-Mata Road. I seemed to be on someone’s farm, the ground 
was boggy and large animals like bulls seemed to be breathing heavily far too close to me. 
When I was climbing the Guts Buster my torch failed and the rain started to come down. 
 

Dropping down into the Catchpole Valley the path was very steep and narrow with a 
sheer cliff face down to the right. I came down that path on my behind, inching, my body 
forward and feeling every foot of rocky ground in front of me. When I struggled to the bottom 
it was raining so hard and I was so exhausted I just collapsed under the first sizable tree I could 
find, only a couple of yards off the track. I had no sleeping bag, but I did have a groundsheet 
and the landlady’s ancient double-bed quilt which I wrapped round myself with my raincoat 
on top, and I just went out like a light till morning. 
 

After climbing the Five Mile and dropping down through the beech forest to the 
Orongorongo River next morning, I found Ruth already there cooking her breakfast, and signs 
that at least four other people had traversed the track that night, so close to my sleeping body. I 
had been very frightened, and was impressed with Ruth’s bravery in tackling the whole trip 
late at night by herself, and in the rain. 
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There was little more concert music to hear in Wellington then than there had been in 
Dunedin, but we tried to make our own. The Public Library had a new music room with a real 
gramophone in it. The records could be played only there, using the library’s wooden needles 
which had to be sharpened with a little gadget that looked like nail clippers, or a busman’s 
ticket clipper. Of course the records were the old 78s. Margaret organised a private music study 
group of about ten, and we played records belonging to the library at the Public Library one 
evening a week. Each time one of us prepared a talk about a composer and chose the 
programme to demonstrate it. Here was some good orchestral music at last, if “canned”. 
 
There was a Radio Orchestra in Wellington which sometimes gave public concerts under the 
baton of a French expatriate, Leon de Maunay. His son Eric was a rather attractive young man 
who took a fancy to me. Once he even gave a party at his home in my honour, but the occasion 
turned into a disaster. I never saw Eric again, but twenty-five years later in London I used to 
listen to his voice over the B.B.C. when he was their correspondent in Moscow. 
 

Among my European refugee friends was a young German architect and his wife, 
Helmut and Ester Einhorn. They invited me to dinner one night and introduced me to a new 
arrival, a young Polish architect called Willi Fried. He had worked in Paris for a year in the 
office of the famous Le Corbusier, so this put him way up there in our architects’ world. He was 
blonde, witty and interesting, and he and I took more than a passing interest in each other. 
 

It was September 1939. War was declared between Britain and Germany. 
 
Everyone was suddenly rushing round doing things. Margaret and I enrolled for a 

Women’s Auxiliary army course in canteen work, cooking and laundry work. Willi Fried 
volunteered for overseas service with the New Zealand Army and went to Trentham, near 
Wellington, to be trained. He was a Corporal in the Sappers. Young men started to disappear 
from their city jobs and to reappear in uniform. Passenger liners were being commandeered 
and converted into troop ships, the ships which were to take the numerous New Zealand 
echelons to the war arenas in Europe and North Africa. Ration books appeared. The Wellington 
International Exhibition, due to run for many more months, folded up. 
 

But nothing much happened for many months. The “cold war” went on and on. Was 
anything ever going to happen? 
 

Nothing seemed quite real any more. Only the waiting. 
 
 
Chapter 26. The Beginning of the War 
 

The idea Margaret and I had behind volunteering for the Women’s Auxiliary course was 
that we would be sent overseas with the troops in some sort of support capacity (as, indeed, 
Margaret was), so we were being taught to cook for the multitude and shown how to wash 
blood-stained sheets. 
 

There was something touchingly old-fashioned about this course, even in 1940. In the 
cooking course the professional teacher, who had probably been seconded from teaching Home 
Science at a girls’ school, showed us recipes for four people and told us to multiply the 
quantities by 25 for a hundred people, or 50 for two hundred. This does not necessarily work, 
though we never found that out. And the laundry instructress was a good old-fashioned 
professional washerwoman from the East End of London, Judging by her accent. She certainly 
had never heard of washing machines, driers or modern bleaches or detergents and her basic 
unit of work seemed to be a family’s weekly wash rather than a regiment’s. 
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We worked in pairs at cooking Margaret and I were often bawled out in front of the class. 

I fear I was the problem. We were both obviously private school jobs, which did not appeal to 
our yelling teacher who kept reminding me of the screaming Bookkeeping tutors at Stotts 
Business College in Melbourne. Also we giggled together, and I was distinctly dumb about 
cooking. 
 

One evening we had to make a queen pudding, as usual for four. Eggs were expensive 
then, and each pair of cooks was given two eggs which had to be separated. The whites were 
put aside in a cup for making the meringue top at the end. Encouraged to clean up as we went, 
I looked at this cup after our pudding was mixed, thought it had water in it and threw it into 
the sink. Margaret saw me and whispered frantically: 
 

“Dorothy! Our egg whites!” 
 
 Horrified, I scooped the slimy fluid out of the sink back into the cup.  Then we poured it 
 into a bowl with the sugar and tried to beat it into meringue. We beat it and beat it, and it 
refused to change its consistency. At last all the puddings but ours were in the ovens. The 
teacher came bustling over to see why. 
 

‘What’s the matter over here?” she shouted. “Why aren’t you two girls ready?” 
 

“We can’t get our meringue to work,” said Margaret. 
 

“What nonsense! You two really are feeble! Here, give it to me!” 
 

Whereupon she took the bowl and attacked the mixture. She beat it arid beat it, but it 
would not change. Margaret gave me a sly wink behind her back. 
 

“What’s the matter with it? I can’t understand it!” she expostulated furiously. 
 

At last she had to give up, and we poured the runny mixture over the pudding as it was. 
 
 Everybody’s pudding had a nice appetising one-inch topping. Ours 
had a leathery looking skin on top. 
 

The laundry instructress gave me personally an even worse time, but for the opposite 
reason. She seemed to like me. I was even less adept in the laundry than I was in the kitchen, 
and my social class was so obviously superior to hers that you would think she might have 
wanted to steer clear of me. But she cottoned on to my name. Miss Doorly was, it seems, the 
only name she had cottoned on to, perhaps because it was unusual. She was a gentle soul, a 
perfect sweetie really. However, the two hour session always ended with disaster for me. 
 

“Miss Doorly! Would you stay be’ind and ‘elp me clean up, please?’’ 
 

And what could I do but pretend I was not worn out after a day’s work at the office and a 
violent attack of morning sickness lasting most of the day, and help her mop out the Polytech 
laundry! 
 

Because I was, I fear, pregnant, by my Polish boyfriend Willi Fried. 
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In the hope that I would somehow manage to lose the baby, or that it would all turn 
out to be a mistake, I told nobody my dire secret, not even sweet Margaret who, I now realise, 
would certainly have understood because she loved me, liked Willi, and was not stupid. 
 

Of course I discussed my predicament with Willi who seemed to think it should not be 
difficult to lose a baby. I did not want to marry him, or, in fact, anyone; and Willi, although he 
admitted rather grudgingly that he would rather marry me than anyone else, did not want to 
marry at that time either. I could have wished for a little more enthusiasm on his side, I must 
say. This was definitely not romantic — and not part of the plan. 
 

So I did the jumping down steps and the hot baths and gin things, and Ruth (to whom, 
after two months, I did confide) gave me ergot injections, but nothing happened. In the 
meantime Willi scouted round for a reputable abortionist and discovered, to his incredulous 
amazement, that there did not appear to be one. Abortions were definitely Out in New Zealand 
in 1940. Girls used to go to Sydney, but after war was declared there was no overseas travelling. 
 

So I went on being sicker and sicker with morning sickness. At three months there was 
nothing else for it. We got married. 
 

In those days “What will the neighbours say?” (let alone the family), and with no Social 
Security for mothers with babies whether married or not, being a solo mother was so difficult 
that it seemed to me to be out of the question. And the idea of secretly having the baby and then 
having it adopted (a not unusual procedure then) certainly did not appeal at all, to either of us. 
 

I knew my romantic dreams for myself, and an ‘‘And so they lived happily ever after” 
kind of future had gone for a Burton, because by this time I realised that Willi was a suitable 
lover but not a suitable husband for me. What Willi thought about me may have been the same. 
But once the decision was made that we would marry, he did allow himself to think with 
interest and pleasure about the forthcoming baby. And I must admit that he never, in the 
twenty-three years of our often stormy married life, accused me of trapping him into marriage, 
an attitude only too common in those days when male chauvinist pigs really dominated New 
Zealand society. On the contrary, he freely admitted, at least when his three adored children 
were small, that he was glad I was their mother because if not they would not be the paragons 
they were! 
 

I told my singing teacher Anna Ginn that I was going to marry a Polish Jewish refugee 
called Willi Freed (while in camp he had anglicised the spelling of his surname), but of course 
not why! She was horrified. 
 

“But we don’t know anything about these people, dear!” she cried. 
 

She made me a counter offer. I was to move into her elegant house to live, to become her 
professional accompanist and assistant and to learn her unique method of teaching singing so 
that after she died I could replace her by passing it on. 
 

This offer was immensely flattering to me, and might have appealed had I not been 
shamefully pregnant. But under the circumstances of course, I could not consider it. 
 

Actually I escaped if not exactly a fate worse than death, certainly a pretty frustrating sort 
of future. Anna Ginn taught for another twenty years. She had a formidable and overpowering 
personality and I would have been completely dominated by her, especially living in the same 
house. And as for The Method. Well, in 1940 she was considered to be Wellington’s best singing 
teacher, but few of her pupils ever did any spectacular achieving subsequently. Some of those 
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who did had gone overseas to study with other teachers who had made them un-learn 
everything to do with Anna’s Method as fast as they could! 

 
Willi and I were married at the Registry Office one Friday lunch hour, the 19th 

November. It was originally planned for the day before but I remembered that November 18 
was my father’s unlucky day, many unpleasant adventures having befallen him on that date, so 
decided it was best to avoid it. Corporal Freed was on “final leave”, that is, the last leave due to 
him from the Army before being sent overseas. 
 

Margaret and Ruth were the witnesses. My cousin Alison and her friend Dusty were 
having a party for us at 5 o’clock in Dusty’s Lambton Quay photographic studio. The four of us 
at the marriage ceremony had a restaurant lunch together. I forget how we spent the afternoon 
but I do remember that by 4.30 p.m. Willi was so ill with a delayed reaction to his injections 
against various dread tropical diseases that we could not go to the party. I had to cook him 
bacon and eggs for supper instead at the rooming house we had booked into for the night. 
 

What a wedding breakfast!  
 
Chapter 27.                                   Starting Life with Willi 
 
 

Willi and I went to the Marlborough Sounds for two weeks’ honeymoon, to a  
Boarding house in Keneperu Sound. We nearly missed the ferry across, and the rough trip — 
four and a half hours in those days — was too much for both of our stomachs. I think Willi was 
even sicker than I was, though I was the one who had good reason to be. Fortunately we had 
booked a cabin so we could 
moan in our misery without disturbing other people. 
 

We enjoyed our mutton-eating holiday. Because mutton was served up for every meal at 
that boarding house. We had chops for breakfast, stew for lunch and a roast for dinner, every 
day. 
 

Also staying there was an odd-looking couple. She was tall and enormously fat, and he 
was short, slight and completely overpowered in every way by his huge wife. They had the 
tiniest little baby I had ever seen. The wife took a fancy to Willi whom she seemed to think 
came from lordly stock in Poland. She suggested that if we ever came to Nelson where they 
lived, we should visit them. 
 

We made fishing trips in boating parties most days, and Willi loved it. He always adored 
the outdoor life in New Zealand. He fished and fished, never gave up even when we had all 
knocked off for bathes or for our barbecue lunch on a beach. He rarely caught anything. I, who 
could not have cared less whether I caught a fish or not, invariably did. 
 

Anything to do with huntin’, fishin’ and shootin’ was always grist to Willi’s mill, and he 
was an excellent shot. I always appreciated the fact that whenever game was forthcoming on 
our numerous semi-camping holidays in the wilds, He would prepare the animal, fish or bird 
before handing it to me to cook. Consequently I have never learned to cope with a dead 
creature from scratch, so to speak, though I have cooked and eaten many. 
 
When we returned to Wellington Willi went for his final eyesight check-up before taking off 
with his Army unit, and failed it. Actually he wore glasses which were very strong although 
they did not appear to be. He even wore them in swimming and in the bath, because he said he 
could not see two yards without them. He had lied to the Army authorities about his eyesight 
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because he knew they could refuse him permission to go overseas if they realised how blind 
he was without his specs. A corporal in the Sappers wore a Glengarry cap, not a peaked cap; 
and they were an engineering regiment, likely to have to build bridges in the pouring rain in 
dangerous situations. So it was Out for Willi. He was offered the choice between staying on in 
the Army in New Zealand “for the duration”, or being given an honourable discharge. He 
chose the latter. 
 

This left him free to work, and me a little disconcerted. I had expected to soon become a 
grass widow on a soldier’s wife’s pay. Not that I wanted to be a real widow of course; but given 
the shotgun circumstances of our marriage I felt a year or so as a soldier’s wife alone with my 
new baby might have certain advantages for us both. 
 

But Willi was in no hurry to settle down anywhere. He wanted to live in the country for a 
while. He often said in later life that he would like to be a farmer. 
 
  As I was now recovering from morning sickness he suggested we both go down to 
Nelson for fruit picking during the months of January and February. (I would be six months 
pregnant by the end of February.) I liked the idea of a sunny holiday in the outdoors. So we 
wrote away and were taken on by a tobacco farmer, at Motueka, near Nelson. His name was 
George Fry, and he promised us a married couple’s cottage for ourselves for the two months. 
 
And so we did have an opportunity to visit the fat lady and her skinny husband and tiny baby. 
I think their name was Carrington. The overnight ferry which used to ply between Wellington 
and Nelson three times a week arrived there at 8 a.m. We rang the family (who had been 
warned) and were told to come by taxi to their house, where we stayed until our bus for 
Motueka left at 3 p.m. 
 

We were fed literally all day. An enormous cooked breakfast at 8.30 was followed by a 
huge morning tea of homemade cakes and biscuits, and then a midday dinner of vast 
proportions and party quality. There were something like seven vegetables to accompany the 
roast, and trifle and pavlova cake and strawberries to follow. We could hardly move after all 
this. Everything was superbly cooked. And every time yet another dish appeared in front of an 
astonished Willi, our hostess said apologetically: 
 

‘‘You must excuse us, Mr. Freed! We’re only rough Colonials!” 
 

We quoted that “rough Colonial” bit ever after in our family when something particular 
delicious was brought forth from our kitchen. As Willi never explained jokes, many of our 
guests must have been mystified! 
 

When the bus delivered us to our farm we were taken to a pretty unprepossessing 
cottage which was little better than a whare. There was a tank of cold water which fed our 
kitchen tap and from which we used to fill a round, portable tin bathtub for washing clothes 
and bodies. On Sunday mornings Willi used to place this bath behind the cottage in what he 
imagined was a secluded spot, fill it up and leave it for a couple of hours in the hot sun. Then 
he would take off his clothes, put on a straw hat and his spectacles plus sunglasses on top, sit in 
the tub and read Saturday night’s paper from cover to cover. Unbeknownst to him he was 
observed by the next door neighbours whose farm adjoined the Frys’ at this spot. The Rowlings 
later told us they found the sight of Willi Freed in his bath most intriguing, especially as at the 
time he had yellow hair and a red beard which, with his strong accent, was enough to brand 
him a spy in an area which had until then seen no other foreigner. 
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Mrs. Rowling overcame her amused embarrassment enough to chat over the back 
fence, and one day she invited us to go for a picnic with her family. We went with them to the 
delectable beach at Kaiteriteri, where the sea shelves down steeply from the beach and has — or 
appeared to me to have — a quite remarkable buoyancy. By this time I was nearly six months 
pregnant, and feeling heavy and very hot. That swim was unforgettably blissful. 
 

Bill Rowling, one of the neighbour’s sons, a nice lad of about 16, was very polite and 
solicitous to me, helping me down the sandhills and carrying my gear for me. He later became 
Prime Minister of New Zealand. 
 

The tobacco work was pretty arduous. We were taken each morning by lorry to the patch 
or kiln where it was all happening. First it was “lateralling” — pulling off the sticky, sappy 
lateral stalks from the six-foot tall plants so that the remaining branches would bear large 
leaves. This meant starting at the top of the plant and pulling off the laterals down to the 
ground. We moved in long lines, and it was soon obvious that I, pregnant or not, could keep up 
with the others — just; but Willi found it far harder work. He couldn’t take the heat. At lunch 
time we all lay under trees for an hour to eat, and if there was a river nearby I often took a 
swim. 
 

When the tobacco leaves were large enough for picking, all the men went out to pick 
while the women and girls went to the kiln to load it as the lorries delivered the leaves to us. 
One girl, known as “the tier”, would stand at the end of the trough snatching from our hands 
the prepared bunches we handed her and twisting string around them to attach them to a long 
pole. She was incredibly quick. As the poles were loaded we rushed them into the cool 
darkness of the kiln and handed them up to the loader who was usually somewhere up in the 
rafters arranging the 
poles correctly. 
 

Our loader was usually Alex, a strong, bronzed young Adonis with absolutely no teeth. 
His pretty young wife Dorothy was our tier, and a running commentary of banter, at the shout, 
took place between Dorothy outside and her Alex inside, while the beautiful fat baby lay on his 
back on the ground near his mother, happily gurgling and kicking. Dorothy was insanely 
jealous of her Alex, and if any girl stayed inside the kiln with him for more than the number of 
seconds Dorothy judged it was necessary to hand him the pole and depart, she would yell out: 
 
“Alex? Alex? Whaya doin’ in there?” 
 

Poor Dorothy could never leave her tying to see for herself. But at lunch time it was 
better not to nose around too much inside the kiln. The baby would be asleep outside, but 
Dorothy and Alex, together inside at last, wore usually “up to no good in the woodshed”. 
 

Dorothy was a local girl who amused me with her constant gossip as we worked. The 
tale I enjoyed most was how she came to marry Alex. 
 
It seems that when he was courting her her mother disapproved of him as a suitor for her 
daughter. So Dorothy deliberately got herself pregnant by him, and then announced to her 
mother that this   was so and she was going to have to marry Alex. Her mother was far from 
pleased, but could not do much about it. Then they both had to live with Dorothy’s family 
because their house was bigger than Alex’s family house, and it was not possible in those early 
War years for a newly married working-class couple to afford their own new home. There were 
few available to rent, and they would have no money to buy. 
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Dorothy’s mother now decided to needle the young couple under her roof, carping 
about the disgrace of the baby arriving too soon, and generally making life unpleasant for 
Dorothy. So one day she got fed up, She took the bus to Nelson and looked up the Registry 
Office’s records for her mother’s marriage. She found there that indeed her precious mother 
had had to get married to have her! This was news indeed, and Dorothy could not get home fast 
enough to slam into her mother. And from then on there was no more snide talk from Mamma. 
 

I once asked Alex when he was going to get his dentures. 
 

“Never!” he replied. “Me gums are as hard as boards, I can chew me steak with the best 
of ‘em, and I don’t need teeth!” 
 

I was getting visibly larger, and Dorothy and the girls at the tying trough wanted to 
know when my sprog was due. I told them. Then that Dorothy jolly well did to me what she 
had done to her Mum. Her natural gossipy curiosity, took her mind back to an old Auckland 
Weekly News she remembered having seen some months before, where my picture, as a new 
bride, had been blazoned forth — without my permission — by my old friend Betty Bell in 
Dunedin. Betty had heard the news from my family that I was about to marry Willi, but at that 
stage nobody knew I was trying to keep the actual marriage date quiet. But now down here in 
Nelson Dorothy had found out that “Mrs. Freed had to get married, don’tya know?” So the 
whole district knew.  
 

So much for secrets. I have rarely tried to keep any since. 
 
 
Chapter 28. Wellington 1940-42. 
 

At the six months point of my pregnancy I developed horrid varicose veins in my beautiful 
 legs and we decided I should return to Wellington to find a rented house while Willi stayed on 
the farm for another three weeks. At least he was earning money there which we would need 
later. 
 

I stayed with Alison and Dusty in Karori where they had rented a house. I found a 
“winter rent” cottage at Plimmerton, on the coastal area north of Wellington. The cottage was 
quite near the railway station for Willi to commute to town, and we moved there shortly after 
he arrived back from the South Island — with Lubra. 
 

Lubra was supposed to be a present for me. She was a delightful black and grey blue 
roan spaniel puppy, and our much-loved friend for many years to come. 
 

Just before we moved out of town I woke up one Saturday morning to feel something 
stiff about my face. I went to the mirror and saw that half of it was not moving. In horror I 
called out to Willi to come and have a look. He roared with laughter and said I’d been struck by 
the Lord for being so vain. In a panic I rang my doctor who saw me at once, and announced 
that I had Bell’s palsy, in other words, a facial paralysis. She talked about sitting in a draught 
bringing on such things, but I could not remember doing so. However, there it was. She told me 
to ring the hospital, and they said, “Come to Outpatients on Thursday morning.” 
 

This was incredible. To think that there could be no change in my condition for five 
whole days at least seemed out of the question. I asked my doctor whether a private masseur 
might not see me sooner. She said yes, but it would be very expensive. That settled it, as we had 
no money to spare. I put on dark glasses and waited till Thursday. 
 



                                                                                                               Grandmother Part I   page 

© Dorothy Freed, 1991 

84  

 I was examined and told to visit Outpatients at Wellington hospital three times a week 
for massage, until further notice. This seemed bad enough, but I thought perhaps two weeks, at 
the most. Little did I know that it would be two months before they passed me out as fit to 
leave their ministrations. And in fact it was more than a year before a certain crookedness 
around my eye and mouth completely disappeared — if, indeed, it ever has quite. Photographs, 
especially black and white ones, still sometimes show a slight divergence of features. 
 

This was a very embarrassing time socially. Beautiful legs gone, beautiful body, and now 
beautiful face. Indeed, I had been struck by the Lord for my vanity! I knew a good many people 
in Wellington and could not walk down Lambton Quay without seeing at least someone whose 
greetings should be acknowledged by at least a smile. But smile I could not. I looked perfectly 
alright until I tried to use my mouth in any way, and then the twisting showed. So I would 
walk along the street in my dark glasses, trying to look straight ahead and ignore all passers-by. 
But for years afterwards people accused me of having cut them dead. 
 

An amusing episode, in retrospect, connected with this was going with Margaret 
Webster to a concert and supper at the Blue Room of the National Museum   It was a 
performance of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion by the Schola Cantorum, and lasted from 5 p.m. 
until 9, with an hour’s break for a buffet meal. As well as having facial troubles I had figure 
troubles, because I naturally did not want anyone to know that I was going to have a “six 
months baby” and by this time I sure looked well over six months pregnant — and was. So I 
made myself a black velveteen evening cloak with a hood. This swept the floor and covered my 
body entirely. Dark glasses and a rigid forward-looking unseeing gaze helped with the face. 
And so Margaret escorted me into the small auditorium which was full of people I knew. 

 
‘We had not booked seats and were not early in arriving, so when we entered the hall 

we had to search for two available seats. It seemed to be full except for the two front rows. 
Thinking those were free because nobody wanted to be so close to the performers, we 
innocently walked to the second row and took two seats in the middle. Presently the orchestra, 
struck up God Save the King, and the Governor General with his suite appeared, all eyes fixed on 
them, and walked to our row. Scarlet in the face, Margaret and I rose to our feet and made our 
way out past the Vice-Regal party as it moved into our row. We could not have been more 
conspicuous if we tried — and me five feet seven inches tall! And of course at the buffet meal 
later everyone, Just everyone I knew, came up to laugh and joke about this incident. 
 

One mishap occurred which I was very sad about. I hurt our little dog. This had nothing 
to do with my face, but something to do with my clumsy, pregnant body. 
 
I had to visit the Hospital still after we moved to Plimmerton, and Lubra, still very young, had 
to be chained up in her kennel before I left to catch the train She rushed around me excitedly, 
got her chain entangled round my feet, I tripped and fell, and dragged poor little Lubra with 
me. She had the chain caught round her hind leg and this wrenched it. All her life our poor 
little darling had a slightly wonky, splay-footed gait in the hind quarters. 
 

One day they gave me “finals” at the Hospital. I had to whistle. I could not. So I failed. 
The shame of it! A week later I tried again and just made it. I had graduated from the Hospital 
at last. 
 

Our cottage at Plimmerton was tiny and rather charming. I was really perfectly happy 
there with my new husband, my puppy and later my new baby. We spent our saved money 
from Nelson on a cottage piano (no normal-sized one would have fitted in) which was not 
much for quality but a piano at least. Willi had a job in the city working for the Housing 
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Department. (Before he got this he had been a labourer cleaning windows on a new large 
Government building which, when I look at it today, still reminds me of those days.) He 
used to leave on the 7.30 a.m. train for the city and I stood at the French doors at the back of  
the cottage and waved as the train went by. He got home at about 5.30. 
 
The local taxi driver was eying me with interest as he sat in his cab at the parking spot by the 
station. He thought I would be a client to the city in a hurry one of these nights. I thought, 
“That’s what you think, ha-ha!” Because I had arranged to go to town a week before the baby 
was due, to stay with Aunt Mary Henderson and Mary, who, with the errant Uncle John and 
their curly black labrador Darkie shipped over to him from Australia years before, were also 
living in Wellington at that time. As it happened, the taxi driver was right. 
 

I stayed a whole fortnight with the Hendersons in Wadestown, but no baby came. I was 
unhappy, beginning to feel I was outstaying my welcome, so I told my doctor this. She gave me 
some tablets and said “That should bring the baby tonight. If it doesn’t we’ve made a mistake 
with the dates and you can come home for a week.” 
 

I took the tablets and nothing happened. So I went back home to Plimmerton and made a 
huge pot of barley broth, enough to last for several days. That night the baby came. We did take 
the taxi, at white-hot speed (I was a fast worker and the driver must have been worried.) Willi 
was also staying in town for the period I was to be in the Nursing Home, and in between labour 
pains I kept complaining about that wasted pot of soup. No fridges then! 
 

The baby was duly born, a little blonde girl with two tiny little twisted toes inherited 
from her father’s family, which the doctor tried to fix with splints made of matches strapped on 
with sticking plaster. She used to kick them off. However, in spite of medical warnings that she 
would need surgery later if the toes could not be fixed then, she never did allow them to be 
fixed, and at 50 she still seems to suffer no discomfort. 
 
She was very cute, very good, very intelligent, very much admired, and immediately doted 
upon by both of her hitherto rather reluctant parents. Jane looked very like Willi. She was called 
Jane because one could not tell at that stage whether she would end up plain or beautiful and 
we did not want to give her a fancy name in case it was plain. In fact, it was beautiful. She was 
always famous for her looks, and still is. 
 
We took the baby home wrapped up “like a gypsy princess”, as Alison said, in a brilliantly 
coloured hand-crocheted bedspread made long ago by somebody’s great aunt. I was supposed 
to have taken a blanket with me to the hospital for talking the baby outside, it being winter; but 
this had not appeared on the list of needments handed to me to be brought to the hospital for 
her, and I had nothing extra. So Alison came to the rescue with the gypsy princess outfit. I 
mention this only because in those days it was considered odd to the point of eccentricity to put 
anything that was not white, blue or pink anywhere near a new baby. 
 

She was just gorgeous. I breast-fed her for over nine months, and she was just no trouble 
at all, ever. Willi was amazed that she learned to use a makeshift chamber pot (actually a potted 
meat jar from the age of two weeks. Hold her out, and she performed. He was absolutely 
delighted with his offspring. And I felt maybe our marriage was going to work after all. 
 

This was, in spite of our poverty, a happy time for both of us. It was a simple life. Our 
cottage faced a spectacular view of beach, sea, islands and rocks, the distant South Island 
mainland over the water, and magnificent sunsets. I walked along the beach most days, baby in 
rucksack, picking up driftwood for our lovely evening fires in the living room, the salt making 
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blue flames among the red. On sunny days I played with my naked baby on the sand hills, 
watching the strange, organised antics of the seagulls. 
 

Jane gave me a peaceful existence. I returned to bed after breakfast, having fed and 
bathed the baby, played with her a little and settled her into her bassinet again. And I read 
books till midday. Then I fed her again, had lunch, and wandered along to the shops. 
 

Through the week we ate oysters, crayfish, rabbit and “offal” like tongue, liver, brains 
and tripe, because these were all cheap foods then and we both liked them. Then I could afford 
to buy a roast for the weekend when we had our visitors out from town. We had the meal hot 
on Saturday evenings and cold with salad, on Sundays, together with our friends. It was a good 
life, and we felt no need for more money than we had. Nobody else had much, anyway. 
 

Our friends who had cars — many, like us, did not — usually had jalopies.   
 

If I needed to go to the city I took the train in for the day, leaving Jane at the Wellington 
Railway Station creche, and returned temporarily at lunch-time to feed her. Once a week my 
friend Ethelwyn Burnett, leading a similar life (though still in the pregnant rather than the 
nursing-mother stage) at a beach a few miles away, used to visit me or I her. We made music 
together, playing and singing all day. 
 

If I missed the train to Ethelwyn’s at Titahi Bay I hitch-hiked with the baby in a rucksack. 
Once I picked up a lift in a lorry and the driver wanted me to throw my rucksack in the back. 
 
 “Not this one!” I cried, showing him my tiny baby’s face poking out 
of the top. He could not get over it. 
  
 “A bubba in a rucksack!” he kept saying, all the way to Porirua. People then did not put 
their babies into anything but prams. 
 

By Christmas Jane was six months old and our “winter let” cottage had come to an end . 
It was the Christmas of 1941. We decided that I should take the baby down to Dunedin to stay 
with my sister Geraldine for the summer, returning when our cottage would once again be 
available. We did have to move right out in the meantime, and the piano was sold. Willi stayed 
with friends in town. He, of course, had to work. 
 

In December of 1941 the Japanese struck Pearl Harbour, the main American naval base in 
the Pacific. All of a sudden America was in the war, and the war was in the Pacific. 
 

The war had at long last started earlier, of course, and things had not been going well for 
the Allies, nor for the New Zealanders fighting with them in northern Africa, nearly all of 
Europe having been overrun and completely occupied by the Axis powers. Rommel, Hitler’s 
famous general, was hustling the Allied forces in “the Western Desert” in Egypt but victories 
had been won and an invasion of Europe up through Italy and Greece was being discussed. 
This had actually commenced six months before — while I was in the Nursing Home with Jane 
I read about the disastrous attempted invasion of Crete. Thousands of Kiwis had been 
slaughtered on the beaches trying to land, like another Gallipoli, and I realised with horror how 
many of my old Dunedin boyfriends must be among those troops — as indeed they were. And 
now Japan was in, rampaging around the Pacific, and the United States had at last been forced 
into the “European war” through this cheeky and unexpected assault on one of their major 
strongholds. 
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 Bunkers and air raid shelters had been built already in Wellington, if not yet in 
Dunedin where I now was, but we had had little cause to fear any sort of unexpected attack, as 
we thought - before Pearl Harbour. As it happened New Zealand never was attacked in World 
War II. Like Britain, the surrounding seas probably saved us. They used to say that the cost to 
Japan of an invasion of New Zealand, so far from their bases, would be greater than any 
benefits Japan would gain from it. 
 

Then the British evacuated Singapore — that is, those who could get away because of the 
highly successful surprise attack by Japan on that British stronghold. The British warships 
Prince of Wales and Renown were both sank by the Japanese in Singapore Harbour. And the 
great British Navy — especially the Far East contingent part of it — was supposed to be 
protecting us! Our tiny Navy was pretty well ineffectual without the “mother” country’s might 
behind it. Now it was over to the Americans. 
 

So people in Wellington, at least, started to get shaky at the knees, including Willi Freed 
— for his wonderful darling Jane. Jane, he wrote me, was not to be brought back to Wellington 
under any circumstances. In fact, he would come down to Dunedin, which was obviously going 
to be much safer and quieter than Wellington as a domicile. 
 
 He had moaned a good deal about the stuffy provincialism of attitudes in Wellington, 
and I knew this was even worse in Dunedin. So I warned him that he would not enjoy living in 
Dunedin. He replied that nothing in Dunedin could possibly be any worse than in Wellington. 
He found he was wrong there! 
 

So down he came. The Freeds were now to live in Dunedin. 
 
 
Chapter 29. Return to Dunedin 
 
 
Willi arrived. He got a job in the chocolate factory in Kaikorai Valley. 
 

Later he joined a lousy firm of architects as a draughtsman. They exploited the fact that 
he had not “anglicised” his architectural degree from Zürich by repeating certain exams in New 
Zealand. Later still he worked, I think for the Housing Department’s Dunedin branch. But 
wherever he worked he was certainly ripped off, as he was fast and able and he never received 
a good enough salary. This doubtless did much to account for his dislike for what he called “the 
bum-pinching, Dunedin Presbyterians”, and indirectly for the deterioration of our marriage 
relationship during the eight years we lived in Dunedin. 
 
 We rented a house for 32/6 a week in Roslyn, a good hill suburb. I never liked the house. 
The trouble was it really needed to be properly furnished to be comfortable, and we had no 
money for this. Over the years I worked up a complete obsession about floor coverings. We 
could not afford proper carpets and being an old house the whole place was cold and draughty 
in winter. When we had been living there for about five years I came by £100 from my father by 
some accident of fate. I spent it excitedly on some superior kind of matting they then sold to 
cover the floors of the hall and the stairs. After that I did not feel quite so bad about 12 Kilgour 
Street, Roslyn. 
 

By that time, though, we had actually bought the house, which was the best thing we 
ever did although I was stupid enough to fight against it at the time because of what I then saw 
as an appalling “debt” — our three mortgages. Actually it is quite a nice house, as I now see 
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when I go past it on visits to Dunedin. Then it seemed to be just dingy old-fashioned. Forty 
years later it is fashionable old-fashioned. 
 

It didn’t take me long to revert to Dunedin values. I was ashamed of the dining room at 
12 Kilgour Street. If I had the house today I would make that room the focal point of the house. 
It had probably once been a big living-kitchen with a coal range in it, but this had been moved 
out to the adjoining scullery. It certainly needed pleasant, suitable furniture, not just the bare 
wooden kitchen table we had with half a dozen cheap plain kitchen chairs. To brighten it up I 
painted the open brick fireplace, already painted a yucky brown, a brilliant scarlet. Willi must 
have nearly died of shock when he came home that day, but he held his tongue, bless him. It all 
looked just too bright and shiny and vulgar. 
 

One of our frequent bones of contention later was over his insistence on having the final 
say in the arrangement, choice and decor of the interior of any house we had. With my 
provincial Dunedin standards I felt this was my prerogative, not my husband’s. I completely 
forgot that my husband happened to be an architect, not to mention someone with much better 
aesthetic taste than mine. Looking back I think he behaved with much forbearance in these 
arguments; but my resentment at what I saw as a reversal of normal role-playing and an 
intrusion on my preserves was real enough.  
 

My relations took quite kindly to Willi, much to my surprise. But he was rather critical of 
them. The friends we made as a married couple overlapped the circle of friends my sister and 
her husband had, but were not the same. The University crowd — the academics — took to 
Willi, and I often felt myself a complete ignoramus in their presence. 
 

For one thing, I was very young. Willi was 11 years older, and most of our new friends 
were his age or older, and like him, university educated. However, I responded eagerly to those 
more knowledgeable than myself and was proud of having these people as our friends. But I 
was provincial enough to serve dinner from a trolley in the living-room, which was reasonably 
attractively furnished, so that everyone always had to eat on their knees. This was to keep them 
out of what I considered a sub-standard dining room. 

 
Silly old me, what a beastly little social snob I was. 

 
Dunedin has always had an excellent Public Library, and during our years there we both 

read well, and very much. I found Willi’s familiarity with European writers invaluable, as they 
had usually been translated, and this opened a new world for me. We always shared our 
reading matter. I tried to make a particularly good book last out by rationing myself to a series 
of “treats”, but Willi hogged the lot all night in bed with the light on. When I complained in the 
morning that I was underslept and worn out, his reply was, “I just couldn’t put it down!” His 
wild enthusiasms were always part of his charm. 
 

I also tried to cook. 
 

When I was first married I could hardly cook at all. Willi would not have thought much 
of the recipes we were given at that ghastly Women’s Auxiliary course in cooking. I had few 
ideas about food except those picked up from Margaret Webster back in our Thomson Street 
days. I really did not think food was nearly as important as the conversation one had while 
eating it, not to mention music, art, literature and ideas. Food was something necessary 
someone brought you when you were busy with more important things. This was a typical 
Kiwi attitude at the time, and still is with most men. They sometimes refer to food as fuel. What 
an insult to the cook! 
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 Dunedin mores required a housewife to be good at afternoon teas and suppers. She 
must have four tins full each week — three lots of home-made biscuits and a cake — for 
expected and unexpected visitors. Dinner parties, even simple ones with only one other couple, 
were rare. People arrived at 8 o’clock, were served a good supper at 10 o’clock and went home 
at eleven, just as in pre-War days. Again, I think this was partly due to the fact that although we 
had pre-prandial spirits (gin, whiskey, brandy, sherry) we had no wines for normal everyday 
use. So at the countless afternoon tea parties I and the other ladies gave and attended, there was 
much talk of food and cooking but it was usually this kind of food. And I could do that sort of 
thing quite well. 
 

Willi liked to cook, and introduced a lot of new ideas into our family circle which I 
found, to my astonishment, were much appreciated by our Dunedin friends. I then tried to 
follow suit, and brought home foreign recipe books from the library to try things out. The 
trouble was that 1 did not know what they were supposed to taste and look like when they 
were done. Willi did. However, I admit he gave me marks for trying, even when I failed. 
 

One of our more bizarre dinners involved a visit from a married couple Joyce and Jim 
McDougal, whom I wanted to impress, and a Polish recipe called kutja. This, said the recipe 
book, was a mixture of cooked wheat, cooked poppy seeds, almonds, raisins, honey and 
whipped cream, served cold. The book said, “Cook wheat like rice.” 
 
 As I had never cooked wheat, or even heard of cooked wheat, 1 believed this crazy 
instruction. At 3 p.m. I went to our grocer, and asked for a pound of wheat. 
 
 “Wheat, eh?” said Mr. McKay with his broad Scots accent. “Are you keeping 
chooks now then, Mrs. Frrreed?” 
 

“No, I want to use it in a pudding recipe.” 
 

“Wheat for dinner? Oh, now, I don’t have any wheat for human consumption, I’m 
afraid!” 
 

“Is there somewhere I can get it, then, do you think?” 
 
 “No,” said Mr. McKay “not that I know of. I’ve never hairrd of wheat for 
human consumption. This is the only wheat there is.” 
 
“Alright then, I’ll take that,” I replied. 
 

I took home the wheat and cooked it like rice, twenty minutes (for good measure) in 
salted water. The wheat grains were like rocks. I cooked it for another half hour and tried. Still 
like rocks. I went on and on cooking it, until 6 o’clock. The grains were still extremely hard, but 
you could just crunch them in your teeth if you tried very hard. I decided this must be what 
cooked wheat was like, and proceeded with the rest of the mix. 
 

At 7.30 I served the kutja. We chewed and we chewed. It was the most silent meal we 
had had. Willi said nothing. 
 

After it was all eaten I told the others about buying the wheat, and how long it had taken 
to cook. Joyce knew something about cooking wheat. 
 

“Good heavens!” she cried. “Wheat takes three days to soak, and all day to simmer after 
that! You know what’s going to happen, don’t you?’’ 
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‘‘No, what?’’ I asked, full of fearful apprehension. 

 
“It hasn’t been given time to swell properly, so it will continue to swell up — in our 

stomachs. We’ll probably all burst before the evening is out!” 
 

Well, we didn’t. It probably passed through us long, long before it even started to swell. 
However, I was more careful with my wheat cooking after that, and kutja became one of our 
very favourite desserts. At our memorable children’s birthday parties I always tried to produce, 
as well as known favourites, one dish none of the visitors would have had before. For Jane’s 
fourth birthday party this was kutja. People now middle-aged who were there as kiddywinkies 
that day are still talking about it! 
 

Willi sometimes cooked dinner and delighted in shocking people with food they would 
normally not dream of eating. When he had decided on something weird to cook, unsuspecting 
friends would be invited to partake. 
 

One day he went to a city butcher we patronised and saw one of the two butchers about 
to throw into a waste bucket a large chunk of offal Willi recognised as a pair of calf’s lungs. 
 

“Are those calf’s lungs you are heaving into that rubbish tin?’’ he asked. 
 

“That’s right, Mr. Freed,” replied the butcher. 
 

“I want one of them.”  
 

The two butchers stopped dead in their tracks. 
 

‘‘Whatever for, Mr. Freed? You couldn’t give them to the dog, you know! It wouldn’t be 
right!’’ 
 

‘‘I want to make a dish for dinner tonight. A famous Viennese dish called Beuchel. It’s 
made from, calf’s lungs.” 
 

‘‘Gosh, you wouldn’t be eating them yourself, would you? Why, that’s absolutely 
disgusting! We just can’t believe you’d do a thing like that!” 
 

‘‘Come along now, you just wrap me up one of those things,’’ laughed Willi, “and tell me 
how much it is.” 
 

The butchers burst out laughing. 
 
“What will we charge him, John?” said one to the other. 

 
“Oh, I don’t know. Sixpence, perhaps?’’ 

 
So for sixpence Willi got our dinner. 

 
As he walked out of the shop he turned back to the two sniggering butchers. 

 
“These lungs,” he announced with dignity, “are full of the clean mountain air. And you 

eat pissy kidneys!” 
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A journalist friend and his wife were invited for dinner and we ate the Beuchel, a dish 
full of garlic not unlike tripe. Later Willi had to tell our visitors what had really happened, and 
the reaction of the butchers. And the next day the story, slightly edited, appeared in the 
Dunedin evening paper. 
 

We were all hard up in the War years, and even those who were not were deprived in 
some way. Wives like my sister Geraldine had to manage with husbands away for years, and 
also with the constant worry of their safety. We had rationing for most basic foods, and a lot of 
imported items like stockings and knitting wool were difficult to find in the shops. One had to 
rush when one heard that oranges were in, or bananas, or stockings, or woollen blankets, or 
perhaps a shipment of English kitchenware like new saucepans or mincers. And one needed 
spare cash (which we never had) to be able to buy and hoard. I was jealous of those who could 
do this. Geraldine always could. 
 

Once Geraldine and I took our little families to the Taieri Mouth beach cottage owned by 
her in-laws, for Easter. I forget where Willi was, but Geraldine’s Charles was overseas in Italy 
with the Army. It was freezing cold in that unlined cottage, that I do remember. Geraldine had 
brought with her a long-hoarded sixpenny tin of Heinz pork and beans, which we both loved. 
Baked beans in tins had not been seen in New Zealand for years. We put the children to bed 
and wolfed the contents of that little tin, on toast, between us. I shall never forget the glorious 
taste! Just old baked beans. 
 

Before the War ended New Zealand factories had been set up to produce many of the 
foods we had previously imported, and such things did appear on the grocer’s shelves again. 
But locally produced tinned food, except for fruit, was never as good as the English brands we 
had before the War, or not for many years. 
 

Sugar was rationed. But sugar, like butter and meat (the other major rationed food items) 
was not hard to manage if one’s family was four or more because babies ate little if any, and the 
babies’ rations went to the common weal of the family. It was only people who lived alone who 
found it a little difficult to manage. 
 

Willi, who had discovered recipes for home-made wines, decided we were to hoard our 
surplus rationed sugar until he had enough to make a brew of elderberry wine. This used to be 
set to ferment in a wooden keg outside in the old-fashioned wash-house. At the same time he 
was busy making sauerkraut with cabbages (which were unrationed), and the sauerkraut, too, 
had to ferment in the wash-house, in a very much larger barrel. He also often brewed beer 
(requiring, like the wine, the rationed sugar) and this was boiled up and allowed to ferment in 
the old-fashioned wood-fired copper, also in the wash-house. We actually did our laundry in 
the kitchen with slightly more modern facilities. But our wash-house was often pretty high. 
 

One day we had a visit from the local Roslyn policeman who must have been tipped off 
that the Freeds were home brewing. Home brewing of either wine or beer was not legally 
supposed to be done. I feel someone malicious tipped him off. When he came, rather 
embarrassed as of course he knew us, Willi took him to the wash-house and showed him the 
barrel of sauerkraut. When he lifted the lid the smell nearly knocked them both sideways, 
completely drowning any other fragrances. So the cop just said, “Sorry, obviously a mistake!” 
and took off without even a glance at the keg of maturing wine or the copper full of frothing 
beer. 
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Chapter 30. Life at 12 Kilgour Street 
 

Although we ate well during the war years we really were pretty poor, poorer than most 
of our friends. I had not minded this with the simple life we led at the beach cottage at 
Plimmerton; but I minded it quite a lot in Dunedin where, it seemed to me, appearances had to 
be kept up. Wrong, of course, but we are silly when we are young, 
 
I got a part-time job at a boys’ private school, John McGlashan College, from 9 a.m. till 2 p.m. 
every day, “school dinner” included. Willi took little Jane down to the excellent City Council 
creche every morning on his way to work, and I picked her up after 2 p.m. This life worked 
very well for me for a year and a half, by which time I was heavily pregnant with Anna (who 
was not an accident) and had to give up regular work for the next six years. 
 
 I was taken on as secretary to the school of about 200 boys, and my predecessor, a 
professional commercial teacher, had taught some of the boys typing and bookkeeping. I was to 
carry on with this. 
 

 I did not mind the idea of teaching typing to anyone, but the thought of the dread 
bookkeeping horrified me. I told Miss Standage, the resigning secretary, that I could not really 
do bookkeeping. She took one look at me and said, “Don’t be silly, of course you can! Here’s the 
book they are working from. They are up to Chapter 11. Do the exercises over the school 
holidays and get past them and you’ll be fine!” 

 
I did this, and found to my astonishment that it was all simple. It was only then, ten years 

later, that I realised I had put up a ridiculous mental block against that screaming woman at  
Stotts College who kept shouting, ‘‘Now students, this is HARD!” It was not hard at all. 
 
 I arrived at school on the first day of term prepared to teach my four pupils from Chapter 
12. 
 

“Oh, by the way, I made a mistake,” said Miss Standage. ‘‘They are two chapters further 
ahead than I told you. Can you manage?” 
 

“You take them today and I’ll take them tomorrow,” I replied. 
 

And so I kept a chapter ahead of them for the next few months until the book was 
finished, and they did very well. They had to sit some kind of external examination run by the 
Chamber of Commerce at the end of the year, and they all passed easily. They even said it was 
easier to learn from me than from the professional commercial teacher they had had before. 
They do say the best way to learn is to teach, and I have believed that ever since. 
 

At McGlashan College the male teachers kept disappearing, drafted overnight into the 
armed forces and whisked off overseas. So there was a permanent teacher shortage. Sometimes 
it was alleviated by female teachers who were far from suitable, for example me (for music and 
occasional English classes), and the dread Mrs. Aylesford. 
 

She was the wife of an English Army officer forced out of Singapore by the Japanese 
invasion. The pair had fled to New Zealand. He could find no work, being elderly and 
unskilled, and she had to teach to support them both in Dunedin. Brought up in a severely 
disciplined school herself, she terrified some of the timid young boys. 
 

One of these, the son of our friends the Professor of Zoology and his wife, Brian and 
Molly Marples, had been threatened with something dire by this Mrs. Aylesford if he had not 
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produced something.by next morning, and he had not been able to do, this. So instead of 
going to school he went with his cut lunch from home to the Botanical Gardens, sat there in the 
snowall day, and returned home at the time he knew he would be expected back from school. 
He did this for two whole weeks, and it snowed nearly every day. Poor little Dickie Marples! 
When his mother finally discovered what had been going on she was horrified, and there was, I 
am glad to say, a godalmighty row at the school over Mrs. Aylesford and her tyrannical ways. 

 
We had a number of European refugee friends in Dunedin during those years. The 

country’s only Medical School was situated in Dunedin, and some of these Europeans were 
doctors and dentists needing to “anglicise” their European degrees so that they could practise 
in New Zealand. This usually meant a repeat of the last three years of the six year course and 
was introduced as a safeguard for local standards. So most of these friends did not plan to 
live in Dunedin for ever. We had the bachelors up to meals with us very often, and exchanged 
hospitality with the married couples. 
 
             Our closest friends were the Fleischls. Hilda was anglicising her Viennese medical 
degree. Mario, her husband, later set up in practice in Wellington as a psychiatrist, having 
studied with Freud and Jung in Vienna. But at that time he was working at his hobby, which 
was pottery, and doing it very well. They had a kiln in their back garden. 
 

Actually the Fleischls were both Polish, but with moneyed families behind them, of the 
“international European” variety, not unlike my Willi. 
 
 Hilda liked to sunbathe naked on her front balcony in the afternoons in summer. She 
lived near McGlashan College, and often invited me to join her after school in this pastime, 
before going down to town to collect Jane. I remember being nervous that the Fleischls’ 
sixteen-year-old son Peter would come home from school and take a look over the balcony on 
his way up the path — not to mention casual visitors. We could hear people chatting as they 
walked along the street, we were so close to it. However, I was in such admiring awe of the 
sophisticated Hilda Fleischl that it never occurred to me to refuse, or even demur. 
 

She may have made improper advances to me if she had been in any way encouraged, 
but I didn’t get the message, and would have been thoroughly shocked if I had. So she 
contented herself with educating me in non-physical ways. We talked music, books, theatre, art, 
so many things. She was another Alison for me at that time but miles better educated and more 
experienced, and very exciting. Her life had been particularly rich and interesting. My husband 
had already taught me a good deal. But looking back, it seems that Alison was my Sixth Form 
teacher in the subject one might call “Life, Art and Culture”, Willi got me to University level, 
and Hilda gave me Honours lectures. Anyway, I absorbed it all and found it very fascinating. 
 

We decided we should have another baby to keep Jane company. This time it was really 
to be a boy, another David. (Jane was to have been called David.) So I became pregnant, worked 
till it was becoming noticeable and then gave up my job and stayed at home. 
 
 I certainly noticed the difference, if only in terms of plain hard cash. Poor Willi, it was not 
that he was mean, he just did not have it to give. 
   

Just before Anna was born we had made friends with a very beautiful girl called Joan 
Kay who was living in digs not far from our house. She came up to see us quite often, and Willi 
expressed great interest in making love to her. She was obviously attracted to him, but laughed 
off his advances and his charmingly outrageous public suggestions. But one day he asked me 
how I would feel if he really did make love to Joan Kay. 
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This was a bit of a poser. We had discussed the possibility of extramarital lovers before 
we actually married each other. We had come to a sort of agreement that this might, under 
certain circumstances, be acceptable to both sides provided the other party knew, and our 
actual marriage relationship — because of the children, was not threatened. However it had not 
yet been put to the test. And I found myself at a distinct disadvantage being eight months 
pregnant. 
 
 However, it did not seem “cricket” to disapprove too strongly of what was to be, after all, 
no more than an attempt on the unsuspecting Joan’s virtue.  So I said, “Okay, give it a go!” 
 
When we had had dinner that night Willi took off down the hill for what he hoped would be a 
night of passion. I got the baby to bed, brought out the ironing and did a great pile, feeling very 
low. I just did feel rather sorry for myself for being unable to cope in any kind of competitive 
way at that time. I knew I shouldn’t, but I felt the whole affair was just a bit mean and unfair, 
happening right now. 
 

At about 9 p.m. the telephone rang. Here was an unknown foreign voice from the 
Dunedin Railway Station. 
 

“It’s Hans Neumann here, Mrs. Freed,” said the voice. “I’m an old friend of your 
husband’s, from Poland. I’ve been living in Samoa, and couldn’t let him know I was coming to 
Dunedin for a medical conference. But I’ve just arrived from the north, and all the hotels here 
seem to be booked up. Could I possibly stay with you?” 
 

Well, here was a surprise indeed! I had certainly heard of Willi’s  old and much-liked   
friend Dr. Hans Neumann. But my first thought was that our house was too shabby and 
uncomfortable for a visitor of his standing, and I was ashamed of our  lack of proper amenities.  
My second thought was that Willi was not there. However, there was nothing for it but to say, 
“Yes, of course!” 
 

“I’ll be up in a taxi soon, then,” he replied. “Can I speak to Willi please?” 
 

“Sorry, he’s not here at the moment.” 
 
“Oh!” said a disappointed Hans Neumann. “Well, I suppose I’ll see him when he comes 

home. See you soon!” 
 

And he hung up. 
 
 Now I was in a real dilemma. If Willi was being successful, he was not expected home  
at all that night. And what would his friend Hans Neumann think of him, for behaving like that 
to a heavily pregnant wife! Obviously I had to get hold of Willi and tell him. 
 
 Full of fearful embarrassment I rang Joan’s digs and asked to speak to her. She came to 
the phone, and seemed only amused when I apologised to her profusely and asked if I could 
possibly speak to Willi. He came to the phone and he, too, was laughing. It seemed he had been 
getting nowhere. Joan would not contemplate an affair with him because of me, and naturally 
he could not tell her that I knew all about it! 
 

 So that was all okay and he said he would be right back. He sounded far more 
excited about the arrival of his friend from abroad than about anything that might or might not 
happen with the beautiful Joan Kay. 
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So Hans arrived, and Willi arrived shortly afterwards, and I rushed around trying to 
make up a spare bed, and all was well, a good time being had by all. 
 

Hans stayed for a week. I liked him very much indeed, and he was a delightful guest, 
except for one thing. We always had our baths in the evening because the water, heated from 
the coal range in the kitchen, was not warm in the mornings. Hans insisted on having his bath 
in the morning. 

 
I don’t think he ever realised that I , in my eight months pregnant, had to get up a whole 

hour earlier than usual on those  winter mornings, just to be able to light the fire and produce 
for him a tepid bath. This was one of the things I felt was sub-standard about our “poor man’s 
house”, and the sort of thing I hated strangers to discover. 
 

How stupid I was! 
 

Anna was born in such a hurry that again there was no time for the Queen Mary 
Hospital down the hill in the city to prepare me in any way. Out she popped in the Preparation 
Room, only half an hour from the time I was first positive it was the baby coming and not a 
violent attack of stomach trouble from all the castor oil I had had to take, as usual, to facilitate 
the arrival of yet another late baby. 
 
  And of course it was another girl. Willi was distinctly disappointed. We called her Anna 
Maria because I liked it. 
 
  Anna was more difficult to bring up than Jane, as an infant. A temperamental feeder, she 
would never take much milk from me with the result that I started to lose it and had to wean 
her at under six months, much to my disappointment. She was a light sleeper and definitely 
required more attention than had Jane. But looking back, I cannot say she was really difficult. 
She just made me much more tired and irritable than I had been before. 
 
 The first thing I did with her when I got her home was a disaster. I put her in a bassinet on 
the sunny little balcony we had over the front door, to give her a sunbath. It was the middle of the  
day, and after only 15 minutes I went up to see why she was whimpering.  She was absolutely 
scarlet with sunburn all over. I was desperately ashamed, and tried to put off visitors who 
wanted to see the new baby until the poor wee thing had recovered, which took over a week. 
Ann’s skin was always fairer than Jane’s. 
 
 I cannot remember Willi accusing me of sloppy irresponsibility over this, but he probably did. 
 
Chapter 31. Coming up for Air — Dunedin, 1944-5. 
 

After Anna was born my life was much more restricted. I was restless at the tea parties 
women like me were expected to be happy to attend and to give. I longed for something more 
stimulating to discuss with my friends and acquaintances than recipes for oatie crunch and bliss 
balls. Some of these ladies were musical, and we had little afternoon soirées with those who 
played the piano and sang, and I enjoyed those. But I really did want something more 
intellectually meaty. 
 

Thanks to having married Willi I did indeed enjoy more of this in our social life than 
some others. But looking back on those afternoon tea party days one is left with the inescapable 
feeling that Dunedin ladies felt they existed to bring up their children and look after their 
husbands and little else. Their houses and furniture, their clothes and even the food they served 
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all reflected the status of their husbands in that particular society, as well as expressing 
themselves, it seemed, perfectly adequately. 

 
I went to Workers’ Education Association classes (known as the W.E.A.), sometimes with 

my sister who was now a temporary grass widow with a young family to raise alone. We took 
evening classes in Music Appreciation with Mary Martin at the University, English Literature, 
the Continental Novel, Art History, Philosophy. Our lecturers were usually University teachers 
or at least University-educated people. And I did a course in Short Story Writing which boosted 
my morale no end, At-these lectures we were sometimes asked to give a lecture ourselves, and I 
found I was quite good at this, if a bit terrified. 
 

One day I was complaining to my librarian friend Dorothy White that I needed to earn 
money but could not get out of the house to do it with two little girls at home. She suggested I 
write talks for broadcasting over the local radio station’s daily Women’s Session, and offer them 
for sale to the authorities. I did this, and was greeted most cordially by the 4YA Station 
Manager who encouraged me to write a set of six talks on some particular topic I thought might 
interest women, to be broadcast serially on Thursday mornings. This I did, they were accepted, 
and I read them over the air myself. (No tapes then.) 
 

I think the first set was called “Women in the Arts”. And from then on for the next four 
years I earned quite good pocket money. I was helped by the Reference Librarian at Dunedin 
Public Library who produced most of the books and magazine articles which I used for research 
to do my stories. At the time I was deeply impressed at how she could do this. It all seemed 
most mysterious, and brilliantly clever. 
 

At last I could now go to the dentist without worrying about the bill, and buy a new 
winter coat without having to save up for weeks from the housekeeping money. My talks were 
broadcast once a week over 4YA until each series was finished. I then wrote another set. 
Sometimes my talks were read over other radio stations, by other readers, and I was paid extra 
for this. I was rather happy with this work as a freelance radio journalist, so to speak. 
 

I also wrote stories and sold one or two to magazines, but I had little nous about how to 
go about the selling bit. One story was published in the Listener, quite a feather in my cap at 
that time when the magazine was virtually the only weekly to publish creative short stories of 
high standard. And I was asked to take part in radio panels discussing this and that, and even 
to arrange music for piano for scripts I wrote for a singer to demonstrate. I was also asked to 
give lectures to church groups and similar organizations and did so, sometimes with terror, for 
the sake of the experience. 

 
The first lecture I gave to a live audience was at a W.E.A. group studying the German 

post-World War I poets and novelists. Ernst Toller and Berthold Brecht were assigned to me. 
When I rose in front of the class with my notes I was a mass of nerves. I remembered that sorry 
occasion in the Third Form at Merton Hall only too vividly. But this audience was kindly 
disposed and interested, and it all went over fine. 
 

The next public lecture I gave was in a large city church hall, to a Mothers’ Union 
meeting. To my horror the hall was packed. My lecture was a synopsis of four talks I had given 
as a series on radio about the discovery of anaesthetics. When I faced that sea of unknown faces 
my knees started to give and I wondered if my voice would carry to the back. So I picked out a 
friendly face in the back row and never took my eyes off it. I was simply telling the story to that 
woman alone. This technique worked like a charm and overcame my nervous panics over 
speaking in public from then on. It also ensures that one’s voice carries to the back. 
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It was nice to find oneself being talked about a little. There is no doubt that some of 
our academic friends, at least, of whom I had always been in great awe, looked on me with new 
eyes and even some respect. I thought at the time I was merely earning much needed money. 
but actually the results fed my ego and raised my self-esteem — in a way which was most 
necessary to me at the time, and bore good fruit to last my life. 
 

Because, let’s face it, I was neither interested in nor specially good at housewifery, and 
my husband thought I should be. In fact, it seemed that everyone thought I should be. I thought 
it was unfair that I should be judged by these standards when I could do lots of other things 
very well, and I also felt inadequate at being unable to achieve without struggle what all other 
women seemed to be able to do very well, almost as second nature. 
 
 I usually kept the house reasonably neat and tidy, except for the room where the 
children were playing, but I hated all the household chores except, perhaps, cooking; and 
certainly things to be cleaned often got away with what my mother used to call “a lick and a  
promise”. My husband was fanatically fussy about cleanliness and hygiene and complained 
bitterly about what he called my sloppy ways, even to the extent of telling me I was a menace to 
the children. One of Lubra’s hairs, or even worse, one of mine, found in the soup, or a tea stain 
not properly removed from a cup was enough, to throw him into a rage for a week. Because 
that is unfortunately what Willi did have — a filthy temper. This, combined with a  
typical male-chauvinist-pig attitude to all possessions including a wife, plus a refusal to 
compromise unless I actually threatened to walk out, made life very difficult for me pretty 
often. He would say to friends who remonstrated with him on my behalf. “Dorothy must 
learn!” I just could not handle it. Sad, because today I could. And we really did have a great deal 
in common. 
 

My relations saw what they saw and felt sorry for me, because Willi was not behaving 
the way a good Dunedin husband should. He was not protective. He did not see that the wood 
was chopped and brought in for the fires, or the coal scuttle filled. He didn’t cut the lawns 
because he said he liked long grass, and although he dug and tended the vegetable garden he 
never touched the flowers because one could not eat them. I remember he wanted to buy a goat 
to keep our grass down! He did do some of the cooking, but in Dunedin I was pitied not 
envied, for that. In other words, he was not keeping to the male preserves part of the household 
and leaving the female preserves to me alone, as he should. He also interfered in the upbringing 
of our children in ways I now see he had every right to do, but in that climate it was not 
considered “right”! And he intensely disliked some of my relatives. 
 

He hated poor old Aunt Lilian, who loved to come up for an evening meal once a week, 
usually after babysitting for me in the afternoon. She loved to play with Jane and Anna, both of 
whom she adored. But the first time Willi saw her stick a grubby finger into a plate of food and 
then poke it into Jane’s mouth to encourage her to eat it, he nearly burst. From then on it was 
agony for me to juggle between not hurting Aunt Lilian’s feelings and avoiding an explosion 
after she had left. I could not manage such things very well then, and it all took a lot out of me 
and made me nervous and unhappy. 
 

Willi’s scorn of people who did not come up to his standards in some way was extreme. 
With one witty, eminently quotable phrase he could demolish somebody’s character for ever. 
He simply could not resist showing off his abrasive wit, and this often made him a great social 
success at a party. But it was very hard to live with. Also the fact that I was so much younger 
made him patronise me, and I was fiercely resentful at being treated like an immature 
second-class citizen. 
 

But, after all, I was pretty provincial. And I must have been very, very ,irritating. 
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When the War was going badly I used to say dumb things, 

 
“Don’t worry, the British will win!” I would say. “They always end up winning the 

wars.” 
 

This sort of talk, understandably, drove Willi mad. But he unsuspectingly taught me a 
lesson I never forgot one day when I was reading the paper. 
 

“The Italians seem to be properly on the run,” I remarked. “What lousy soldiers they are!” 
 

“Of course they are,” replied Willi. “What can you expect from a people who love life so 
much? They don’t see any sense in dying!” 
 

This was an astonishing point of view to me. To think there could be other fundamental 
values than those I had been brought up with! I was impressed. 
 

I was reminded of this remark years later, at a lecture on 19th century opera given to our 
Music History class at Victoria University. Professor Page quoted Verdi’s reply to a critic who 
asked him why, when he professed to admire Wagner so much, his music was so different. The 
answer was, “How can I possibly write music like Wagner’s under these clear blue skies?” 
 

I did have my music, and this gave me an emotional outlet I sorely needed. 
 

After a couple of years of having to do without one, I had Aunt Lilian’s old piano sent 
up, as she realised it was getting rusty and stiff with disuse in her damp drawing room. After 
she died of a diabetic coma I inherited the piano, after a lot of trouble from my darling Uncle 
Douglas’s detestable wife Sol whose business it most certainly was not, as Aunt Lilian had 
always hated her. It was not a very good piano in its old age. but it worked. 
 

I spent an hour or two every morning, when the little girls were asleep or at 
kindergarten, playing my Bach, Haydn, Schubert and Mozart, and loving it. 
 

A friend going to the War had lent us a good record player and a collection of several 
hundred 78 records which I listened to avidly on most days. at last getting to know most of the 
major classical orchestral repertoire and quite a lot of chamber music I had not heard before. 
Records like these could not be bought during the War, as they were all imported, so the 
collection was precious. This was an important education for me, especially as I had to teach 
myself to be discriminating and selective. 
 

Once Geraldine asked me to look after her two children while she had a fortnight’s 
holiday with a friend. We all moved over to her house in Gladstone Road which was more 
comfortable for us all than ours in Roslyn. 
 

This was before the arrival at our home of the record player and the good record 
collection. 
 

Geraldine had a record player and a few records. Discs were sometimes available in the 
music shops, but when a shipment came in you just dashed down and bought what was there 
— if you had the money. We did not, but Geraldine did. 
 

The newest type of gramophone stacked a set of records and dropped them at the right 
time, so new recordings of Beethoven symphonies, etc, were pressed on to the discs in a special 
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way. For a set of five records the ten sides would be numbered 1 to 5 on the recto side of each 
record, and 6 to 10 on the verso side, so that one simply listened to half the symphony as the 
records dropped automatically, then turned over the whole stack and listened to the second 
half. Geraldine had just bought some works arranged like this, but for some reason some of the 
discs were missing, though promised in a future shipment. (They never came. as far as I know.) 
I got to know Cesar Franck’s Symphonic Variations from sides 1, 3, 5, 6, 8 and 10. We even had 
visitors to Geraldine’s house and I actually played them this bizarre arrangement! Today I 
simply cannot imagine how I managed to enjoy that piece, whose shape was completely 
destroyed by the left-out bits. 
 

One thing we all enjoyed was an annual holiday to some attractive, wild place. At the 
very least this would be Aunt Lilian’s dear old cottage at Brighton, although in fact we were 
permitted to use this much more often than once a year. But Lubra and the numerous puppies 
which we bred from her every November paid our December half-yearly telephone account 
and a family Christmas holiday. 
 

We went to Lake Manapouri, Queenstown, Alexandra, and once we had an unforgettable 
three weeks at Stewart Island. Sometimes we stayed with friends but usually we rented a 
cottage and camped. We had no car, but trains and buses seemed to suffice. A long train-trip 
into Central Otago was quite an event for us all! 
 

Willi always adored these country holidays where he could take his gun or his fishing 
rod off somewhere and bring home a hunter’s dinner for the family. He really did love New 
Zealand, if not necessarily all of the people in it. 
 

He liked what he called the Honest British Workingman, especially if this character lived 
or worked in the bush, and seemed to have a great rapport with such types. His friends covered 
a wide social spectrum, and I enjoyed making such friends, too. Willi was always very left-wing 
politically, a staunch Labour supporter all his life in New Zealand. In fact, he always claimed it 
was because of The Great New Zealand Social Experiment with the Joseph Savage government 
in the ‘30s that he emigrated here. 
 

On these holidays Willi insisted we eat what he provided for us with his gun, whether it 
was legal or not. I remember a meal we had in Alexandra which consisted of one rabbit, two 
pukekos and a hawk. These had been shot to make stock for the Polish soup borsch which he 
had promised our hostess when we arrived to stay with the Russell Hendersons and nothing 
could be found in their fridge but some beetroot and a jar of sour cream. After eating the very 
good soup, the meat was elegantly served up on a silver dish to accompany the vegetables from 
the garden. We all carefully tried to avoid the bits of hawk while studiously carrying on with 
our dinner conversation. On Stewart Island we once ate an illegal wood pigeon and a baby 
penguin, as well as the legal mutton-birds. And we ate fish there till the cows came home. 
 

Because of the wide variety of excellent fish available at Half Moon Bay, Willi sent all our 
family meat coupons back to our Dunedin butcher to help unfortunate customers who could 
not manage on their monthly ration. He then decreed that the Freed Family Robinson (five of us 
by now), marooned for three weeks up a mountain in our tiny cottage with a broken down 
wood range, were now to eat fish only, until we returned to Dunedin. Unfortunately I had 
neither suitable equipment nor herbs and other condiments to do anything other than plain boil 
or fry the fish. The oven would not work, for some reason. The result was that we all became 
very, very tired of fish. The girls would not eat it for a couple of years after that. And Stephen, 
then aged 3, refused to eat it for thirteen years! After about ten years he condescended to eat 
some if it came out of newspaper in the form of the time-honoured fish and chips. 
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Because Stephen — another accident as, I am told, third babies usually are — arrived 
in 1945, just before the end of the War. This was our third and last child. And by this time for 
some reason we were both tired of the name David. 
 
 
Chapter 32. Family Dramas — Dunedin. 1945-50. 
 

When Stephen was three months old I became violently and mysteriously ill with a 
stomach upset and my doctor advised me to wean the baby. He was a greedy wee thing and 
took readily to the bottle, and I recovered. But about a month later he took ill with the same sort 
of complaint. 
 

This ushered in by far the worst and most anxious-making year of my life. Everybody got 
ill that year. 
 

Stephen’s gastric enteritis was by far the most serious. Willi was away somewhere when 
the baby first showed signs of not being able to keep food down. Maybe if he had been home a 
doctor would have been called in sooner, (The son of a medical man himself, Willi did not share 
my reluctance to Send for the Expert, a reluctance nurtured by the Depression years when one 
only sent for a doctor when practically dying.) I was being visited regularly by a senior and 
seemingly capable Plunket nurse and I saw no reason why her concerned interest with 
Stephen’s health and her advice on feeding him should not end up with his recovery. But it did 
not. 
 

On V.E. Day (“Victory-over-Europe” Day) in May 1945, I took the children down to the 
city for shopping. It was a very cold day. On our way up the hill in the cable car a woman 
sitting beside me expressed concern at Stephen’s appearance, assured me he was not only ill 
but very ill, and advised me to call in the doctor. This I did at once and was told, to my horror, 
that the stranger’s prognosis was correct. He was already half dead with dehydration, 
 

During the night the doctor was sent for again. and arrived with a noted children’s 
specialist. They both bore Stephen off to hospital. My doctor later told me she herself set up the 
machinery for intravenous feeding and attached the tubes to the baby because she felt if he had 
to wait until the hospital staff were ready to do the job he could well be dead. 
 

Willi was back home by then, and the dreadful wait began. Three times within the next 
week Stephen was literally given up. We were rung in the middle of the night for the final 
crisis, when his bowels had become totally paralysed. Willi went down — I had to stay with the 
other babies. I just lay in bed crying and crying, waiting for the fateful telephone call to say my 
baby was dead. 
 

At dawn Willi rang to say he was coming home. Stephen was still alive, if only just, and 
sleeping after having been given a shot of the new drug penicillin which the hospital had but 
had not yet dared to try out. The children’s specialist had decided to try it as a last resort, as 
there was literally nothing else to be done to save the baby’s life. Four hours later he was given 
another shot. And so it went on. He was a survivor, alright. After about twelve hours his 
bowels started to work again, and a few days later he was actually allowed to come home. Very 
thin he was, poor wee thing, but our Stephen was back safe and sound. What joy! 
 

At Dunedin Hospital they called him the Penicillin Kid. 
 

I shall never forget the agony I went through with this experience, which was the first 
time since my mother’s death that I had been face to face with personal tragedy and disaster. 
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Matters were made worse by Willi’s hysterical anxiety which turned to anger against me, 
the obvious cause of his son’s illness. He said it had to have been something I had done, 
because I was the only one feeding the baby. This the doctor refused to go along with. But 1 do 
feel now that Stephen might have picked up a germ from an old sieve I had to use to prepare 
his vegetables. One just could not buy a new sieve for love nor money then, and mine had 
really had it. The other possibility is that the baby caught the same mysterious gastric bug that I 
myself had had earlier. 

 
My father was over from Melbourne at the time, staying with Geraldine, and he was very 

kind and comforting to me. In fact, everyone was, except Willi. They say family misfortunes 
bring married couples together, but this did not happen with us. Willi always blamed me 
personally for not only this misfortune, but all the others that afflicted our children that year. 
With him, somebody always had to be to blame. I suffered dreadfully over Stephen and I know 
he did too, but we drew coldly apart. He did not appear to need my support, but I badly 
needed his. I did not get it. 
 

I had suspected from the day of our marriage that one day it was going to have to come 
to an end. Now I knew it. 
 

After this drama it was chickenpox, measles and mumps all round, minor complaints but 
worrying and exhausting for me. Then about a year after Stephen’s illness we spent Easter at 
Aunt Lilian’s cottage at Brighton with Geraldine and her two children. The little seaside village 
was overcrowded for the public holiday, and the local milk supply had to be supplemented 
from unknown cows belonging to local farmers. There was talk of boiling it, but none of the 
children would drink it boiled. Jane picked up a bovine T.B. bug, which came out in the form of 
a sprained ankle. 
 

Of course we did not know at first there was anything wrong. But after we returned to 
Dunedin she twisted the same ankle again, and then again. It seemed to have a weakness. On 
the final occasion a visiting doctor friend advised us to take Jane to the Casualty Department at 
Dunedin Public Hospital to let them deal with it. Willi took her down. 
 

At first they diagnosed a simple sprain, and bound up the ankle and said she could be 
taken home. But our doctor friend had said to mention that there was heat in the swelling. Willi 
did so. The bandage was ripped off hurriedly by a scared-looking nurse who called a doctor. 
Jane disappeared into hospital for a couple of weeks. Actually we did not get her home again 
for three months, and it was ten months before she was able to walk again without plaster from 
toe to knee. 
 

She was sent to a children’s Convalescent Home after hospital, and I visited her daily. 
This was another heartbreaking experience. We had no way of knowing how long she would 
take to recover, if ever. She was so good, and a great favourite with the nurses. But it was awful 
saying goodbye when I visited her. I once made the mistake of looking back as I walked down 
the path and saw her beside the partly drawn curtain watching me with big tears rolling down 
her cheeks, tears she had bravely held back during my visit. I would go home in tears myself, to 
be greeted with the usual accusing rejection. I was the one who had not boiled the milk. 
 

We were lucky that she was only ten months in plaster, the minimum time possible, it 
seems. Another little girl who shared her room had the same thing in the knee joint, and in 
many respects the two cases, were very similar. That little girl never walked again without a 
caliper. Years later when both families had moved to Wellington we would see her, adolescent 
and finally grown up, obviously a permanent cripple. Jane was just lucky. 
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Dr. Renfrew White, an elderly but distinguished bone specialist, looked after Jane’s 
medical treatment in Hospital. He had once been a great admirer of my mother’s, especially of 
her acting Shakespeare. One time Jane had to have a change of plaster unexpectedly, and he did 
the job with me assisting him. (He had sent his nurse away.) He wanted to talk about my 
mother and Shakespeare. He was obviously interested in having her grand-child as a patient, so 
Jane was lucky. She got special care and treatment from the great surgeon. 

 
In those days there were children’s health camps. One, especially for T.B. patients, was 

at Roxburgh in Central Otago, and another was at a nearby seaside resort, Waikouaiti. Jane’s 
name was put down for a month at the second one. at the suggestion of our doctor who felt she 
needed “building up” with lots of cream and eggs and butter still under ration at home. I 
primed 4-year-old Jane up for having a whole month away from us all, so that when the time 
came she was quite keen to go. Willi took her down to the railway station to join the party, as 
arranged. An hour later he brought her home again. Her name was not on the list. She was not 
expected. 
 

This really threw me because it seemed that this time I really was the culprit. I had 
forgotten to sign something important, and Jane’s name had been crossed off the list. I was 
absolutely horrified, and full of guilt. Oddly enough, Willi did not attack me for my 
irresponsibility that time, though I would have deserved it; and Jane herself did not seem to be 
unduly disappointed. I thought what had happened would leave a scar for life on her, but 
when she was in her thirties and we talked about old times I found she couldn’t remember a 
thing about it! 

 
Today my children and I often talk about episodes such as this one, because I made other 

mistakes too (as I thought at the time) which the textbooks we mothers were all reading then 
prophesied might well have dire results, possibly building up a life-long resentment against 
me.  

 
Actually almost none of my conscience-stricken actions appear to have left a mark on 

them. However, they tell me about things I did or said with a perfectly clear conscience, and 
certainly with  no thought of future repercussions, which positively scared them. So when my 
young friends still rearing their families ask  my advice today I usually say, “As long as there is 
no actual physical violence. you can relax. You can’t do it right. and you can’t do it wrong. 
It’s a no-win situation, but all will be well.” 
 

The non-holiday at the Waikouaiti Health Camp was later replaced by three months at 
the Roxburgh Health Camp. Jane had a wonderful time and came home with  straggly, uncut 
hair and a frightful accent, but suntanned, healthy and happy. 
 

As I became more resentful and miserable and felt less and less adequate in my marriage, 
I looked with more interest at the men who flirted with me. It was nice to feel attractive again 
after years of pregnancies and parturition and particularly nice to feel wanted when I was 
living with someone who appeared to want me only in bed. So I was tempted into a couple of 
amorous adventures. 
 

The first one, with a younger man who later became one of New Zealand’s leading poets, 
was a bit exciting. However, I made the mistake of keeping my side of the bargain Willi and I 
had agreed on when we married, and I told him about it. His reaction was not at all as casual 
and civilised as had been mine when he attempted to assault the virtue of the beautiful Joan 
Kay, and in fact the whole episode became so embarrassing to me that I dropped Jim like a 
brick. As he, too, was being harassed by Willi for intimate details, I think he was probably just 
as glad to call it a day. 
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The second was a clever seduction by one of our married friends whose wife was away. 

After my earlier experience I kept this little adventure dark. However, my lover probably did 
not keep it dark from his wife, because when she returned her attitude towards me had quite 
changed and we were never intimate again. 
 

Actually neither of these short affairs swept me off my feet in any way. There was never 
any real love involved. The first was embarked upon from a desire on my part to teach this 
rather sweet, innocent young man what sex was all about, and the second had a “Let’s be 
sophisticated devils and have an exciting little fling!” air about it. I guess I was just as 
cold-blooded about those two as I was in embarking on my first affair with my Belgian wool 
buyer. 
 
But I sure needed the lift those two affairs gave me! 
 
 
 

Chapter 33.  The Oldies Arrive. 
 

With the War over, Willi applied for naturalisation. When he was handed his documents 
he was asked about his wife. 
 

“Oh, she’s alright,” he said. “She was born here.” 
 

“Did she ask to retain her New Zealand citizenship when she married you?” 
 

“No, she didn’t. There was not much point, as she would only need a passport for 
travelling and one couldn’t travel overseas during the War.” 
 

“Well,” replied the police, “she’s a Polish citizen now.” 
 
So I had to apply for New Zealand citizenship too. It quite amused me to think that I had 

been Polish for all those years without being able to speak more than a few words of my 
“native” tongue. And now my husband was a New Zealander and I was a Pole!   
 

A very serious and dumb policeman visited me two or three times to question me. I gave 
him cups of tea, and there is no doubt he was sympathetic to me. But he assured me I was in a 
very “serious” situation,, and a special “plea for leniency” must be sent up, on my behalf, to the 
Department of Internal Affairs in Wellington.  
 

With the finesse and subtlety of a bull in a china shop he tried to elicit from me what sort 
of family background I had. I painted him a vivid picture of a passenger-liner sea-captain father 
who had explored the Antarctic wastes with Scott and even published books about it, but he 
was not impressed. He was also not impressed that I had no brothers. His spirits rose slightly 
when I confessed to having an uncle, but dropped again when I said he was an electrical 
engineer. Electrical engineers, it seemed, were Out. A sister, it seems, did not count. 
 

“But her husband?” he asked. “What does he do?” 
 

“Oh, he’s a solicitor.” I replied, 
 

“Aaah!” breathed the cop with obvious relief. A good answer at last!. 
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It was not until I applied for a Government position, years later, that I realised what 
the problem had been. On the application form one was told to forward, along with the 
completed form, a reference from each of several people who must belong to one of the 
following professions: the law, (including the police), the church, education (i.e. headmasters) 
and medicine; and I seem to remember that Chief Postmasters and senior officers in the armed 
forces were okay. For this cop, colourful master mariners and explorers and engineers were 
Out. 
 

What a pity I did not think to mention that one of my father’s brothers had been the 
Judge of Zanzibar before he died! My father always thought it would have been a marvellous 
title for his autobiography. But perhaps Zanzibar would have been Out, too, for my policeman. 

 
When he was finally satisfied that I was a suitable person to “back”, he typed a statement 

for me to sign on a tiny portable typewriter he brought with him. It was full of spelling and 
grammar mistakes, so I refused to sign it. At my request he reluctantly lot me type the 
statement myself. To my mortification I found the keyboard out of alignment for a trained 
touch typist like myself, and although the finished product was infinitely superior to his, I don’t 
think he was very impressed with my typing ability. 
 

And so I became a New Zealander again. 
 

After all this naturalization business, Willi turned his attention to importing his relatives 
from wartorn Europe. 

 
First were his parents — mother and stepfather (Amalia Scharf known as Mela, and 

Dr. Jakob Scharf known as Kuba) who had lived in Karlsbad in Czechoslovakia until the 
onset of the war when they had been forced to flee to Tel Aviv, Israel, leaving most of their 
money and possessions behind them. They had spent the War years there and were now 
hoping to emigrate to New Zealand to live with us. 

 
Willi’s only brother Alfred had been living in Uruguay before the War. had joined the 

Polish Resistance Army in Scotland, become a bomber pilot, was shot down in Germany, 
and finished his War years in a German prison camp. He was now free and back in Britain. 
Willi’s step-sister Eva had had the worst time because she had seen her husband and son 
(her only child) lined up on a railway station platform in Poland and shot by theRussians, 
and she herself had only escaped with her life because she had been hidden for weeks in a 
wardrobe by a former maidservant. She had ended up working as “slave labour” in Austria. 
but was now free to emigrate to wherever she could be received. 
 

Alfred Fried, Willi’s real father,had been shot by the Russians. 
 

I had more than something to do with obtaining permits for all of these immigrations 
into New Zealand. Willi, always a political animal and well thought of in academic circles in 
Wellington and Dunedin, must have been chagrined to find that his influence on the political 
Powers that Were was very small beer when it came to twisting their arms on behalf of his 
relatives. However, mine was not. So I was duly sent to Oamaru to visit the home of the 
Minister of Immigration personally, and to Wellington to petition our own M.P. and meet the 
right people at the Seat of Power. And permits finally arrived for them all. 
 

For the oldies, the first to arrive, we had to guarantee their board and keep, so to speak. 
in perpetuity, as they must not become a burden on the State. This meant that Willi had to 
guarantee them a home with us, for ever. They had a little money to bring, but we knew that 
Kuba, at 75, would be too old to make it worth his while to do the final three years of the 



                                                                                                               Grandmother Part I   page 

© Dorothy Freed, 1991 

105  

Medical School course again in Dunedin. He was quite capable of doing the course and 
passing, but the trouble was the amount of lifetime he would have left after he completed the 
degree and could practise. 
 

So it was all discussed with me, but in a rather casual and peremptory way as though 
there could not possibly be any objection on my part to helping my husband to “rescue” his 
needy parents from the rigours of post-War Europe. And of course, how could there be? In 
spite of advice from my sister and others that I should really think twice about having my 
mother-in-law actually living with me, I did not do so, and lived to regret it. But there was little 
to be done about that. We had far too little money to set them up in a separate establishment, 
and obviously they had to be “rescued”. 
 

So Mela and Kuba arrived, Mela aged 68 and Kuba aged 75, and a charming old couple 
they turned but to be, especially Kuba. He spoke English of a dictionary variety (although an 
accomplished linguist he had never actually been in an English-speaking country before), and 
Mela, who did not speak English at all, soon picked up quite a lot of colloquial talk from the 
children. 
 

On their first morning with us I served porridge with cream and brown sugar for 
breakfast. The old man’s face lit up. 
 

“Why,” he cried, “This is the wonderful stuff they gave us on the plane from Sydney to 
Auckland! I adored it! What luck that you make it, too!” 
 

From then on Kuba had porridge every morning until he died. He used to say., “I was 75 
years old before I ever tasted porridge, and now the very idea of breakfast without porridge is 
unthinkable!” 

 
At first food was a constant source of interest to the newcomers. My mother-in-law 

always said that the best things in New Zealand were scones and bought pastry. She also 
adored home-made biscuits. To the end of our time together I was the Biscuit Queen and she 
was the Cake Queen. 
 

Our house was neither comfortable enough nor suitable for the two elderly people as 
well as the five of us to live in happily, but we managed, The Scharfs both adored all of the 
children, and this was reciprocated. 
 

I got annoyed with my mother-in-law when she tried to take over sometimes, and we 
certainly had some misunderstandings. For instance, I was furious when I sent the children to 
her room to say “Good morning”, all dressed by me, and found them sent back to change their 
clothes for something warmer. I looked on that as an affront, and interference in my jurisdiction 
over my own children. And she was very apprehensive about my possible reaction when she 
“turned out” the cutlery drawer one day and cleaned and re-arranged it. This was something I 
did not mind in the least. 
 

Actually that cutlery drawer episode was a watershed as it turned out. Because I had not 
flown off the handle when I discovered what she had done that day, as she expected me to do, 
she took it upon herself to make all sorts of other changes in my home which, in fact, I did 
resent. We did not seem able to communicate well enough to explain to each other what was 
acceptable and what not, and why. 
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One thing, however, was plain. If there were ever a row between us very often 
merely as a result of a misunderstanding in sheer terminology Willi would always take his 
mother’s side. This I very much resented. 
 

I think it was fairly clear to both of the in-laws that the relationship between Willi and me 
was pretty shaky, and they did their best, I believe, not to worsen the situation. And in a way it 
was easier for us both with seven people around instead of the usual five. Flare-ups were kept 
to a minimum in the interests of the common weal. And Kuba and Mela were genuinely fond of 
me, even sympathetic towards me. Of course the relationship between me and my husband was 
never discussed with them. 
 

Certainly Kuba was sympathetic, and often told me, without giving any specific reason, 
that he admired me very much. I see now that he quickly saw my need for the emotional outlet 
of music- making, because I had little else to use as an emotional outlet. He himself played the 
violin, badly but musically and very intelligently, and he suggested we play together regularly. 
Among his things he had brought bound volumes of all the violin and piano sonatas of Mozart, 
Schubert, Beethoven, Brahms and much more besides, and all of this wonderful repertoire he 
introduced me to. Nearly every morning for the two years they stayed with us in Dunedin 
Kuba and I played together, and much joy it gave me. And I see now that Mela, who had once 
been a talented pianist and was used to accompanying her husband, only pretended that she 
was now “past playing” in order to give me the pleasure of doing it. I could usually sight-read 
the works we played, but Kuba had to practise first, for hours. This duo playing established a 
great rapport between us, and I always loved the old man dearly. 
 

The fact that Kuba was a doctor, too, was very useful. Never, after his arrival, did I need 
to worry when one of the children was ill. Kuba just took over. And he was a charmer with 
them. If somebody scratched a finger and drew blood they would run to me in tears. 
 

“Quick, quick!” I would cry. “Go to Grandpa!” 
 

And ten minutes later they would emerge from the old man’s room, proudly 
displaying a professionally bandaged finger in a spotless sling. 
 

When Jane got an appendix pain it was Kuba who recognised it and got her to hospital 
right away — just in time, as it happened, before the appendix burst. They let him assist at that 
operation. 
 

The Scharfs were a great social success in Dunedin, especially with the newly-arrived 
Jewish refugee families from Europe and those who had arrived before the War started. They 
made a good-looking couple, distinguished, charming, intelligent and interesting. Kuba had 
been a noted specialist for digestive diseases in Karlsbad. By a happy accident he happened to 
have among his adoring patients many of the between-the-wars crowned heads of Europe. In 
the early days of his practice a Russian Grand-duchess fell in the street outside his surgery one 
day and her friends carried her in. Kuba spoke Russian, delighted the Grand-duchess, and she 
sent all her friends and relations to him. The links between the Russian royal family and the 
royal families of Denmark and Holland were quite strong, and one thing led to another. Kuba 
was rich and successful when Hitler’s entry into Czechoslovakia put an end to his professional 
life there, and an end also to his fortune. 
 

Every summer he worked very hard in Karlsbad for six months, tending those who went 
there to “take the waters” and get themselves fit after a winter’s over-eating for another 
winter’s over-eating. And every winter he took his wife to a different country or capital city for 
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operas and concerts, his great love being music. They had one home in Karlsbad and 
another in Vienna, both having left Poland before their marriage and never returned there to 
live. 
 

The next member of the family to arrive was Alfred, known as Fred, Willi’s only brother. 
There had been bad blood between them since their school days and I feared that Fred’s arrival 
would set Willi off into a state of permanent rage. Actually he was not a successful importation 
from Willi’s point of view, but Fred did not stay with us for long. Willi, who knew that Fred, 
like himself, was a marvellous shot and loved huntin’, fishin’ and shootin’, arranged for him to 
take a job as a mountain ranger in the Southern Alps when he first arrived. (Many years later I 
learned from his daughter Linda that he had considered the job humiliating, and blamed his 
brother for this.) Later he moved to Wellington, and continued on with his original profession 
of electrical engineering. (No wonder I had a bit of trouble getting Fred’s permit. He was only 
an electrical engineer!) 

I rather liked old Fred when he did stay with us. He was an outrageous liar, but amusing 
with it. I tend to believe everything I hear, so when he told me about eating cannibal stew in the 
Uruguay forests at the camp of some primitive tribe, I believed him. He said he pulled human 
fingers out of the common eating pot. He played cards well, and so do I, so we had that in 
common. But I never know what he really thought of me. our relationship being. it seemed 
from necessity. a reasonably polite one on a superficial level only. 
 

The stepsister Eva was another story. She was the last to arrive, and turned up in a state 
of virtual collapse, She did not speak any English, so I was unable to communicate with her. 
Her adoring stepmother Mela whisked her upstairs to her bedroom to “nurse” her and kept her 
in bed for weeks, saying that she was exhausted and must rest. I always thought this was 
overdoing things a bit, and was not good for Eva as it shielded her from having to make any 
decisions about her life in a new country, not to mention learning English. 
 

When she did learn a bit of English I always found her disconcerting. It seemed as if she 
were determined to set Mela and me against each other in a subtle kind of way. She did this till 
the end of her life, and I firmly believe she was a born troublemaker. It may have been because 
she never came to terms with her own sufferings of the past, and the “if I’m unhappy I’ll jolly 
well see that you are too!” kind of thinking showed up. 
 

In 1949 lots of things happened. Fred took his stepsister Eva up to Wellington to live in a 
rented house in Donald Street, Karori, and they both got jobs, Fred as an electrical engineer 
with the Government and Eva in a stocking factory. 
 

In Dunedin I took a half-time job for a few months. This was the first time I had been able 
to work on a regular basis since Anna was born, because Stephen was now at school and they 
were all, as we used to say, “off my hands”. I worked in the Botany Department of the 
University of Otago as a secretary, and loved it, particularly the amusing botanists I worked 
with. They made me laugh, and I really started to come alive again. They praised my work to 
excess and this made me feel-good, wanted and even needed. Willi applied for and got a job 
with the Town Planning Department of the Ministry of Works in Wellington. I had a huge row 
with my mother-in-law, and, for the first time in my life, stood up to my husband and 
announced it was to be either her or me. but I was not prepared to go on living with Mela in my 
home. This precipitated the emigration of Mela and Kuba from Dunedin to the Wellington 
house, to live with Fred and Eva. 
 

We were to sell our house in Dunedin, buy another one in Wellington, and then move up 
en famille, with the parents staying on with Fred and Eva. Or that was the plan. But the buying 
of a house in Wellington took quite a long time to bring off, I think the best part of a year., 
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Willi (now insisting on being called Bill) went up to Wellington first, to start his new job 

and to look for the house, leaving me with the children in Dunedin until he found one. He 
moved in with the others in Donald Street. But all hell broke loose over that. 
 

The buying and selling of houses was subject to a law called Land Sales. This had been 
instituted early in the War years and was aimed at keeping property prices down. A house 
would be valued officially by a Government valuer, and could be sold for no more than the 
sum he quoted. This meant that those who had houses to sell often did not put them on the 
market, waiting for the end of the War and the promised lifting of the Land Sales restriction. So 
houses to buy, though cheap, were extremely hard to come by. Selling one was easy, but one 
could make no profit from the sale. 
 

Bill finally found us a rather horrid little cottage style house in Johnsonville, a not-very 
fashionable Wellington suburb. He bought it at a very low price, even by Land Sales standards, 
because it was so shabby and neglected. Then he dashed down to Dunedin to sell 12 Kilgour 
Street. By a quirk of circumstances the Land Sales regulations were dropped just then, and we 
were able to sell our very much better Dunedin house for a fairly good price. And for the first 
time in our married lives we had some money to spend. 
 

So at the beginning of 1950 we sold up, forwarded our furniture and Aunt Lilian’s old 
piano to Wellington, and the children and I travelled up to Wellington by train and ferry. 
 
Goodbye, Dunedin — for the third and last time. 
 
Chapter 34. Back in Wellington, 1950-52. 
 

The children and I arrived in Wellington by ferry from Christchurch at 7.30 a.m. Bill was 
not on the wharf to meet us. He did turn up later, but I found that hard to forgive at the time, 
having sent the children up on deck, agog with excitement, to look for him as the ship berthed. 
 

When he did arrive he had grim news. I had expected that somehow, while our own 
house was being fixed up, we would be accommodated at the Donald Street rented house 
which had been harbouring the others, although Bill himself had moved out into digs after a 
row with his brother Fred. But no. The situation was delicate in Karori, with Fred and Eva on 
the point of moving out: Until they did so there was no way we could move in, because Fred 
and Eva were being so bloody minded that they could well change their minds to spite Bill, and 
there could be unthinkable upheavals. The parents, it seemed, were powerless to exercise any 
control whatever and were being used as a political football in this godalmighty row between 
Bill and Fred. (Fred and Eva always worked in tandem.) Mela herself was probably responsible 
for much of the bitterness. But I now see that the enmity between Bill and his brother Fred was 
very deep rooted and of long standing. 
 

So we were to stay in a rooming house on The Terrace, in two rooms, until Fred and Eva 
had finally moved out of Donald Street. In the meantime our newly acquired house at 
Woodland Road, Johnsonville was to be cleaned up and prepared for us all by me. Mela and 
Kuba were to remain living in Karori, with Bill (and me) paying the quite high rent, and we 
would all be able to move in with them temporarily while our Johnsonville house was being 
prepared, but only after the exodus of the Baddies. 
 

This sounded messy indeed, and it sure was for a while. Mela (with whom I was again on 
speaking terms after the Dunedin row and had even corresponded with after she left) and Kuba 
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were waiting for us at The Terrace place, and they came each succeeding day in the 
morning to cope with the children while I went out alone to Johnsonville to clean up. 
 

The children (now 5. 7 and 9) had been very excited about moving to the Capital City, 
and it must have been a disappointment to them, as it was to me, to see how grubby and dingy 
it was, especially with its very inadequate street lighting at night, and with many other 
shabbinesses and lacks not yet recovered from since the war years. General neglect was much 
more apparent in Wellington than in Dunedin. However, the double-decker trams to Island Bay 
were exciting, and there was the Zoo. 
 

Our first week, for me, was too depressing for words. Bill took me out to the new house 
on our first morning and my heart sank to my boots when I saw it. Quite a neat little 
unpretentious place with four square rooms, kitchen and laundry in the “lean-to” at the back, 
and a front porch, in a reasonable-sized section, but everything appallingly shabby and dirty 
and with not even the remains of any kind of a garden. The front “lawn” was little more than a 
field full of weeds and self-seeded broom and gorse bushes, covered, when I arrived, with our 
newly-arrived furniture which I hoped would have been settled in beforehand. However, the 
house itself was so filthy that it was just as well it was quite empty. I exhausted myself 
scrubbing and cleaning all day alone, while Bill was at work and the parents-in-law 
“entertained” three lively children by sitting them on our beds in The Terrace rooming house 
reading to them, the old man being sent out occasionally to a nearby dairy for buns and soft 
drinks. No way could the children be taken to the zoo, or the botanical gardens, or any of the 
museums or the picture theatres, because Mela could not walk properly and must not be left 
alone. She had an inflamed bunion. 
 

Poor kids! I would come home at night a worn-out wreck. Also with sore feet (from 
cheap new shoes that pinched) and had to cope with three thoroughly bored children who did 
not know what to do with themselves. When Bill arrived the parents would depart in a taxi, 
and at least then we could all go out and have a cheap meal somewhere. 
 

Every day for a week it was cleaning up Johnsonville, painting the little kitchen and 
visiting factories and shops in Wellington with Bill to approve furniture and floor coverings 
and curtains he had already chosen. (At least I was consulted — maybe Kuba had had a 
word with Bill.) At last we had a little money to buy these things. We had two divan beds 
made for our living room (one of which at least is still extant), so that Bill and I could sleep 
there and the children could have the two bedrooms. The dining room in the middle of the 
house had dark timber panelling from floor to ceiling, absolutely riddled with large nails 
sticking out. Previous tenants must have simply driven in a new nail every time they 
wanted to hang something up. That room also had a fireplace which I was glad to see. The 
piano and the divan beds practically filled the sitting room, so we tended to use the dining 
room when people visited. 
 

After the first few days, Fred and Eva having mercifully departed from Karori, we all 
moved up to Donald Street from the rooming house on The Terrace and the children started 
school in Karori. I had to get a job at once, to help pay the rent, and started work the following 
week at J. R. McKenzie’s Head Office as a shorthand typist. The children liked the Karori school 
which was in the same street, and Mela and Kuba were at home when they returned from 
school. 
 

With the departure of Fred and Eva, all contributions to Mela and Kuba’s support fell on 
us again. So that although we were richer in one way, we were poorer in another. (In Dunedin 
the parents had still had a little capital of their own left, but now it had all gone.) My working 
fulltime was now absolutely essential. 
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And so a frantically busy new life started for me. 

 
We had a lot of work to do on the Johnsonville house before we could consider moving 

into it. We decided to replace the hot water system, clear up the section and plant proper lawns, 
and paint the whole place inside and out, including the roof. This was done over the next few 
months, most of it by Bill with the help of many of his friends. We stayed in town all week and 
took a Friday evening train out to Johnsonville with the children, bought a huge parcel of fish 
and chips when we got there and “camped” for the weekend in our own little house. At 
weekends I cooked for lots of helpers who came out from the city to root out gorse from the 
garden, paint the roof, help with whatever was being done. These menfriends brought their 
wives who helped me with the food and cooking situation. 
 

We transformed the little house, and although the area was a bit grotty and I never liked 
the suburb much, I suppose we could have lived there fairly happily. Actually, we never did. 
We simply spent our weekends there, except for occasional weekday evenings when we 
entertained there, and did the place up in order to sell it as soon as possible. 
 

Because by now it was obvious that Mela and Kuba, now penniless except for our 
support, were firmly back on our hands. According to Bill, whose fury against Fred and Eva 
was great, those two were never to be asked for a penny towards the parents’ support. This 
probably pleased them very well, but it did not suit me. It was clear I would have to work for 
ever to help Bill support his parents, and this meant they would have to live with us once more. 
If I were going to have to work fulltime, someone had to be at home when the children came 
home from school. A new house was going to have to be bought where we could all fit in, as 
Johnsonville was far too small for seven people. 
 

When the truth dawned on me that there was no escape from this Catch 22 situation — a 
situation from which I had had to escape, with much pain, in Dunedin — I was pretty 
depressed, but felt in a strong enough position to make a few conditions. I told Bill that I was 
only prepared to consider sharing my own home with Mela if it had two living rooms, one for 
the Scharfs and one for the Freeds, so that our friends could be entertained separately; and that 
he was to make it clear to Mela that when I was working in the kitchen I was to be left alone in 
it. Mela’s constant interference and unwanted advice or criticisms in the kitchen in Dunedin 
had nearly driven me crazy, and I was not enjoying it in Karori, either. Another condition was 
that if possible the children were each to have a room to themselves. 
 

All of this sounded impossibly grandiose after our impoverished state in the south, but in 
fact we did find the right house... 
 
 Bill found it, showed it to Mela who approved of it, and agreed to put into its purchase 
price a thousand pounds she had recently received as “compensation” money from the German 
government (who was busy trying to compensate refugees who had lost their normal life 
expectations through wartime displacement). He virtually signed up for it, and then 
took me to see it. As the house was supposed to be a shared asset on a 50/50 basis between him 
and me, as the Dunedin house had been, I took this tactlessness badly and always held it 
against him. 
 

I told him that I didn’t want Mela to have anything to do with financing our home, 
knowing full well that never, never would she leave it if she had a financial stake in it. His 
argument was that she must live in something she could call her home, and that we would not 
be able to afford the nice house he had found without her thousand pounds. So I was again in a 
cleft stick, and after a night of hopeless weeping at being forced back into a possibly untenable 
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position for the second time, I agreed. We bought the house, a much larger and better one 
than either Johnsonville or Dunedin, at 17 Mallam Street, Karori. And what is more, even the 
fashionable end of Karori! 
 

When I left Bill ten years later people, including my lawyer, were horrified that I was 
walking out of my own house. But the seeds for that were planted then. I knew when we 
bought that house, as I had already known for years, that one day I was going to leave Bill; and 
now l knew that I would have to leave my home, too, in order to do it. 
 

So we left the Johnsonville house, never having really lived in it. It had offered refuge for 
the five of us from the crowded conditions at Karori, and it had served as an occasional trysting 
place for me and my lover. During our tenure of it, it had only been really lived in by my friend 
Rocky Garnier from Dunedin with her three children when her husband Ben left her. For about 
six weeks it probably staved off her nervous breakdown. So I never really felt the Freeds left 
their mark on 2 Woodland Road, Johnsonville. No ghosts there. We sold it for over twice what 
we paid for it. 
 

The Mallam Street house had, by some miracle, three little bedrooms built into the 
basement. At the time modern architects were designing open plan houses, and my husband 
was a modern architect. But in a three generation house I wanted doors, walls and privacy for 
all of us. The original dining room became my parents-in-law’s bed-sitting room where Mela 
slept, and Kuba had a smaller bedroom next door. Bill and I had the main bedroom and the 
drawing room in the front of the house. The oldies entertained their friends in Mela’s room and 
we used the drawing room for ours. Off the kitchen at the back was a pleasant and attractive 
sunporch with a lovely view, and here we all had our meals together, including visitors, no 
matter whose. Actually Mela and Kuba rarely invited their friends for anything other than 
afternoon coffee. 
 

We had by this time made a good many friends in Wellington and many of them lived in 
Karori. This was convenient, because it was to be several more years before we could afford our 
first car, and visiting usually had to be done on foot or by bus. And in the 1950s visiting and 
entertaining back were pastimes one enjoyed at least once or twice a week. There was no TV, 
but plenty of good records for listening to music (now long- playing discs), National Orchestra 
concerts to go to, and world class chamber music concerts put on by the Chamber Music Society 
of New Zealand. This Society, plus the N.Z. Broadcasting Service under whose auspices the 
National Orchestra had been formed in the late 1940s, transformed the musical scene. And 
certainly far more was happening musically in Wellington than ever happened in Dunedin. 

 
All of this new night life helped to give the Freeds a much busier and better life style than 

the War years had been able to offer, and as far as I was concerned this helped considerably to 
make a not very happy married life far more bearable. Bill and I always enjoyed the company of 
the same sort of people, liked the same books and films and also the same music... Though Bill 
was too lazy (as he said) to actually go to concerts, my parents-in-law, later the children, and I, 
all attended regularly.  

 
So social life was pretty good all round. 

 
 
Chapter 35. Life in the Business World 
 

I enjoyed my two years at J. R. McKenzie’s, a chain store business like Woolworths which 
was finally taken over by the opposition about twenty years later. From being one of a team of 
four shorthand typists each with her own group of buyers to look after, I was promoted to 
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being in charge, and I looked after the senior Administrative Manager, the Sweets Buyer 
and the Hardware, China and Toys Buyer. With this promotion I moved from a large, noisy 
room full of clerks banging adding machines and bookkeeping machines and typists banging 
manual typewriters, to a small office of my own. This was a relief, because the noise had given 
me a number of migraines and was very exhausting. 
 

I made friends with a delightful woman a little older than myself called Erina Harding. 
She was forced to work at a clerical job there because she was untrained in anything, and had 
been deserted by her doctor husband. She had three teenage daughters to bring up, and life was 
hard, but Erina was always bright and cheerful. She was a darling, and we had many giggles 
together at tea breaks, especially over one oldish woman who joined the firm in a similar 
clerical capacity and whom we tried to befriend. 
 

She never smiled, and we always called her “the Woman with the Broken Life” because 
she was always telling us about this — to our great entertainment, I fear. Every day we had to 
listen to some tale of woe concerning a rigid, unsympathetic husband and a difficult grown-up 
daughter who never told her anything. She would finish up these tales with, “But when one has 
a Broken Life this, of course, is what happens”. Erina and I swore that one day we really would 
retort, “Well, why don’t you mend it?” 
 

But of course we never did. 
 

Twenty-five years later this woman rang me, on behalf of the Businesswomen’s 
Association, to make arrangements for a talk I was to give to their Wellington Branch one 
evening entitled “Music and Communication”. 
 

“I don’t expect you remember me,” she said. “We worked together once at J. R. 
McKenzie’s.” 
 

“Yes, of course I do!” I replied. And had to bite my tongue to stop myself from adding, 
“You were the Woman with the Broken Life!” 
 

She sure as hell had not mended it, either. 
 

My China-and-Toy-and-Hardware Buyer fell in love with me. I liked him a lot, and used 
to improve the quality of his unsatisfactory home life by choosing books for him to read from 
the Public Library. These interested him far more than the books he always borrowed from one 
of the many commercial Book Clubs. We bought lunch rolls and took them to a nearby park. He 
softened my heart with a sad, reluctantly brought out tale of a complaining, nagging, 
unsympathetic wife who had not been able to rise in the world with him above their similar 
working class origins and took refuge in “Who do you think you are?” sort of talk. Percy 
Corder took refuge in the pub. 

 
Percy was a bit of a rough diamond, entirely self-educated but very intelligent and with a 

strong personal appeal to me, at any rate. He was not young, but he was attractive. It ended up 
with me taking him sometimes to our empty but not yet sold Johnsonville house and 
embarking on a physical love affair of more passion on both sides than either of us had ever 
experienced before. Actually, I have never experienced it since, either. 
 

The office was a big one of perhaps 60 or 70 workers, and we had regular monthly social 
parties at 5 o’clock on Fridays where everybody mixed up together. These were tremendous 
fun, and liquor flowed with generous liberality. Everyone was friendly, and I enjoyed it there. 
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Each morning I insisted that my buyers tell me a funny story before I would take 
down a letter. As they had usually heard plenty at the pub the night before (most of their real 
business being done there), we all had plenty of laughs. I used to go home and say to Bill: 
 

“I heard a good story today. Want to hear it?” 
 

“Is it dirty?” he would ask. 
 

“No, not this one.” 
 

“Well, try to make it dirty, will you?” 
 

I don’t know how many of my colleagues knew I was having a love affair with Percy 
Corder, probably all of them, but we fondly imagined it was a secret. However, after about a 
year of dalliance, during which time my husband never suspected anything, as far as I know, 
we found ourselves spied upon in a secluded corner of the park, in an innocent enough 
embrace. However, this was quite enough to cause trouble should the stranger have recognised 
either of us. I got the wind up. 
 

Bill had always managed to convince me that if we ever parted (i.e. if I ever left him) he 
would most certainly be awarded the custody of all of our children by the Court because he 
would easily be able to prove that I was an unfit mother to look after them. This was a complete 
lie on both counts, but such was his power of persuasion that I never questioned that he would 
fight dirty enough to actually bring off what he threatened. So the last thing I wanted was any 
scandal which could strengthen the case I was sure he would bring against me. I knew that 
some day I would be leaving him, but I did want to bring up my children first. 
 

So with a possibly dangerous situation confronting me, I decided, reluctantly, to give up 
Percy, hurt though it might. The only way I could think of doing this without completely 
devastating him was to leave that job. So this I did. 
 

One day I visited the Registrar of the University (then called Victoria College), told him I 
had worked for eight months in the Botany Department at Otago University in Dunedin, and 
asked him if he had a secretarial job at the University for me. He did. It was joint secretary to 
the Botany and Zoology Departments, together known as the Biology Department. I said I 
would begin the following month. 

 
After I left J. R. McKenzie’s, Percy Corder fell to pieces. As well as losing his lover, he had 

lost a very efficient secretary who had been able to transform his rather rough and often 
ungrammatical utterances into first class letters and reports, thus enhancing his own reputation. 
He took more and more heavily to the bottle, and finally died an alcoholic, only about three 
years later. 
 

Poor Percy. It was getting to be a habit, my ex-lovers taking to the bottle. He taught me 
really and truly how a combination of expert sex and mutual love can transform one, and I have 
much to be grateful to him for. The reason why I chose to have so few sexual affairs, or even 
just adventures, after I finally did leave Bill was because I felt I had tasted the best with Percy 
and I was no longer prepared to put up with second best from anyone else. 
 

Chapter 36. My Father’s Story 
 

During my two years at McKenzie’s my father said he wanted to come to New Zealand 
to live. It was arranged that he was to go to Geraldine in Dunedin as she had the space and 
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facilities which I, in Wellington, did not, cluttered up with in-laws as I was. But they wanted 
me to go to Melbourne to bring him over, as he was by now quite ill and feeble. 
 

Poor old Daddy had had a married life with Beery Bea not only as bad as Aunt Mary had 
foretold, but infinitely worse. When he had visited us in Dunedin in 1945, on the occasion of his 
retirement from the Port Phillip Pilot Service, he had already had a minor stroke and told 
Geraldine and me that he was desperately unhappy with Bea and wanted to leave her. The 
poor old thing thought he ought to confess this to his two daughters and even ask our 
permission, such was his Victorian attitude to family and duty. Naturally we said we would aid 
and abet him in any way we could. 
 

Actually Bea had managed, by devious cunning and trickery, to acquire in her own name 
every penny and asset our father possessed except his very meagre pension.  She would not 
have been able to work this racket with many men, but my father, as with many sailors, was 
completely naif and innocent about many, many practical things, especially the management of 
money, income tax, investments, mortgages, all of which terrified him. He classified most of 
these things under the general heading, uttered in a sepulchral voice of doom, of DEBTS. 
 

He was also very naïf indeed about women. He thought of any woman who attracted 
him as “the sweet little woman” of the Victorian romantic ideal. My mother had, by chance, 
actually been one, though not so wishy-washy. His only other casual encounters had been with 
delightful, flirting ladies on the bridge of his passenger ships, who were trying desperately to 
fascinate the Captain. So he really was as green as a cabbage when he met Beery Bea. She was a 
scheming, conniving, evil woman who was out for all she could get and didn’t give a damn 
about him. 
 

After she had got rid of me, and stripped Daddy of all of his money and possessions, 
including their joint home, she made life so impossible for him that she literally forced him out 
too. Things were horribly dramatic indeed at times, as I learned years later from colleagues and 
old friends of my father who had seen what was going on and sometimes been literally reduced 
to tears. A neighbour reported seeing Bea chasing Daddy round the backyard with a carving 
knife. Such a gentle man, too. He never raised his voice, let alone his hand, to any woman.. His 
worst fault was an inability to resist showing off, but he did indeed have something to show 
off, and in the end this was really only a desire to please and interest people. He never told us 
about the dreadful things Bea did. We found out from others. 
 

So I went over to Melbourne by seaplane from Wellington, an exciting and comfortable 
but short-lived service instituted in the early 1950s. Evans Bay, the departure point for the 
flying boats, though sheltered, was not sheltered enough from Wellington’s wild winds to 
ensure that the seaplane would always be able to get back to home base. and after many 
diversions to Auckland it was discontinued as an uneconomic service. 
 
I stayed ten days in Melbourne with a lady friend of my father’s who had arranged for him to 
live in a flat adjoining hers. She had been looking after him for over a year. He was in a very 
bad state, and seemed to be in a constant state of agitation and exhaustion. Actually I think  
this lady, who was. in fact, very good to Daddy, was getting a little nervous that he would 
slowly worsen and she would be landed with looking after him for ever. So one can hardly 
blame her for contacting Geraldine and me. 
 

I saw my old friends, including Tessie, now married and very much Mrs. Suburbia, with 
one little boy of about four, much doted upon by his fond parents. Tessie always believed in 
doing one thing well rather than many things fairly well — like me, so she only had the one 
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child and “did” him properly. Tragically she lost him in a car accident when he was in his 
early 30s. 
 

I did not see Beery Bea. The Hendersons, of course, had left Australia before the War to 
live in New Zealand, and Jack Henderson, darling Jack who had cheered me up with the Beery 
Bea, or, Should a Barmaid Tell? story and had mysteriously ruined my love affair with his best 
friend Douglas Anderson, had been shot down in a plane over Germany during the war and 
never heard of again.  
 

The trip back to New Zealand was fairly traumatic. We had to fly from Flemington to 
Kingsford Smith Airport in Sydney, wait there for four hours and finally take off for Wellington 
at midnight in the flying boat The flight across the Tasman took nearly six hours, I think. 
Leaving Melbourne for good was an awful wrench for poor old Daddy who was barely able to 
do anything for himself, and there were many tears shed at Flemington with his old friends 
who had come to see him off; Two bottles of whiskey were pressed into his hands. 
 

At Sydney I rang my old love Douglas Anderson, as I have mentioned before. I had 
bought a smart new Melbourne hat for this encounter. It poured with rain in Sydney, a real 
tropical downpour, and my beautiful hat was ruined. 
 

Things did not look as though they had gone well for Douglas, and they hadn’t. He was, 
in fact, a master mariner, but master of small coastal craft trading between Australia and the 
Islands and there had been some misfortune (for which Douglas had been exonerated from 
blame) with a wrecking on a reef. His marriage did not seem to be a great success, was 
childless, and he was clearly drinking too much. 
 

We stood hand in hand at the city Air Terminal contemplating an exhausted Papa 
flopping in a lounge seat demanding nothing but bananas, and wondering what to do. We got 
him his bananas, took him at his word and went off to a nearby restaurant for a proper dinner. 
Poor old Daddy, that’s all he really did want. He snoozed while we were away, but one or other 
of us kept popping back to make sure he was okay. We took him grapes, but with his ill-fitting 
dentures he could not manage the pips, and altogether made a woeful sight. 
 

The meal was a rather sad event. I don’t know what Douglas thought about the passage 
of time and me. I saw a disappointed, gentle man with most of the stuffing knocked out of him. 
We held hands and gazed at each other, both probably wondering what might have been if 
only Jack Henderson had not withheld that important letter which, through resulting 
misunderstanding, caused our final rift. I know I cried half the night going across the Tasman, 
although I knew in my heart of hearts marriage to Douglas would never have worked. 
 

When we parted at the Airport I think we both felt sure we would never meet again. 
 

The flight across the Tasman was hairy, as we had to sit up, with a table between us and 
Daddy was utterly exhausted. The two bottles of whiskey were polished off between us, by 
Daddy in a sort of frantic desperation, and by me in a haze of romantic nostalgia. I don’t know 
what the other passengers thought of such a decadent pair. 

 
We arrived in Wellington in time for breakfast at Mallam Street, where the 

parents-in-law greeted my father with sympathy and affection, and later in the morning I flew 
with him down to Dunedin. 
 

I handed him over to the tender care of Geraldine and Chas, then flew back to 
Wellington. 
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About a year later poor old Daddy was obviously not happy at Geraldine’s, and nor was 

she. He was being very naughty in a slightly dotty way, as the onset of his incurable 
neurological disease progressed. Geraldine, always fanatically neat and tidy in her house, 
found her recalcitrant old father refused to stay put anywhere. He would trail up and down the 
stairs leaving wherever he went piles of papers. Books, old letters and photographs, newspaper 
cuttings. I think he did things like that deliberately because he knew they annoyed her. 
 

He had never forgiven her for removing from her sitting room wall his most treasured 
possession, the Queen’s Gold Medal he had won for being dux of his training ship the 
Worcester, from where he had tacked it by its ribbon. He had bequeathed it to his eldest 
grandson on a previous visit. Geraldine felt it spoilt her décor, and hid it in a drawer. Daddy 
found it and presented it to the Otago Museum, where it still remains on long term loan. Boofy 
and I saw it quite recently, 
 

Years later a numismatist I know described it in a professional magazine and discovered 
its gold content alone to be of enormous value. 
 

Daddy was being well and dutifully looked after by his eldest daughter, but he was 
missing out on something he clearly needed. 
 

Bea wrote to him from Melbourne. She said she was lonely, had had a change of heart, 
now admitted she had wronged him, said Jesus was telling her it was her duty to look after 
“her own true man”, and pleaded with him to come back to their “home” in Melbourne. We did 
wonder who Bea’s “own true man” was, as there were at least two other ex-husbands around. I 
was sent for to Dunedin to discuss this nauseating letter. 
 

Geraldine and I managed to dissuade Daddy from leaving New Zealand, but in view of 
his wild enthusiasm for the idea, agreed that it might be possible for him to live with Bea again 
if he really wanted to, but that she must come over to New Zealand to look after him. She 
agreed to come. 
 

Bea had a married brother living with his wife in Auckland, a retired businessman with a 
bad heart, and he offered her a flat under his house. Daddy was eager to go. 
 

Bea crossed the Tasman by ship to Wellington, and had the nerve to write to me to ask 
me to meet the boat. I went, dressed in my best, glad to demonstrate that at 32 I was still tall, 
thin and willowy as a reed, because she had always assured me I would run to fat because I 
was so lazy and this had irritated me. She asked me to tell her just how ill my father really was. 
I replied, and absolutely truthfully, that if he were given love, care and attention I did not 
consider him so very ill at all. 
 

I would love to have been able to give her a piece of my mind, and for the first time tell 
her just what I thought of the bitch. But I could not do that if relations were to be kept up with 
my father who was now going back to live with her. However, I did draw myself up to my full 
elegant height, and with a good Merton Hall sneer, looked down at her with unspeakable 
contempt, and hope it all sank in. I didn’t go to that “snob school” for nothing! 
 

Bea went up to Auckland to prepare the flat. 
 

Geraldine and Chas arranged for Daddy to fly from Dunedin to Wellington, where he 
stayed overnight with us in Mallam Street, very excited about the prospect of his new life with 



                                                                                                               Grandmother Part I   page 

© Dorothy Freed, 1991 

117  

a converted Bea. I put him on a plane for Auckland. We were all anxious to receive letters 
from him to tell us what was going on. 
 

He did write, absolutely bland letters telling us nothing except what Bea was doing about 
furnishing the flat, how comfortable it was, how, pleasant Bea’s relations upstairs were, etc. We 
got no clue of the frightful goings on until I received a phone call at work from Bea’s brother, 
imploring me to come up to Auckland immediately to “rescue” my poor, sainted father, whom 
he loved, from the clutches of his cruel and utterly insane sister. He even suggested that if 
Daddy were not got away from her smartly it would be not only the end of him, but also of the 
landlord brother himself. He said he could not bear to hear his sister shouting and screaming at 
Daddy day and night, and his heart was playing up with the worry of it. 
 

Well, here was a dilemma indeed. The happy reunion had lasted about six weeks. Bea 
sent a telegram to Geraldine in Dunedin: SENDING YOUR FATHER BACK NEXT TUESDAY 
FLIGHT 426. Chas sent a telegram back: MY FATHER-IN-LAW IS NOT A PARCEL STOP 
REFUSE TAKE DELIVERY UNTIL PROPER ARRANGEMENTS MADE. 
 

I rang Auckland and managed to speak to Daddy. All he could say was, “I want to come 
to Wellington, dear! Please arrange for me to come to you in Wellington!” 
 

It was unfortunately out of the question for Daddy to come to live in our house. He really 
was someone who needed looking after, and our house was full already with Bill’s parents. We 
had no spare room, and he would have needed a room to himself and fairly constant attention. I 
had to work, which meant that Mela would have had to look after him even if we could have 
found space for him. Although sympathetic towards him, she was not even asked if she were 
prepared to do this, it would have been quite unthinkable. I just could not do anything about 
Daddy at Mallam Street, and it made me feel very bad. 
 

I asked him if he were prepared to go into a Convalescent Home in Wellington. If so, 
Geraldine and I would arrange it. He agreed. 
 

Poor old thing. When he arrived in Wellington his luggage was an Ancient Mariner’s 
kitbag, and what he called a “hold-all”, a home-made knapsack of considerable bulk which was 
merely a pile of his things folded into a rug with a cord tied around it. He did not even have a 
decent suitcase. And no money at all, except his microscopic pension. 
 

It was a sad, sad comedown in his old age for a distinguished person who had given so 
much to Britain, to his profession, to his family and to his friends and colleagues. It was 
heartbreaking. 
 

I found a private Rest Home for elderly people I thought would suit him, on the 
Esplanade at Island Bay. It was comparatively inexpensive. His pension was only about half 
what was needed, but Geraldine and I were glad to make up the rest. I know Daddy found it 
humiliating that his daughters had to help to support him. But apart from his pension, thanks 
to Beery Bea and her financial manipulations he had absolutely nothing. 
 

What I minded was that Daddy hated that place at Island Bay. 
 

All of this happened while I was still working at J. R. McKenzie’s. 
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Chapter 37. Family Life and the University. 
 

The next six years were probably the most important in my life. I discovered myself to be 
a creative person, and had the supreme happiness and excitement of being shown the channels 
and techniques to bring forth this new-found creativity. The self-confidence and joy this gave 
me affected my attitudes to everything else that was happening in my life, naturally including 
human relationships. 
 

The simple facts were this. I joined the staff of the Biology Department (which comprised 
Zoology and Botany) at the University, and identified to the extent of making close friendships 
with the scientific staff and senior students. I enjoyed my work, which was secretarial and 
organising the class library and reprint collections, and I stayed there for over six years. During 
five years of that time I worked at and completed a Bachelor of Music Honours degree as a 
part-time student. The creative gift came out in composing music, and I finished up by winning 
three major prizes in composition, two national and one local. 
 

One of my final year’s units was English I, where I joined the top ten in a class of 400, 
After all these excitements, continuing on at the Biology Department during a rather boring 
year, I was persuaded by one of the English Department lecturers to apply for the 
post-graduate one-year course run by the New Zealand Library School, then administered at 
the National Library. I was accepted, left the University, and did that course in 1959. 
 

This new profession appealed to me much more than I had expected, and in fact I 
worked almost without breaks as a librarian from 1960 until I retired from working life in 1985. 
I would have loved dearly to work full time as a professional composer, but this was virtually 
an impossibility in New Zealand in those days. 
 

This success with a new career, in fact two possible new careers, had a strong influence 
on my home life both good and bad. The good side was that my commitment to my University 
work as a student kept me happily occupied and in fact very busy in my non-working hours, so 
that family troubles affected me less. I also learned by some miracle to “turn off” when needled 
by Bill (his favourite technique for getting at me), with the result that he stopped doing it. In 
other words, I became my own man for the first time since my marriage. I knew what I wanted 
to do; I was doing it. Nothing was going to stop me now. 
 

The family, including the oldies, were supportive about my music studies. Much of this 
had to be done in our drawing room where the piano was, but I was also able to use a piano in 
the University’s Music Department and often went to work early or stayed late or used lunch 
hours in the Department in order to prepare for weekly tutorials, thus freeing our drawing 
room for other family music-makers, not to mention socialising. Jane was by now working hard 
at the violin, Anna was practising the piano and Stephen the cello, and our radiogram also was 
in that room. 
 

I did have a busy life trying to cope with all of the family housework. Washing, ironing, 
gardening and most of the cooking — Mela rarely if ever cooked a whole meal though Bill did 
occasionally at weekends — entertaining friends of ours and friends of the children, working 
fulltime at the Biology Department and going to all available concerts and many plays and 
films, not to mention struggling through the thirteen prescribed units of the Mus.B. degree as it 
was then constituted. But Mela, for instance, was a brick and usually supported me if my music 
commitments conflicted with others; and I continued to play chamber music with Kuba and 
now also with Jane and her friends. It was not only probably the happiest and busiest period of 
my life, but also by far the most productive. Working under pressure seems to suit me. 
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Another asset was all the new friends I made. Bill, if he were in a bad mood, could be 
very difficult and socially unpredictable, knowing this would upset me. Fortunately he tended 
to like the student friends I brought home for meals, both male and female, from the Biology 
Department or the Music Department. 
 

The bad side was my success. Bill did not resent me embarking on my University music 
studies as long as they appeared to be merely an interesting hobby and amusement. But when I 
began to win things he was not so pleased. People told me later that his face would darken if 
they met him in the street and congratulated him on some recent success of mine they may 
have heard about, or read about in the paper. He never passed on these messages to me. 
 

I could not really understand this at the time, but realised it must have something to do 
with the University course he himself was doing during some of those years. He registered with 
the University of Auckland for the final part of the Architecture course, in order to “anglicise” 
his own degree from Zürich. (We had not previously been able to afford for him to take a year 
off work, so to speak, to do this.) This involved him in spending a year resident at Auckland 
University, and the course could be completed in that one year. With me working, this was now 
just possible financially. 
 

He passed everything the first time except one unit, unfortunately the most difficult and 
certainly the trickiest, called Test Design. But he was able to return to Wellington and his old 
Government job after that year, and sit the exam the following year in Wellington, separately. 
With other Wellington extramural students he did so — and failed again. The next year, again. 
Then he travelled to Europe and Britain for a year, and sat that wretched exam in London. 
Again, a fail. When he finally returned to Wellington and announced he was going to try yet 
again, I pleaded with him not to bother, but he insisted. The results always came out on 
Christmas Eve, and I did not think I could cope with yet another horrible Christmas. However, 
praise the Lord, he passed — at last! 
 

When I was Librarian of the Central Library of the Ministry of Works in the early 1960s I 
had to help architectural students on the staff there to prepare themselves for this exam, always 
a frightening bugbear to them. I then realised that it was no surprise that Bill had failed so 
often, because he always refused to prepare himself in any way. Those Ministry of Works boys 
were starting in March to prepare for the sprint in November. Bill never got into training at all. 
He always said there was nothing you could do about it until three weeks before the exam, 
when the design topic was given out, and even then he did nothing but the barest minimum of 
practise and research. His arrogance was pretty colossal, and got what it deserved.. 
 
However, deserved or not, I really did want Bill to pass that wretched exam because the effect 
on him of not passing was so awful. I did not then connect our two courses because mine was 
in Music and his in Architecture and I could see no conflict. However, what I failed to see until  
Geraldine pointed it out to me was that it was the performance itself that was what mattered. 
We were both doing University exams. He was failing his. I was passing mine.   
 

The children, too, were growing apace during this time. They were all popular at school 
and later at college, and bringing home friends for meals — soon — all too soon — admirers of 
the opposite sex. Stephen, from the age of 13, showed a fascination for identical twins and he 
and his boy friend were usually courting one each of a pair of smiling young girls whom I 
could never tell apart. They were all three studying music, the girls dancing also, and they were 
having busy lives of their own. In fact, we were all busy, busy, busy; and my mother-in-law and 
I, in spite of occasional conflicts, managed to get along together pretty well. 
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Mela had learned her lesson from my outburst in Dunedin, and played her cards 
carefully on the whole. She also took a genuine interest in my work, both at the Biology 
Department and with my music, and it was to the oldies’ sitting room I went with my glass of gin 
for a chat before dinner each night. Bill was not at all interested in such things, but Mela was 
interested in everything. And, unlike him, both she and Kuba were genuinely proud of my 
successes. 
 

I could have wished she had cooked a few more of our dinners. However, I suppose that 
was partly my fault, insisting that we not share the kitchen. 
 

A very serious event affected us all in 1958, the year Bill decided to take 12 months leave 
from his job and spend his German Government “compensation” money on a trip to Europe 
and Britain. Because he, too, was “compensated” for loss of “future expectations”. Stephen, 
then aged 13, contracted lymphosarcoma, a potentially fatal form of cancer of the lymph glands. 
The family cat slept on his bed it had fleas, Stephen got bitten on the leg and scratched the bite, 
the bite turned septic, and Stephen got a lump in the groin. This in itself, Kuba assured us, was 
not serious.’ However, when the lump had not subsided after six or eight weeks, Stephen 
mentioned this fact, and Kuba decided it well might be serious. Stephen was sent to Casualties 
at Wellington Hospital, was shot over to the Cancer Unit. and the lump was excised and 
examined. We were sent for by our doctor and told the worst. Stephen was to go to the hospital 
for radium treatment every day for three weeks. 
 

The prognosis was that the treatment had been successful so far, but another lymph 
gland might well come up somewhere else — under his arms or around the neck — and he 
would have to visit the cancer specialist regularly to check for this. He was to be considered in 
some danger for a year, although he was not to be told this and would lead an absolutely 
normal life. If nothing developed during that crucial year, nothing would develop, for at least 
the next ten years. (This was not properly understood, but had been their experience at the 
hospital with young boys approaching puberty who contracted the disease.) After that anything 
could happen, and when it did, it would be fatal. It was possible, however, that nothing would 
happen for many more years, even as many as a normal life span. 
 

This was a frightful shock to Bill and me, and the grandparents, too. Nobody else knew,, 
nor could anyone be told. We could not risk Stephen himself getting wind of it. We invented a 
tale about Catscratch Fever which was, in fact, a real illness; and he was still young enough not 
to realise the significance of the radium treatment he received each day, the cancer specialist 
(Dr. Logan) being “in the know”. But it was hard for us not to be able to share this horrible 
information with anyone else. Apart from naturally wanting to shield Stephen from shock 
damage, we felt that with his precocious interest in girls he could hardly be trusted with 
information so pregnant with temptation. 
 

Bill flatly refused to believe the diagnosis. 
 

“What does Wellington Hospital know!” he scoffed. “I’m taking tissue samples away 
with me to be examined at the Pasteur Institute in Paris, and the world famous cancer hospital 
in New York. They know everything. They will know it’s all a load of balls.”‘ 
 

And so, indeed, he did. But both institutions agreed with the Wellington Hospital 
diagnosis. It was typical of Bill’s arrogance that he had to have corroboration from Europe and 
the United States before he would believe anything he did not want to know about from 
Wellington Public Hospital. 
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This was one illness he could not really blame on me. But he did not consider 
cancelling his trip during that crucial year which could have been his only son’s last one. I was 
the one who had to watch Stephen like a hawk every day, and try to find out if anything was 
happening without arousing his suspicions. For me it was an appalling, terrifying year. 
 

Nothing happened. 
 

A number of our friends thought Bill should be taking me, too, on the Big Trip. What a 
laugh! It was never even thought of. He even sold his life insurance to make the German 
Government money last longer. But I didn’t mind him being away for a year. I got on with my 
mother-in-law far, far better when my husband was not there. And I’m afraid I missed him very 
little in other ways. 
 

By this time I had decided to accept the fact that I was to have a married life without 
love, or without what I thought of as love, meaning affection. I simply accepted my husband as 
a necessary member of the family, and lived my own life without interfering with his when I 
could. Sex life with Bill was always viable and enjoyable. Nobody can tell me, after my 
marriage experience, that you have to really love a man to enjoy sex with him. But my 
experience with Percy Corder certainly taught me that sex with love — i.e. affection — is 
certainly the ultimate, if one is lucky enough to get it. 
 
 
 
Chapter 38. Holiday Adventures 
 

We had good family holidays during those years, as we always had had. We usually 
went to the South Island. The obligingly fecund Lubra had long since died, poor darling, to our 
great distress. Bill buried her with tears running down his cheeks. But we had a bit more money 
now, with both of us working. 
 

Two or three times the five Freeds joined mutual friends with children at a delightful 
camp cum compound of huts built on the end of Rough Island near Mapua, in the Nelson 
district. This was owned and lent to us by a Nelson family, and comprised a number of rough 
huts or whares built around a slightly more solid one, “kai whare”, where our meals were 
cooked, and in which we ate if it were raining. Normally we ate out of doors. Candles, open fire 
cooking. and eating under the pine trees made a romantic setting, and three boats moored to a 
little private jetty completed the idyll of Rough Island holidays. It was a perfect place for 
teenage children. 
 

There were trees to climb, seagull rookeries to visit, exploring to do, mushrooms to pick, 
good swimming when the tide was in, fishing and boating. When stores were needed we rowed 
across the wide harbour estuary to Mapua. Bill and I were not too efficient at the rowing bit, so 
usually it was one or other of the other adults who did the rowing. 
 

One summer we shared this glorious retreat with friends from Wellington, the McLeans, 
who had three children a little older than ours. Their eldest, Bill, pleaded with his father to be 
taught how to handle a runabout sailboat for one, which lay in our boatshed. He was about 15. 
 

All one sunny Sunday morning Bill sailed the little boat blissfully back and forth across 
our inlet, having been forbidden to take it round the point into a much larger bay. He begged to 
be allowed to do so, and swore that he would sail no further than the point at the far end of the 
larger bay. He was told he may, just once; and off he went., 
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He reached the point which was to be his destination, rounded it, and disappeared 
from sight. 
 

We all assembled on our beach to watch for the boat’s reappearance. It did not happen. 
 

The whole inlet was strongly tidal, and it was obvious that Bill, a good and obedient boy. 
had got into difficulties trying to turn at that far point. His parents decided to row the four 
miles across the estuary to Mapua to get help. 
 

Then followed what I can only think of as a completely bizarre event. All of the adults 
had arranged a roster for cooking the family midday dinners (there were 12 of us to be fed), and 
that day it was the turn of Arletta and Mac, the parents of the missing boy. The time was a 
quarter to eleven when Bill disappeared. Arletta announced that she and Mac would build the 
fire and cook the dinner for us all, as usual, and then take off for Mapua in the rowboat. 
Nothing, but nothing would induce them to do otherwise. 
 

Dinner was duly cooked, and served under the pine trees at a quarter to twelve. We all 
ate it in a horrible, tense silence. As soon as the McLean parents had finished eating they 
dashed down to the shore, jumped into the rowing boat and took off across the estuary. 
 

Still no sign of Bill McLean. 
 
 His sister Belinda was clearly very upset, but behaving with the stoical bravery of her 
parents. I took her to the edge of the cliff, with rugs and books, and we lay down, pretending to 
read. Every few minutes we would cock an eye out to that far point, trying to pretend that we 
were not. I flung a casual arm around Belinda but did not attempt conversation. I shall never 
forget that hour. 
 

At last there was a tiny putt-putt chugging sound to be heard, and we saw a launch 
rounding the point, close to our side of the shore. It was heading for our camp, and seemed to 
be towing something behind it. We stared, fascinated, speaking little and about quite other 
things. As it neared us it was obviously a small boat floating behind, and the launch seemed to 
be making for our jetty alright. As it rounded our own point we could see there was nobody in 
the little boat. 
 

Belinda and I rose in a studiously casual fashion and started to walk slowly down to the 
jetty in silence. Others appeared equally casually from their siesta hide-outs under trees, all 
slowly converging on the jetty, all silent, all terrified, all pretending we were not. Smiling 
crewmen were actually casting anchor before young Bill himself appeared from below deck, 
happily waving to us while he bit into a large pie. It had not occurred to him that we would be 
expecting to see him waving to us long before. 
 

He was revelling in his adventure. 
 

He had rounded the far point by accident while trying to turn about to come back to our 
beach, as we had feared. The tide caught him, and overturned the boat. 
 

He had been shown how to climb back and right it by pulling the mast up out of the 
water, but had not counted on the sea-drenched sail being so heavy,and the mast kept slipping 
over again. This had continued for some time, and Bill’s little craft was being carried quite 
rapidly out into the mainstream of the estuary channel with its strong, outward-pulling current 
to the sea. At this time he really was in serious danger. 
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Fortunately he was sighted from the Mapua side of the estuary by other boaties who 
put out to rescue him. They grabbed him and his little boat just before it hit the rip, where it 
would certainly have tossed around like a cork and capsized Bill beyond any hope of 
self-rescue. And so he and his boat were saved. 
 

They had sailed back to Mapua, where they had met up with Arletta and Mac who were 
now painfully rowing themselves back across the estuary. 
 

Another good holiday, too, nearly ended in disaster. This one was in the Marlborough 
Sounds. 
 

Friends, again with children roughly matching ours in age, persuaded us to share with 
them a big, old semi-derelict house in the Bay of Many Coves, The Mirams’ son, paired in age 
with our Stephen, was going through a stage of antisocial to the point of vicious behaviour, and 
in fact all of the children in that family were wild and completely undisciplined. This made Bill 
so mad that he was threatening to return to Wellington forthwith, which would have made life 
difficult for the rest of us. Gordon Mirams had a weak heart, and Bill’s physical strength was 
needed to help handle our fishing boat. 
 

The children whooped and screamed all over the place, and when they rushed into the 
kitchen at night yelling, “We’re ravenous! We’re ravenous.” They were permitted without 
remonstrance to plunge their dirty hands into the pots on the stove and pull out and devour 
potatoes, sausages, etc. ultimately destined for the dinner table. Bill used to nearly burst with 
rage, and I must say I, too, was far from being delighted at the bad example these raucous 
young savages were being to our three. The last straw came when the boy viciously attacked 
our Stephen with a carving knife. 
 

We all got back to Wellington unscathed, and together, but a bit frayed at the edges. 
 

During that holiday Gordon Mirams collected scallops and cooked for us Coquilles St. 
Jacques, a memorable meal. He had lived in Paris and knew about things like that. 
 
 We also spent every night playing canasta round the kitchen table, under the lamplight. 
That turned out to be the first of many holidays I had later,  in the company of friends who 
played cards or scrabble. When the light is too poor for reading, games become important,  
and one chooses one’s companions accordingly. 
 
 
 

Chapter 39. Working with Music 
 

I enjoyed very much my work at the Biology Department, mainly because I was 
appreciated and constantly praised but also because I really liked the gentle, nature-loving 
biologists, and they took me to their hearts. 
 

The Professor of Zoology was a difficult man who, prior to my arrival, had not been able 
to hold a secretary for more than six months. And in fact it was because of his fearsome 
reputation that the University’s Registrar decided to send me  over there. He thought I might be 
able to handle a maverick, and in fact I did — very well indeed, after an initial period of hard 
work on my part and cavalier treatment on his. 
 

 One day when I had had enough I confronted him with a “Treat me like a human being 
or I’ll go!” situation, and discovered from his very own mouth, to my astonishment, that he was 
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delighted with me and my work and had never had anyone like me! After that I could do 
what I liked, and he was a most interesting and generous if demanding boss. 
 

The Botany professor was a sweet gentle person whom I loved dearly, but working for 
him offered no challenge. 
 

While I was working through my music degree course both of my bosses turned a blind 
eye when they saw, as they must have seen, scores being written out or music books being 
consulted by their secretary at her desk, and many times the fearsome Zoology professor sent 
me “down town to buy a glass hammer”. 
 

The senior students, those doing masterate and doctoral degrees, were usually with us 
for morning and afternoon tea breaks and lunch, and we were all great friends. I typed their 
theses for them, priding myself on the fact that all of my students got First Class Honours. 
When I was doing my own “thesis” (known then as a Musical Exercise and consisting entirely 
of one’s own original music scores) the Biology students helped me make my scores look 
beautiful with their good professional pens and artistic skills acquired from having to illustrate 
their own zoological or botanical theses. 
 

I had no thought of doing a degree of my own when I joined the staff of the University, 
but somebody in Administration pointed out that I had the right, if I wished, to attend lectures 
at no cost. It was assumed that this would be for the sake of interest, one would probably not sit 
exams, and one’s professors had to approve the time-table. 
 

I had always felt myself inferior to those of our friends who had University degrees, as 
most of them had; but I was also apprehensive about “going back to school” again at the age of 
33. I had had a good school education but that was long, long ago. However, I did consult the 
University calendar, and decided that Music 1 might be a possibility. In my innocence I 
imagined it would be a glorified Music Appreciation course, and I had done such courses, at a 
lower level of course, under the auspices of the W.E.A. in Dunedin during the War. So I 
enrolled for the three lectures a week, plus a tutorial, which comprised Music 1. This was at the 
beginning of 1953. 
 

My mentor in Administration who was in charge of secretaries wishing to do this sort of 
thing said: 
 

“I expect you’ll want to enrol under the Provisional University Entrance scheme.” 
 
“What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
“Oh, that’s for people-over 21 who don’t have their University Entrance certificate. The units 
you pass are not accredited to an actual degree until you have passed about two years’ worth. 
Then they are all accredited to your degree, and you just go on like everyone else.” 
 
“But I do have my University Entrance, from Melbourne!” I replied. 
 
“Do you have the certificate?” 
 
“No, I didn’t bother to collect it.” 
 

“Well, you’ll have to send away for it. And they will certainly charge a search fee.” 
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So I sent to Melbourne and received a reply from the University of Melbourne that it 
would cost me a quite large sum for that search fee. So as the “Provisional U.E.” was going to 
cost me nothing. I swallowed my pride and went in that way, like all the no-hopers. What a 
comedown, after my brilliant school career. 
 

The Music 1 course was not like a Music Appreciation course at all. It did have one 
lecture a week on Music History; but the other two were quite different, and pretty well foreign 
ground for me. One was Harmony and I had managed to avoid anything calling itself “theory” 
in my piano lesson days; and the other was Keyboard and Aural Training. The latter was 
simple as far as I was concerned because I certainly do have a good ear. Taking down tunes 
from gramophone records, or simple pieces from the piano, identifying and writing down 
chords spread all over the keyboard by ear, often very dissonant, or playing from a figured bass 
(when I had learned a little Harmony) was no trouble at all. In fact, I could not understand how 
the other fifty or so students in my class could possibly find this sort of thing difficult, though 
obviously many of them did. But that Harmony, that really frightened me. 
 

We had a good textbook full of exercises to do for our weekly tutorials. This book was 
particularly favoured by our teachers at Victoria because the way in which the information was 
presented quickly led to one being able to actually feel one was creating, composing music. 
 

I shall never forget my first Harmony tutorial. It was held publicly in class that time, and 
our rather awe-inspiring Head of Department, Mr. (not yet Professor) Fred Page, went round 
the room making audible comments on everybody’s work. I realised long before he reached me, 
from the comments he was making to others, that I had not done the exercises correctly and, in 
fact, had not really understood how to do them. I felt terribly embarrassed and ashamed, not to 
mention stupid. When he came to my desk I said: 
 

“I know I’ve done these all wrong, Mr. Page. I don’t know very much. Could you 
recommend me an easier book to use as well as Morris, so that I get the idea?” 
 

He looked at my work carefully, although I was trying to hide it by half leaning over it. 
 

“No, I don’t know another book. Yes, there are mistakes. But just tag along, Mrs. Freed. 
Just tag along!” 
 

After he had done the rounds he made an august statement from the podium. 
 

“Well, students, I’ve seen everybody’s work now. Some of you know a lot, some of you 
think you know a lot, and some of you know nothing. I’m putting my money on one or two of 
those who know nothing! 
 

This with a long, meaningful look at me. 
 

I blushed scarlet and felt tears stinging behind my eyes. I think, in spite of his kindly 
meant encouragement, I nearly gave the whole thing away at that moment. Those young kids 
around me did know things I didn’t, and perhaps wouldn’t ever be able to understand. They 
were clever, and maybe I was up myself thinking I could compete, especially at my age. It was 
all so humiliating to me. 

 

Well, I did tag along. After that first traumatic public tutorial our tutorials were, believe 

it or not, on a one to one basis — fifteen minutes in Mr. Page’s room at an assigned time each 

week. So I never really knew how the others were doing, just how I was doing. And we never 

had any proper terms exams, except in aural training which I could do. So it was with absolute 
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amazement that I read the marks for Finals put up on the outside of the Music Department 

at the end of the year. We had sat two papers. Beside my examination number was 75/75 — an 

A pass for the unit, and the highest conglomerate mark in the class! 
 

I went into Mr. Page’s room (by this time we were on very friendly terms and I had lost 
much of my awe of him). 
 

“My marks seem to be two 75 per-cents, I said. But you cross your 7’s. Surely the 
numbers should read 45, not 75.” 
 
“No, Mrs. Freed,” said Mr. Page. You got the two 75s.” 
 

“How can that be? I hardly understood any Harmony all the year. And the others always 
seemed to know so much.” 
 
“But you wrote the good song with piano accompaniment, didn’t you?” 
 

“The good song? Why, those words sang themselves! It wasn’t very hard to do that!” 
 
“The others didn’t seem to think so,” was his reply. 
 

I think that was the most triumphant moment I had in the whole of my exciting five-year 
career in the Victoria College Music Department. The next year I decided to do not just one unit 
of three parts, but three units. 
 

I never did so spectacularly well again, but I kept up the three or so units a year until I 
had in fact worked through the whole thirteen, plus the Musical Exercise. 
 

I managed the work well during the year, but examinations for Finals each year terrified 
me. Most of the units required one to write or compose music in a vacuum, i.e. with no 
instrument to check one’s work, for three hours, and this was very different from doing it at 
home with the opportunity to make all corrections at the piano, at least, before handing it in. As 
well as that, the actual working at top speed during those three hours was a frightful strain. My 
exam results often did not do me proper credit, but I never failed any exams. 
 

The biggest surprise, after those Music I exam results, was getting an A pass for 
Acoustics. This subject was taught in the Physics Department, and I was convinced I could not 
understand the maths involved. But by this time I had learned quite a lot about, examination 
technique. I was now working up specific selected topics and more or less ignoring the rest; and 
I was applying simple applied psychology to the lecturers I knew would be setting my exams 
and guessing what they would ask - more or less correctly. Also, from know-how gained by 
working in the Biology Department I knew when to keep my ears flapping for hints about 
future exam questions in Finals because I knew when the papers were being set. All of these 
ploys worked for the dreaded Acoustics  
 

I got all of the questions I guessed I might get, and finished up with that astounding A 
pass in a subject which I still, I fear. know little about. 
 

The most wonderful thing for me over those study years was being taught a variety of 
subjects by Douglas Lilburn. Douglas was not only New Zealand’s leading composer, but a 
lovely man and a most inspiring teacher. A past pupil himself of Ralph Vaughan Williams in 
London. he passed on V.W’s technique of teaching, which was to accept and judge people’s 
work on its own merits, disregarding fashions and “party-line” musical styles. (In the 1950’s 
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this was avant garde à la Webern and Berg, at the very least, in our Music Department.) 
Douglas merely pointed out weak passages in our work and sent us away to find out for 
ourselves what to do to improve them. This was a very valuable technique because one had 
literally to teach oneself as one went. 
 

Senior classes in the 1950s at Victoria were small. Classes in Harmony, Music History, 
Keyboard and Aural Training, Form, Counterpoint and Fugue varied from about ten down to 
about two. For the subject we called Instrumentation a cheerful girl called Suzanne Green, now 
a professional singer in London, and I were the only two. We sat each side of shy, sweet, gentle 
Douglas Lilburn, a bachelor, while he studied and discussed our scores with us. We both 
adored him and teased the poor man mercilessly until he would blush scarlet with 
embarrassment. He told Fred Page once that he was now going in to teach “those two dreadful 
girls”, but that he really rather enjoyed it! 
 
I adored Instrumentation, which I found challenging and fascinating, and was distressed that 
there was no Stage II for the subject where I could learn more. After I completed my degree 
with some distinction and was starting to be known as a composer I asked Douglas to give me 
private lessons in more advanced Instrumentation. 
 
“You have to teach yourself,” he said. “You’re a real composer now.” 
 

His sensitivity at times was almost disconcerting. Once when he was teaching us 
partsong writing and expecting us to find our own poems to set for our weekly tutorials — 
“New Zealand poems, please. New Zealand composers should  be setting New Zealand verse!” 
— I set, for six voices, a short poem by the New Zealand poet Basil Dowling, entitled Mortal 
Love. When I took the score to my tutorial (incidentally the last one for the year before we were 
to sit Finals) Douglas read it through in total silence, rose to his feet, folded up the score and 
handed it back to me with a grim look and one terse comment: 
 

“That goes very well. You’ve got the idea at last.” 
 

I knew I had got the idea at last, and expected a little praise. I was disappointed at a cool 
and brusque reception to what I was sure was a good piece. Douglas did open the score up 
again for a moment to point out a passage that would be a bit difficult for the top sopranos. but 
he obviously wanted me to go. I went. 
 

Three weeks later I discovered why my piece had caused such unexpected consternation. 
After a gruelling two hours working on Question 1 of the two Stage III Harmony exam 
questions — a string quartet in the style of Beethoven which was not working very well for me 
— I turned the sheet over in despair, to at least attempt a bash at the partsong question before 
time was up. And there was the poem Mortal Love! 
 

I just could not believe it. There was an alternative poem, but I didn’t even bother to look 
at it, something about a brick wall with sunflowers against it, I remember. I fell on my poem like 
a wolf on the fold, found I could remember most of the detail, and actually finished it in half an 
hour, allowing me extra time on that awful string quartet. I really did think all my birthdays 
had come in one. 
 

Of course I passed the exam. 
 

A little time later I met Fred Page at a concert and told him about the coincidence of 
choosing the exam poem for my tutorial.  
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“I know,” he said. “Douglas came rushing in to tell me. He was terribly upset.” 
 

“Why?” I asked. 
 

“He told me you had set the exam poem, and he was worried that you might feel 
distressed at having done it before and feel forced to do the other poem, which would mean 
you would virtually have no choice like the others,” 
 

“Good God!” I exclaimed; “I never even thought of not doing my poem*.” 
 

“I told him that,” said Fred. “I said, ‘I think Dorothy Freed will set the same poem again 
and think she’s just had an amazing stroke of luck!” 
 

“How right you were!” I said. 
 

Fred admitted that he would have done the same thing. It was just an amazing stroke of 
luck. 
 
 
Chapter 40. Learning to Create 
 

I found Counterpoint I (16th-century Palestrina-style counterpoint) quite fascinating, and 
feel I owe to that year’s study any skill I now have for comparative “timing” in music. By this I 
mean knowing the precise moment to bring in a new idea, or repeat a motif. Fred Page taught 
me Fugue, which was really like Counterpoint III and said I was the best student he had had for 
the subject since he had taught it to a brilliant former student, David Farquhar. David Farquhar 
was now teaching me in the Department. However, I did not do a good Finals exam for Fugue. 
Writing a fugue in a vacuum, away from an instrument, was something I was not very good at, 
especially if a painter hanging on scaffolding outside one of the windows happened to be 
whistling the latest pop tune at the same time. This actually did happen, and I asked the 
examination supervisor to stop him. She looked most surprised, but did so. 
 

During my Fugue year I had a tutorial every second Monday afternoon. It should 
probably have been once a week, but Mr. Page was lazy and this respite of each alternate week 
was a godsend for me because I had embarked on a pretty heavy course of study for that year. 
It was hard to find the time to do all the work required of me each week. I took a minimum of 
three and a maximum of five hours to write a sixty-bar fugue. There was simply no time for me 
during the week to do this. It had to be done on a Sunday afternoon. So every second Sunday 
afternoon I curled up with my manuscript paper and pencil near the piano, to embark on a 
concentrated intellectual exercise for the next few hours, and I used to pray that no unexpected 
visitors would arrive. 
 

The most likely of these was the James K. Baxter family who lived up the road and were 
going through a difficult period in their married life. When they had a Sunday morning row 
after a Saturday night party they usually wanted to go out somewhere together to cool off in a 
neutral atmosphere — somewhere like the Freeds’ place. Lively little girl and squawky baby in 
pram came too. 
 

My heart would sink when I saw them, because for a couple of hours there could be no 
possible escape. One had to try to calm down their obvious tension, though of course nary a 
word would be spoken of troubles. 
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I think they only came once on one of the crucial Sundays, but I always feared the 
worst. Even without the Baxters, after spending five hours struggling with the entanglements of 
a fugue I usually had to lie in a hot bath for quite a while to relax my muscles and nerves. 
 

In my penultimate University year, before I had “done” the unit known as Composition, 
I won a national competition for setting a New Zealand ballad for voice and piano. This was 
one part of a big competition with three sections — the song, a piano piece and a brass band 
piece. I won the song section, one of my teachers — David Farquhar — won the piano piece, 
and an outside tutor we had for Keyboard and Aural Training, Larry Pruden, also a past 
Victoria graduate, should have won the brass band section. For some reason the prize was not 
awarded. I expect Larry’s piece was too unconventional for the more primitive brass bands of 
those days, but he was insulted, and rightly so. 
 

All this competition winning was a feather in the cap of the Victoria College Music 
Department which was rapidly gaining the name for producing the most original and creative 
work from students and staff of the four University College Music Departments. although it 
was the most recent of the four to have been established. We were incomparably lucky to have 
two of the country’s leading composers on the permanent staff of three, plus a third one on the 
tutoring staff. The accent at Victoria was always on creative work. 
 

The song I chose for this competition was Katherine Mansfield’s The Sea Child. It was, 
according to my English professor, technically a ballad, but the story it told was a bit obscure. It 
is an atmospheric poem, full of loneliness and despair and references to the sea, and I set it that 
way. 
 

I had no idea how to get permission to enter the song for the competition. K.M. was, of 
course, long dead, but her husband Middleton Murry was  not. I wrote to him, and received no 
reply. So I wrote to the publishers of the book where I had found the poem. Time was getting 
on with no replies from anyone, so I set another poem. A.R.D.Fairburn’s Tom’s a-Cold, and 
wrote to him for permission. Still no reply. So I wrote again, to the publisher of that book of 
poems. 
 

The day before the entries for the competition were deadlined I received two letters, both 
from the publishers, giving me permission to enter the two poems. Within the month of all this 
happening, John Middleton Murry died, followed by A.R.D.Fairburn! My friends called me 
Poison Pen Freed. 
 

I won £100! Quite a lot of money in 1957. I was able to sell Aunt Lilian’s old, worn-out 
piano and buy a good second-hand one with the two lots of money put together. That piano 
now lives in my daughter Jane’s house, and is used mainly to teach her daughter Jenny how to 
play. A few years ago I inherited a good grand piano from my Aunt Winnie, my mother’s 
favourite sister, so my prize-money piano was no longer needed. 
 

At the end of the year I graduated (1957) I won the Wellington City Council’s annual 
music prize given to the Victoria College Music Department for the year’s best student in 
composition, so 1 didn’t have to do anything to get it. And the following year I did what all 
budding composers were then expected to do, win the Philip Neill Memorial Prize for a specific 
composition (a woodwind quintet that year), a prize which was available to graduate music 
students from all of the four University College Music Departments. This, along with the New 
Zealand ballad, got plenty of exposure over the national radio and put me on the map at the 
time. 
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Sadly, in those days radio performances were rarely repeated, so although it was not 
difficult for people like me to “get to the top” (after all, there were very few of us!) it was really 
hard if not impossible to stay there. 
 

Fellow music students, friends made both during my student years and later, remained 
life-long friends. Peter Crowe, Janette McCracken and I were Douglas Lilburn’s three special 
pupils as we passed through. Peter was the adventurous thinker, the avant garde one, the 
original ideas  man; Janette, a good pianist, was the clever one; and I think of myself as the 
“musical” one. 
 

My ideas wore considered a bit old-fashioned, at least compared with the other two, but 
fairly good, I think. in their own way. And having found a style that suited me, neither too ‘way 
in’ or too ‘way out,’ I stuck with it, whether the august Mr. Page thought it was acceptable or 
not. He did not, I think; but Douglas Lilburn did, and his opinion meant far, far more to me 
than the superficial, clever Fred’s. Later when I studied with Peter Racine Fricker in London in 
the 1960s, he, too, found my “old-fashioned” style perfectly viable and acceptable. I suppose 
because it was for real. 
 

I wrote music because I felt I had something to say in that language. My younger 
colleagues, excited by new techniques, tended to write music because it was a challenge and 
they simply enjoyed doing it. They used to talk about things “working”, a strange word to use, 
I thought. You can make anything “work”. I wanted to write music that was expressive. 
 

After graduating I did quite a lot of work with music in the theatre — amateur in those 
days — composing, arranging, organising, selecting, even performing. There were a number of 
lively groups, the best by far being Unity Theatre. When we first came up to Wellington from 
Dunedin I had been inveigled into joining Unity Theatre as an actress, and did in fact appear in 
several plays. But after learning the techniques of writing music, composing music for plays 
was what I wanted to do in the theatre, knowing that in this field I was professional. My acting 
skills had been merely amateur, any success relying mainly on my looks and “presence”, I 
think. 
 

I did the music for a number of Brecht plays, using both German and English texts, and it 
is amazing how many people today still remember the music for which I was responsible in a 
memorable Unity Theatre season of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milkwood. I have always loved 
doing music for the theatre, and would have adored to be in a position to make my living at it. 
especially when I lived in London later. I still would, if I got the chance. 
 

Two other friends I made through Music Department connections were Mayme 
Chanwai, a Chinese girl whose family were neighbours in Karori and who presented me with 
my first scrabble bag, made of Chinese brocade, when that game hit our family in the 1950s; 
and Margaret O’Shea, a strange, schizophrenic girl who attached herself to me, and who will 
pop up again in my story later. 
 

One anecdote from those music study days has left an impression. 
 

A young girl called Robina, rather primp quaint and old-fashioned, was in my class for 
Composition. Our Finals exam was scheduled for 2.30 p.m. I had had a lovely lunch in the city 
with an old friend and admirer from Dunedin, Warrington Taylor, and found myself 
approaching the cable car to travel to the University for the exam in a too relaxed and happy 
state of mind for the horrible sprint I knew I should shortly have to make. Something had to be 
done to change my mood, to sharpen up the tension so that I could respond properly and fast to 
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the coming challenge. And it had to happen fast. I dashed into a hotel near the cable car 
terminus and downed a double gin-and-tonic. 
 

Fifteen minutes later, already five minutes late for the exam, I entered the room and 
passed along the row to the empty desk for me, which was beside Robina’s, sat down, sighed 
deeply, and opened my paper. 
 

When we came out three hours later I was, as usual, an exhausted wreck and full of 
fearful apprehension. 
 

“Well,” I said to Robina, “if I passed that exam it’s the gin that did it.” 
 

“Gosh, was that you?” said Robina, wide-eyed. “I smelt something as you sidled in past 
me, but I thought, ‘No, that couldn’t possibly be Mrs. Freed! ‘“ 
 

Well, it sure was. And I did pass. 
 

Fun days they were for me, being a student. A lovely subject, a lovely course, lovely 
people and excitement and stimulation all round me. And so I ended up with a piece of paper 
like all of my other friends. And maybe it was hard here and there, especially those awful 
exams with no instrument for trying things out. But it was fun, fun, fun! I adored it. 
 

There were also Cambridge Music Schools held each summer. By this time Jane was 
getting on pretty well with her violin and was planning on a professional career. She and I went 
up together three years in a row, and had a wonderful time. Many of our fellow students from 
those days are in key musical positions in New Zealand today, and many have made names for 
themselves overseas. In those days everyone was looked at with their potential in view, and 
most of my guesses turned out to be correct. 
 

Jane played with the orchestra at Cambridge Music Schools, and in the chamber groups. 
I worked in the Composers Group. This group was thought of as the aristocratic section, 
although it was not always easy to get one’s music performed by the instrumentalists and 
singers even there. I was usually lucky, and always so with the music written on the spot. My 
first piece of publicly performed chamber music was written there, a woodwind trio, slightly 
mad. It was given its debut by Ken Wilson on clarinet, Ron Webb on oboe and Gordon Skinner 
on bassoon who all either had had, or were to have, positions in the National Symphony 
Orchestra. 
 

That year, our first, Owen Jensen the Director found that there were four performing 
families there, one of which was Jane and me. We were all scheduled to perform a piece at one 
of the evening concerts, and Jane and I played the slow movement of a Bach sonata for violin 
and piano. I was petrified because I was not at the School as a pianist, being an indifferent 
player judged by professional standards; and most of those who were there as pianists were 
first-class, not to mention the other instrumentalists who would be listening. I was sure I would 
fall apart and make lots of mistakes, although the notes were easy enough for the keyboard. As 
I gave Jane the A for tuning up onstage my heart beat wildly with sheer panic. Then a little 
voice spoke in my head: “Think about Bach!” 
 

I think I was inspired. I just decided to listen to the music we were both playing, and 
think about Bach. I played well, and there were no mistakes. Now I often give advice to young 
performers who complain about butterflies in their tummy. “Just think about the composer, 
and listen to the music,” I tell them. I hope it has helped a few. 
 



                                                                                                               Grandmother Part I   page 

© Dorothy Freed, 1991 

132  

 
Chapter 41. My Father Dies 
 

And so we all went on developing, the children — teenagers by the late ‘50s, me learning 
all this wonderful stuff about music, Bill going overseas and being glad to come back. Bill 
actually passing that dreadful architectural exam which did, in fact, do him quite a lot of good 
in the end, the parents-in-law sharing much of my extramural musical activities, family life 
gliding on on a fairly even keel, lots of interesting and good friends and a pleasant social life. I 
did have one miscarriage — a blessing in disguise---and one abortion, and Stephen did get very 
ill, but we were lucky because his lymphosarcoma went into abeyance and has remained there. 
 

Daddy died at the end of 1956. 
 

He had been deteriorating steadily since he arrived. He disliked the Island Bay Home 
because the matron was a rough woman who criticised and stressed him. He was trying to 
write his fourth book, and I was trying to help him by typing out what he scrawled in 
handwriting, but it was a hard job and I could see he was leaning far too heavily on his 
previously published two biographical books The Voyages of the Morning and In the Wake. It was 
sad, because interest in the Antarctic was building up rapidly in New Zealand, even at the 
University in my own Biology Department, and colleagues from my work there were actually 
going down to McMurdo Sound, Daddy’s old 1902 haunts. Daddy’s book would have been 
pounced upon had he been able to manage it reasonably well. But his memory was failing 
rapidly, and all he was really doing was copying, copying, copying — old stuff. 
 

The saddest thing about him writing this book, which would never see the light of day, 
was that he was doing it in the hope that when published it---would make money, and this was 
to be for Geraldine and me. He was deeply ashamed that he had allowed Bea to get hold of 
everything he had, and had nothing to leave us. 
 

He checked himself out of the Island Bay Home one day after reading an article in the 
daily paper featuring an old people’s Home for pensioners which was situated behind the 
Public Hospital, called Te Hopai. Through liaison with the hospital itself, inmates were able to 
receive any medical care they might need. It was very cheap, and I am sure this was why poor 
Daddy wanted to go there. He hated Geraldine and me helping to support him. 
 

He paid a visit to this Home himself one day in a taxi, and discovered from the matron 
that he would, indeed, be eligible to enter it. Then he rang me and insisted I take him there next 
day by taxi. Which I did. 
 

When we walked through the door under its big archway displaying, in gold Gothic 
letters, GOD IS LOVE, my heart sank a bit. An old building, the lobby and main rooms were 
dark and dreary. A real institution, if not a Dickensian one. I said to Daddy, “Darling, you can’t 
live here! I couldn’t bear it!” 
 

“I like it, I want to, I will live here!” replied my father with unwonted forcefulness. 
 

The matron arrived on the scene, and I found her very pleasant. 
 

She gave Daddy a room to himself, a dark little cupboard-like cell, but his own; and 
outside it was a very pleasant, sunny, wide sunporch, glassed in, for himself and other inmates 
to share. What was best was that the matron paid frequent visits to Daddy in his dark little 
roomy sat on the end of his bed and talked to him, and better still, let him talk to her while she 
listened. Daddy absolutely loved her. 
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He used to go on a bit about his mother being in the next room, my mother being there 

too, and he just waiting to join them. He said he prayed every night when he fell asleep that he 
would not wake up again. He was happy about it all. I found it embarrassing, and didn’t know 
how to cope with this sort of talk. I used to change the subject. The matron, however, always 
listened sympathetically. 
 

This lady, an unpretentious, modest, shy person, gave my father what he needed. It was 
really very simple. It was just love. 
 

After my first visit I walked through to the other end of the sun porch to reach the 
outside door, and found myself called over to speak to an extraordinary little old man, scarlet 
faced and bow-legged, with wild, straggly white hair and a frantic look out of boiled blue fishy 
eyes. He seemed to be a mass of frenetic animation and jumped up and down all the time. 
 

“Mrs. Freed! Mrs. Freed!, You are Captain Doorly’s daughter, aren’t you?” 
 

“Why, yes!” I replied, sitting down beside him. 
 

“I used to be your father’s steward! I was his personal steward when he was Chief 
Officer of the Waikare, you know, the cruise ship that went down in Dusky Sound in 1910?” 
 

“How extraordinary! “ I cried. 
 

“Yes, and I remember your dear mother, too! She came with us on the trip the Christmas 
before she and your father wore married! I well remember your father sent me to her cabin with 
a message. It was to ask if Miss Whitson would care to join Mr. Doorly on the bridge to view 
the sunset! “ 
 

I was delighted with this story. 
 

“Does my father know you are here?” I asked. 
 

“Yes, he does,” said the funny little man. looking rather distressed. “Please. Mrs. Freed, 
please tell him I want to help him so badly! I’ll do anything for him — anything he wants! I’ll go 
over to the shops to buy him chocolate or tobacco or anything at all! Please tell him, Mrs. Freed, 
tell him!” 
 

He was jumping up and down in a truly agitated manner. 1 was reminded of 
Rumpelstiltskin. 
 

I went back to Daddy’ s room. 
 
“I’ve just been talking to your old steward,” I said. 
 

“That rotter!” was the surprising retort. “He was a drunk.’ He used to get dead drunk! 
Couldn’t trust him. A rotter!” 
 

“Daddy! That was so many years ago.’ You’re both old now, and you’ve both changed. 
Give him a chance! He just wants to help you.” 
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“Over my dead body!” cried my father. “He was a rotter and a drunk. I had to get rid 
of him. I don’t want to see him. I won’t speak to him. Don’t want to have anything to do with 
him!” 
 

I returned to the steward. 
 

“Sorry, my father seems a bit upset and he’s not himself. I’m sure it will be alright soon, 
though.” 
 

The little man looked happily hopeful. Obviously he had already been given the 
brush-off. 
 

My father never did speak to him. An ironical thing happened, though, when poor old 
Daddy finally died. 
 

He had refused to see Sir Edmund Hillary who had expressed a wish to visit him. “Don’t 
let him come, darling!” he cried to me. I think he felt his appearance was so radically altered 
that strangers who now saw him for the first time got a shock, and it showed on their faces. 
And in fact, from the outset of his arrival in Wellington he had been anxious that as few as 
possible of his old friends there knew that he was in the city. I was to lie low about it all. And 
after being forced to admit him to that gloomy institution, lovely matron or no lovely matron, I 
was not averse to complying with his wishes because I was ashamed that my distinguished 
father was ending up in such a hopeless sort of a place. I expected to myself be criticised for 
allowing such a thing to happen. 
 

However, he was truly happy there. And all because of that marvellous matron. And 
with no thanks to the funny little man who only wanted to serve him. 
 

So when Daddy died I did arrange for him to be buried from Old St. Paul’s as it seemed 
to me that such a funeral befitted the son of a high churchman in the Church of England, and a 
distinguished Christian himself. He had attended no church of his own choosing in Wellington. 
 

A large obituary article mysteriously appeared in each of Wellington’s two daily papers, 
and I had already told the Dean of Wellington, who was to conduct the service, a little about 
him. Daddy had always been distressed to think that he might share the fate of a beloved uncle, 
Uncle Douglas Whitson, who had died in Dunedin and been “buried” by a Presbyterian 
minister who had not known him at all. The service he had conducted had been a pretty cool, 
impersonal affair, and not what my popular and much-loved uncle deserved. I hoped that by 
telling the Dean a few anecdotes he might be able to make my father’s service a little more 
warm and human, even though he had never met him. 
 

The Antarctic Society members volunteered to be pall bearers., 
 

The funeral was a smashing success. The church was packed, the Dean gave a good 
address and even had a personal anecdote of his own to tell of my father which he had learned. 
he said, at the breakfast table from his wife that morning. 
 

The Dean’s wife, as a Christchurch schoolgirl in 1903, had been at a school where Daddy 
and his friend Teddy Evans had been asked to lecture about the adventures-of the Morning in 
the Antarctic. With her fellow 6th formers she had fallen in love with Daddy and his handsome 
friend, and they had all begged signed photographs of the heroes for their dressing-tables! 
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The music was good, the assembly was distinguished, the church is very beautiful. 
and my father certainly got a good send-off. Only one thing happened to ruffle the waters. 
Fortunately only a few of us noticed anything. 
 

At the church door when I arrived there by taxi with the children, Bill having gone on 
ahead. He met me with the news that there was a funny little man in tears demanding to be a 
pall bearer, and I must do something about it. 
 

Of course it was the steward. Already drunk at 10.30 a.m., he was certainly in tears, and 
in a terrible stage of agitation. 

 
“Please, Mrs. Freed, please! I must carry your father’s body to his grave! I must! He was 

such a wonderful man! Please let me, Mrs. Freed — please!” 
 

What could I do? 
 

While frantically searching for something to say to him, one of the Antarctic Society 
people who had been watching all this drew me aside. 
 

“Let him do it, Mrs. Freed,” he whispered. “I’ll gladly stand down. It seems to mean a lot 
to him.” 
 

So, with forebodings, I said he could be a pall-bearer. 
 

It would have been the last thing poor old Daddy would have wanted to happen. And 
the chap was drunk, too — the rotter! 
 

So when the coffin was carried slowly down the aisle out to the waiting hearse it was all I 
could do not to giggle hysterically through my tears. If Daddy was watching all this, he sure 
must have been turning in his grave when they lowered him into it! 
 
 
Chapter 42. At Library School 
 

The decade ended with me going to Library School, a one year, post-graduate course run 
by the National Library. 
 

My friend Shirley Barker, who was an Honours graduate in the biological sciences, went 
too. We were older than the others — I was 39 and she was older than me — but we both had 
specialist degrees and were considered potentially valuable assets to the library profession at 
large because of this. Our mutual friend and fellow-student Brian McKeon had a degree in 
geography, I think, and he later became the librarian in charge of Wellington Public Library. 
 

In fact, we three all got in-charge jobs straight out of Library School and made interesting 
and worthwhile careers for ourselves. Shirley and I finally wound up together on the staff of 
Victoria University Library, Shirley in charge of Periodicals and me in charge of Reference. 
 

The three of us embarked on a wicked course of action at Library School. Our 
assignments were really difficult to get done in the time allotted. It was quite a tough little 
course, and we were certainly challenged and stretched. Brian, Shirley and I decided to share 
our assignments, each doing the preparation for certain questions only and all pooling our 
information at the end of our researches. Oddly enough we did not always get the same marks! 
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I personally rather enjoyed that year. It was nice to have school holidays again, and 
our time was our own to organise, at least, from noon on every day. 
 

Some of our assignments were quite mad. One was an Architectural one which required 
us to draw a large, quite detailed plan or two. Bill helped Shirley and me to do our plans and 
gave them the professional touch (shades of the poster competition at Merton Hall in 1931!) so 
that I ended up top of the class, closely followed by Shirley. Brian came third. I think he had 
done some architectural units in his degree. 
 

We had an appallingly unattractive misanthropic little man called Mr. Tanzer, a 
Hungarian refugee, who was on the staff, detailed to look after us all and see that we had the 
literature and physical materials we needed for our assignments. He seemed to hate us all en 
masse as a matter of principle, and took some pains to embarrass rather than help us. 
 

I remember an assignment we had to do which involved gathering information about 
each of a large number of “special” libraries. (Special libraries meant libraries other than public, 
university, or the libraries of other teaching institutions like Training Colleges.) We found 
annual reports from many of these which gave the facts and figures we needed, but many did 
not put out annual reports, and in fact the difficulty was in identifying and listing them at all 
because there were so many that maybe we had never heard of. The day this assignment was to 
be handed in I stared disconsolately at my ratbag of documented knowledge, and felt very 
depressed. 
 

I turned to Shirley at the next desk. I had noticed that she often paid early morning visits 
to her old friend Graham Bagnall (then the Senior Librarian in charge of the Library School) and 
always came back smiling. 
 

“I’m going over the road to see Graham Bagnall,” I announced. 
 

“Why should you do that? You hardly know him.” 
 

“I know. But every time you go over the road there you come back with a smile on your 
face. Perhaps I will, too, if I visit him.” 
 

It worked. 
 

When he asked me why I was visiting him I told him I was depressed and wanted him to 
cheer me up. He asked me why I was depressed, and told him how we were all depressed with 
that horrible assignment. 
 

“But haven’t you seen this?” he asked incredulously. 
 

He handed me a little publication, hot off the press. It was a brand new, piping hot 
directory of Special Libraries in New Zealand, the first ever, giving under the name of each 
library all the information we needed for our assignment! 
 

I fell on it, ready to devour it.. 
 

“How were we supposed to know about this?” I cried. 
 

“What’s Tanzer doing? He’s got a copy for each one of you on his desk — I saw them 
there yesterday! He’s supposed to have handed them all out to you days ago!” 
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So that old devil had deliberately withheld from us all this vital information, just to 
see what we would do! 
 

Graham Bagnall lent me the precious document for the morning. I took it back to our 
roomful of students who all worked flat out adding information from it to our already 
completed assignments. The second roomful of students were left in ignorance, unfortunately. 
There was no time to share it out any further. 
 

Our room all did well on that assignment. The other roomful of students was chastised 
severely for trying to do the assignment without reference to the new directory.  
 

Outraged, I visited Mr. Tanzer and saw the pile of directories on his desk for us. 
 
“Why haven’t we received these, Mr. Tanzer?” I asked. 
 

“You could have had yours any time, Mrs. Freed. So could the others. I was waiting for 
someone to come in and ask me.” 
 

The old nark! 
 

One of our major projects was to produce a bibliography. 
 

Before I started Library School the director of the New Zealand Oceanographic Institute, 
who used to visit the Biology Department a lot at Victoria, suggested I do my Library School 
bibliography on some aspect of New Zealand marine zoology, preferably historical, and if I  
would do this he would have it published as one of the official publications. This was a great 
spur, and I did one on New Zealand marine zoology from 1768 to 1900. 
 

I spent most of my precious first term holidays at the National Museum going through 
piles of historical scientific journals and their indexes from 1768 on, and finally produced 
something that was indeed published, and turned out to be a useful aid to researchers in the 
Zoology Department at Victoria University, at least. Most of the post-graduate students in that 
Department were being encouraged to do life history type studies of their chosen animal, and 
there was a strong trend towards marine zoology. 
 

Another of our major Library School projects, which they called an Administration 
Report, I did on a musical subject (at their request). It was based on a survey I made of amateur 
choirs and orchestras throughout the country which was designed to find out whether they 
were able to obtain on loan orchestral parts, or sets of vocal scores, through channels other than 
the music stores. Libraries were not really expected to supply this type of material for actual 
performance, but I wanted to find out if the choirs and orchestras shared their resources among 
themselves, and if not, whether the national library network could help them to organise 
themselves to do so. This study was published as no. 2 of a series called Communications from 
Library School (only, I think, because of the uniqueness of its subject matter), and other librarians 
read it. It created quite some interest, and I was asked to speak to the topic at the following 
year’s New Zealand Library Association Conference. Me, a new little greenhorn, up there 
among the big boys! 
 

I did so. And this led, eventually, to many events to do with music and libraries which 
affected my professional and private life for the next 30 years or so, and got me many overseas 
trips. Little did I then guess what that little student’s Administration Report was to do for me 
for most of the rest of my life., 
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At the end of 1959 I found myself the proud possessor of the qualification required 
for my fourth profession. I had been a trained, qualified and experienced secretary; an 
experienced if not trained journalist; a trained, qualified and partly-experienced musician; and 
now a trained, qualified but as yet inexperienced librarian. 
 

I would have given a lot to be able to devote myself to composing music for the rest of 
my life, but this, very difficult even today, was virtually impossible in New Zealand then and 
could not be entertained for one moment as a practical life style. I could have taught music in 
schools, as most of my fellow Music graduates did; but that idea did not appeal. Those friends 
claimed to be too exhausted to attend concerts. 
 

Over the next 30 years I did continue to compose, have performed and broadcast, and 
even publish, many works for most of the conventional instrumental groups, and I still do so if 
asked. But I believe I belong to the “lost generation” of New Zealand-trained composers, those 
who were being slowly if reluctantly recognised, but who had to fight all the way to get to the 
top and, more importantly, stay there. Bright students were expected to apply for a scholarship 
to travel for study overseas. I was too involved with my family to be able to take advantage of 
any opportunity to do this. 
 

The other three professions have a common base — reading, writing, words. Over the 
years I managed to link them all as opportunity occurred, and to introduce my music studies at 
least, if not my compositional skills, in working for music in libraries and taking on journalistic 
jobs concerning music such as music criticism for papers and magazines and writing 
programme notes for concerts. So in a way all four professions have been kept simmering away 
on the hob all the time since 1960. 
 
 
Chapter 43. Doing the Milford Track. 
 
At the end of my Library School year my Wellington friend Mattie Fearnley, an experienced 
tramper, persuaded me to accompany her on a trip known as “doing the Milford Track”. This 
was, and still is, organised in parties. One started from a base on Lake Te Anau and ended up  
at Milford itself., from where one was transported back to Te Anau by bus through the Homer 
Tunnel. 
 

That trip was a wonderful experience. We climbed at a comfortable pace up a glorious 
river valley to the beginning of the McKinnon Pass over the Southern Alps on the first day, 
struggled with a bit more difficulty over the Pass itself and relaxed at lovely Quinton Hut on 
the sea side of the Alps on the second day, and walked downhill to the sea on the third day, 
finishing up with a welcome boat trip to Milford Sound. 
 

We had a friend of Mattie’s with us as a companion. This was a girl called Gillian 
Haslam, aged about 19, a large, rather beautiful girl of good family who worked at the National 
Film Library with Mattie. Her father was a High Court judge, and years later he passed 
judgment on our Stephen for a serious step out of line he had attempted and failed to bring off. 
At that time many thought his sentence was savage. However, all of that was years ahead. 
 

I had heard, through a friend of Gillian’s whom I knew from the Cambridge Music 
School, that her father was very strict and high-principled, and both Mattie and I expected 
much moral and possibly even physical support from this big, strong, well-brought-up girl 
should our hearts — or our legs — fail us in our aged infirmity. I was about to turn 40 and 
Mattie was a couple of years older. 
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What a disaster Gillian Haslam turned out to be. 
 

Everything that could possibly go wrong for her went wrong. The slow climb to our first 
day’s destination absolutely exhausted her. By the time we got there her boots were 
uncomfortable and pinched her toes and blistered her heels, and the zip on her only pair of 
slacks collapsed. The next day getting her over the Pass was a feat on Mattie’s part beyond 
praise. Gillian was practically wilting and dying on the path for every minute of the three hours 
it took us to climb to the top. Mattie pushed her from behind, with her eye on her watch — 40 
seconds go, 10 seconds rest — all the way up. By the time we herded her to the top we were 
both thoroughly sick of her. With the utmost pleasure I watched a cheeky kea whip a sandwich 
from her fingers on the way to her mouth. 
 

The next morning at Quinton Hut when we were preparing to take off for that long but 
easy descent, somebody on the staff came into our women’s dormitory offering two 
middle-aged women help with their packs. They had been feeling the strain terribly. This man 
had a pack horse that, he claimed, needed two rucksacks to balance it for going down the track. 
 

One of these ladies’ faces lit up with relief. 
 

“No, Ethel!” cried her companion. “We’ve done it all this way like the others, and we’re 
going to go through with it to the end, like the others.”‘ 
 

Poor Ethel, her face fell. 
 

“Anyone else?” asked the man. 
 

“Yes, us!” cried Mattie and me together, (We were the next oldest in the party.) 
 

So our packs were loaded on to the horse and we prepared to waltz down to Milford, 
blissfully unencumbered. 
 

But no. Of course that wretched Gillian had to do her act of wilting on the spot, and 
Mattie and I had to take it in turns to carry her pack while she was the one to enjoy the bush 
walk down with nothing to carry. 
 

I really did get to dislike that girl, and was very bored with her constant complaints 
about her feet. 
 
 “What is the matter with your feet, Gillian?” I asked that day. 
 

“They are too small for my body!” was the extraordinary reply 
 
 Well, well. 
 

The last straw in the Gillian story was when we did finally arrive at Milford Sound. It 
had been a long, long day walking downhill — I think about 15 miles — and Mattie and I were 
quite exhausted when we flopped down on the deck of the little vessel steaming us round the 
point on the last lap. Gillian appeared to be half dead. The P.R. man on board was talking 
through the loud speaker, recommending a walk after dinner up to the Rainbow Falls at 
Milford. 
 

No way were Mattie and I going anywhere after dinner that evening. We just couldn’t 
have moved. 
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But here was Gillian, suddenly all excited and making plans with a couple of the other 

younger ones to meet up with them after our meal and go. Gillian, who was supposed to be an 
utter wreck! 
 
 Years later I met a casual acquaintance in a London pub. 
 

“From New Zealand, are you?” he asked. “I’ve been there. And I did something I bet you 
never did. I walked the Milford Track!” 
 

“As a matter of fact, so did I,” I replied. 
 

“The finest walk in the world, they call it. Did you find it tiring?” 
 

“Oh, no, not really,” I lied. Good waterfalls, eh?” 
 

On our way back from Milford Mattie and I spent a few days with her farming family 
near Winton in Southland, a place called Dipton I think, where we received the lavish 
hospitality for which the Southland Scots, particularly the well-heeled ones, are famous. 
 
Mattie told our hostess, her sister-in-law, that I was a musician. 
 
 “Oh, you’re arty, are you?” she said.   “Well, we may live in the back blocks but arty 
things happen here, too. We have visits from actors putting on plays for the Community Arts 
Service, and last year we even had a little opera here. It was called The Marriage of Figaro.” 
 

This, I remembered, was a mini-scale production which had been widely toured in the 
country areas of the South Island. 
 

“We even had someone billeted here whom you might know. His name was Geoffrey 
Delatour.” 
 

“Yes, indeed, I have met him. He’s a bass baritone.” 
 

“Yes. And he’s a Mick, too.” was the astounding reply. “When they asked me who 
would billet the people, I said I would take someone, but please not to send me a Mick. So they 
did, didn’t they?” 
 

“Oh, is Geoffrey a Catholic, then?” I asked. “How did you know?” 
 

“What can you expect with a name like that.’“ she cried. 
 

This was news to me. 
 

“Well, what happened?” I asked. 
 

“He arrived in time for tea on the Friday night and I served our usual roast lamb. When 
we sat down to table I said, ‘I don’t know what your religion is, Mr. Delatour, but we always 
have roast lamb on Friday nights.”‘ 
 

“What did he say?” I asked. 
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“He said, ‘That’s quite alright, Mrs McRae. I am indeed a Catholic, as you guessed. 
but we have a special dispensation to eat meat on Fridays when we’re on tour if it would 
inconvenience our hostess not to do so! “ 
 

Well done, Geoffrey Delatour! 
 

I narrate this tale because, although I had heard from my mother about the “natural” 
enmity between the Scots Presbyterians and the Irish Roman Catholics in the southern 
provinces, I thought it had all died out thirty or forty years back like other relics of the Victorian 
past. I was amazed and deeply shocked to find it still alive and well in rural Southland. And 
not only in the country. 
 

One day at the farm an important businessman from Invercargill paid a visit to the 
McRaes. During conversation with him he discussed the recruitment of new staff to his city 
firm. 
 

“Of course I always personally vet everyone,” he said. 
 

“Really?” I said innocently. “I would not have thought there would be too many 
communists in a place like Invercargill.” 
 

“Communists? Heavens, I don’t give a damn about their politics. But I sure as hell won’t 
have a Mick on my staff.’“ 
 

I felt glad I lived in a city, and a city where little if any of this type of thinking was still to 
be found. However, I was assured by this gentleman — and more indirectly by others there too 
— that Wellington was a cesspool of evil, corruption, political chicanery, bribery, crookedness 
and nepotism (ensuring the continuing prosperity of the Micks). 
 

My husband used to threaten from time to time to give up his architectural work in the 
government and become a farmer. I used to throw up my hands in horror. Not only was I a city 
slicker by nature; but after that Dipton experience I felt I would go stark raving bonkers in a 
provincial community in rural New Zealand if I actually had to live there. 
 
 
Chapter 44. I Become a Librarian. 
 

On returning to Wellington from this South Island holiday, my first without family (and I 
enjoyed it, too!), I took up my first library position. This was Acting Librarian-in-Charge at the 
Wellington Teachers’ College in Kelburn. It was an excellent and interesting job which I fluked 
by sheer good luck. It only lasted for 18 months while the real librarian was on an extended 
overseas trip, but I really loved it. 
 

With a staff of two plus several voluntary assistants (students), I ran the routines of the 
library, did the cataloguing, arranged for massive loan collections from the National Library, 
accessioned the periodicals, ordered new books, created a Vertical File and lectured to the 
students on the use of the library and what it could do for them. It was all fun, although it took 
me a while to get used to things we had not been taught, or warned about, at Library School. 
 

One of the problems was, what to do with the masses of unsolicited material that poured 
in every day in the mail, much of it free handouts from embassies. It was from this material that 
I finally decided to create the very popular Vertical File, but still lots of stuff had to be thrown 
out. They never told us anything at Library School about throwing things out, only about 
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taking things in; and for months I felt very guilty about doing so, and afraid that my 
decision making might not be correct. 
 

However, I was a success at the Training College Library, and being more or less thrown 
in to sink or swim, was an invaluable experience for the future of my library career. 
 

I did not enjoy the cataloguing much. It had never been my best subject at Library School. 
And I could not see why so much importance, in that teaching library, had been attached to the 
dotting of i’s and the crossing of t’s. To fuss about this was very time-consuming, as it usually 
included checking out one’s entries at one of the big city libraries, and I felt more important 
aspects of my work were being neglected. So I played the cataloguing by ear, relying almost 
solely on my Library School training for it, and did not do any checking out. After the real 
librarian returned and I had left, I heard she complained for years that her catalogue had never 
been the same since Dorothy Freed was let loose in it. 
 

I was an unprecedented success, I was told, at lecturing to the students, and I loved 
working with them and helping and advising them.. Also the library was used by the primary 
school children from Kelburn School over the road, usually at lunch time or after school, and it 
was fun looking after them. 
 

Two little girls came in one day and I found them in the stacks looking lost. 
 

“What are you looking for?” I asked. “Can I help?” 
 

“Yes, Miss. We’re looking for a book on the British monastery.” 
 

What a strange topic, I thought. I found the place in the shelves for books about churches 
and showed them one or two that looked likely. 
 

“Oh, no, miss! Nothing like that! The British monastery! You know, kings and queens 
and things like that!” 
 

I scratched my head. 
 
 “You’ve got it wrong, silly!” cried her friend. It’s not the British monastery. It’s the 
British monarchy! That’s what we have to find a book about!” 
 

In the middle of 1961 I had to bow out of the Training College library, the real librarian, 
Joan Rawson, having returned. The National Librarian asked me to apply for the newly 
advertised job of Chief Librarian at the Central Library of the Ministry of Works. 
 

At the time I could not see why he was so keen about me doing this, as a “special library” 
concentrating on engineering and sewerage, even with a bit of architecture and town planning 
thrown in, did not really appeal to me much. Later I realised that it was a pretty big job, the 
Ministry of Works being one of the four really large government departments and its library 
was well-funded and important. The National Library had a responsibility towards the 
management and stock of all of the government department libraries and wanted to make sure 
that properly trained librarians got the key positions. The Departments themselves tended, 
sometimes, to downplay the professionalism of librarians and slip in jumped-up clerks to do 
the job of running their libraries more cheaply. 
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I went to see the out-going librarian at the Ministry of Works, the Polish George 
Podolski, was told the generous salary offered, got greedy, applied for the job and got it. So for 
the first time I became a Government employee. 
 

I cannot say, looking back, that my two years in the Ministry of Works was good or bad, 
successful or unsuccessful, happy or miserable. But it was certainly interesting, a challenge, and 
gave me a great deal of background which later worked to my advantage. When I was finally 
farewelled it seemed that they felt I had, in fact, been a distinct success. But I sometimes 
wondered-myself! 
 

There were thirty-six branch libraries of my Head Office library, at the District Offices 
and the regional dam and bridge projects all over the country, and all of these offices had to be 
serviced. Hundreds of periodicals from all over the world poured in every week and had to be 
accessioned and circulated on loan. Books had to be selected, bought and catalogued. Reference 
work had to be done, using the enormous Engineering Index and the smaller Architecture 
Index as well as smaller abstracts and indexes, and this was always done by me personally, 
usually with great interest and pleasure. I had a staff of four. 
 

One was needed for reception and interloaning, one for cataloguing and classifying, one 
for periodicals and binding, one was the dogsbody, and I did the rest of the professional work. 
 

One valuable lesson I learned in that job was to discover as quickly as possible who was 
the boss of each section, and who did the work — very rarely the same person — and act 
accordingly. This, I thought at the time, was a typical Public Service situation, applying only 
where nobody ever got sacked and people could only be got rid of by kicking them up. or by 
catching them in really gross misdemeanours. (That was how things were in the 1960s until the 
mid-1980s, anyway.) However, I have since discovered that it is not unusual in any large set-up 
to find such a situation. How one deals with it depends on what sort of a person one is oneself. 
 

I always favoured the “person who did the work”, and stood up to my guns if anyone 
tried to throw rank on me. As Librarian I felt myself out on a limb, and happy to be there. The 
Classification List, which so many ambitious government employees studied assiduously in 
order to better themselves and try to do a bit of one-upmanship when opportunity occurred, 
meant nothing to me. In fact, my salary, printed against my name and position on this list, 
assured me that I, too, could throw my weight around occasionally and get away with it. 
 

It was mentioned at my farewelling that I had overridden custom in ignoring the 
arrangement of the hierarchy, and been very successful in doing so. I did this because I believed 
it was right. Nobody got precedence over anyone else in my library, except in accordance with 
my rules; and once anybody had legal possession of one of my books or periodicals for a 
fortnight, nobody, however high and mighty, was going to make me take it from them before 
that fortnight was up. 
 

I don’t know how much my fairly strong personality was responsible for bringing this 
off, but it seemed that it was unusual to act the way I did. My successor, who came in with 
more of an ingrained government department mentality than I had, did not play things my 
way. And I was horrified to find, during my work years later at the National Library when I 
found it necessary to borrow from the Ministry of Works Library a cyclostyled report issued 
(and written) by the Commissioner of Works, that the librarian was unable to supply it. When I 
suggested she ring the Commissioner and ask him for one of his personal reprints she flatly 
refused, saying that relations were bad between them and she didn’t dare ask him for anything. 
In my day anything like that was unthinkable. I thumbed my nose at authority if I felt it 
necessary, and everyone took me at my own valuation, and, it seems. even admired me for it! I 



                                                                                                               Grandmother Part I   page 

© Dorothy Freed, 1991 

144  

was certainly on good terms, as far as I know, with all of the senior Ministry of Works staff 
who treated me as one of themselves. An Old Boys Network, if you like. 
 

Not so, however, in my own little nest. 
 

I inherited from my predecessor two very difficult assistants, neither of whom I would 
have taken on, myself in a month of Sundays. One was a Russian woman who did the 
cataloguing and who was not so bad, really, just irritating with her rigid, humourless Russian 
ways. I really believe she rather liked me. But she did nothing to enliven the social atmosphere 
in the library, something I have always thought important if you can get it. 
 

The other was a very strange elderly man called Mr. Copeland. He was the son of a 
policeman, and never let us all forget it. He also came from the Deep South and was full of the 
prejudices which I associate with rural New Zealand. He was said to have an Arts degree from 
Otago University from his more youthful days, but it was hard to believe this, so self-righteous 
and hidebound was his thinking. He went to Library School like me, at an advanced age, and 
failed. Anyone who ever went to Library School in the 1950s and failed was a no-hoper indeed, 
as they usually managed to freeze out unsuitable people in the first term. He was 58, 
unattractive, solitary, unmarried, wore a hearing aid and kept himself to himself. I actually 
disliked him quite a lot, but had to put up with him. 
 

Mr. Copeland developed and nurtured a deep-seated hatred for me, but I was blissfully 
unaware of this for many months. It started, it seems, when I did two things which offended 
him deeply, one soon after the other.. The first was to read out of the paper one day that there 
was to be a special film showing at a city theatre at 5 o’clock that evening that I intended to go 
to, and to ask if anyone else in the library would like to come too. If so I would get the tickets 
for us all at lunchtime. The others said they would come, and I turned to Mr. Copeland to check 
with him, for the sake of politeness. He refused. Good news. 
 

The second incident happened when I asked him to help an epileptic boy I had working 
with the periodicals, by climbing a ladder and doing some small job of re-arranging up on the 
top shelf. When he came down the ladder I thanked him, patted him on the back and gave him 
a light-hearted little peck on the cheek for being kind to Bart. 
 

This, it seems, was interpreted by Mr. Copeland as my being in love with him; and the 
film episode, that I had actually invited him to go to the pictures with me, which proved I was 
in love with him. 
 

For a week or two he seemed to be whistling through his teeth whenever I walked by. I 
did not realise this was a sign of his blind rage. 
 

One day he went to my immediate boss (the Head of the Design Section) and complained 
about me to him. Not only did these tales come out, but also chapter and verse about any 
inefficiencies and professional shortcomings (as they appeared to him) that he had carefully 
noted. The object of the exercise seemed to be to get me sacked  from the Ministry of Works, or 
at any rate removed from high office, on the grounds that I was inefficient in my work and 
unacceptable in my personal behaviour. 
 

The interesting thing about the timing of this onslaught was that I had just signed his six 
monthly report, the one which was going to guarantee him permanent employment in the 
government service from then on. These staff reports were always anathema to me because 
there was never any way of writing in them that a person was okay at their job but just bloody 
impossible, and I would be much happier if they were shot off to some other section, or just 
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shot off. Mr. Copeland had been waiting for his own sense of security in the receipt of this 
report “upstairs” — of course he had seen and signed it himself — before he tried to throw his 
weight around. 
 

That morning I was sent for by my boss and told about all this. I was so utterly amazed 
that I could not believe my ears. When it sank in, I was so angry that I jumped up and had to be 
sat down again and given a glass of whiskey. I shook with incredulous rage. My first reaction 
was, “You’ve got to be joking! “ My second was, “How dare that wretched creature imagine I 
could even look at him! Me! That horrid, unattractive, insignificant worm! What an insult!” 
 

I do not think my professional shortcomings, according to the word of Mr. Copeland, 
were more than touched upon at that interview. The accusations were so utterly absurd and the 
product of a diseased mind, anyway. 
 

My boss soothed me down. But I was so enraged I told him I would not sit in the same 
room as the dread Mr. Copeland ever, ever again. He would have to go, and go fast! 
 

It shows how kind Bob Norman was to me, that he literally got that unspeakable creature 
out of the room for ever — within 15 minutes. I suppose that proves I won the Copeland versus 
Freed battle with honours, and walked out in triumph. But I did not really feel it like that. I was 
desperately embarrassed. 
 

The only criticism my boss levelled at me was that I had given Mr. Copeland a good 
report. “Why had I done it,” he asked. 
 

I think I made up my mind then and there that when I left that job (which I was always 
considering doing some time or other should something more suited to me turn up) I would 
never again take a job in a government department. 
 
 
Chapter 45. Mallam Street in the Sixties 
 

In 1960 Bill bought our first family car, a new Ford Prefect. He got his license with some 
trouble — he was always a nervous driver. Then I got mine with enormous trouble, nearly 20 
lessons it took. I just was not a natural.’ However, getting my license was rather like that 
surprising A pass in Acoustics. 
 

For my oral test I had prepared myself with a Pelmanism trick for a quick memory sprint, 
and my fast and flawless responses seemed to impress the instructor. Then I had the 
unexpected pleasure of dazzling them with my eyesight test. “Hey, George, come over and look 
at the woman who can read the bottom line!” I heard. Then my softened-up road instructor 
took me on the highway, and, kindly overlooking a couple of misjudgments on my part, gave 
me my license, assuring me that I would love driving. I did not love driving for years, but I sure 
love driving now, even if everyone thinks I’m a bit wild with it. 
 

Stephen also got his license and drove skilfully, dangerously and arrogantly. There was a 
mysterious minor crash with another car out in the country which he always swore had 
happened in a way the insurance people refused to believe, but nobody could shake him. 
 

In 1961 our beloved Kuba died in his bed, actually in Bill’s arms. That was a sad 
happening indeed, though he was well on in his 80s and it had to be expected. That saintly old 
man never said a cross word, never made a complaint, never argued about anything, was 
always good, kind, thoughtful and considerate. 
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It used to make me wild to see Mela exploit his good nature. In the days when they 

shared a room, if she woke up in the middle of the night she would say, “Kuba, what’s the 
time?” It was just as easy for her as for him to reach the clock on the bedside table between 
them; but she just had to wake him up, too, so that she could share her insomnia with someone. 
He never complained about this or any other of her unfair demands, and she was so spoilt she 
never even guessed they were unfair. 
 

Mela’s insomnia was as much of a bore as her hypochondria. She was convinced that if 
she could get to sleep by 10 p.m. and was not disturbed between then and midnight, she would 
have a good night’s sleep. But if anything disturbed her during those critical two hours she 
swore she would toss and turn all night. So no sounds were permitted to be made between 10 
o’clock and midnight, and we all crept around. 
 

This had been comparatively easy to arrange in Dunedin when the children were small 
and went to bed early. Bill and I spent our evenings reading, far away from her bedroom, and 
crept quietly up to bed around midnight. And the bathroom was even further away from her 
room. But in Mallam Street Mela’s room was opposite the bathroom and adjacent to the kitchen. 
This meant that nobody could have a bath after 10 p.m., or flush the toilet, or make a cup of tea 
in the kitchen, without disturbing her. 
 

Bill and I changed our routines and went to bed at 10, as she did, to read until midnight 
— if we had no visitors. But all of this became an increasing nuisance as the children were 
growing up and having their own evening activities, often including their friends. According to 
my code of desirable practice for bringing up adolescent daughters, the girls’ boyfriends were 
supposed to bring them home and be invited in for supper. We could never do that. We 
compromised by inviting the boys to dinner first, taking the opportunity to explain that they 
could only escort our daughter back to the front door and could not be asked to come in. I hated 
this. 
 

One night there was a drama over Anna, then aged about 13. She went for a walk after 
dinner with her friend Sally Wilson to see the sights of a small local circus being set up in a park 
area about three-quarters of a mile away. I went to a concert, Bill went visiting. When I arrived 
home at 11 p.m. Bill was distraught because Anna had not returned. He had done nothing 
about trying to locate her. He just wanted me to know all about it, because I must have given 
her permission to go, so I was to blame. 
 

Appalled, I went on foot to try to find her. The circus was in darkness. I walked to Sally 
Wilson’s home, frantic with worry. She was there, peacefully sleeping in bed beside Sally. 
 

“But we rang your mother-in-law.”‘ cried Mrs. Wilson. “She said it would be alright for 
Anna to stay the night with Sally.” 
 

I realised that Bill had not even bothered to check with his precious mother before 
frightening me nearly out of my wits. Mela must never be disturbed after 9 p.m., not even in a 
crisis situation.. 
 

I was so furious I nearly burst. I sure let him have it when I got home, too. Mela and 
Kuba were very apologetic next day for not having left a note out. But it was Bill I blamed, not 
them. 
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It never occurred to me that Bill might have been scared of Mela too. To me it was a 
perfect example of how it didn’t matter about me, I was only his wife, and a goy to boot; but no 
way must his precious mother be disturbed.. 
 

Mela never seemed to realise the petty tyranny she exercised over our household. I called 
her the Iron Hand in the Velvet Glove. We all played her game. I insisted that the children play 
it. I now regret this very much. It was stupid. I should simply have asserted myself, and let the 
devil take the consequences. But I was so determined to do what I thought was my duty in my 
relationship with my husband, my children and my mother-in-law, and I was stubbornly and 
priggishly determined to do it in such a way that nobody could point a finger at me. And of 
course it didn’t work. Faults were found anyway. 
 

But there was more behind my reluctant acquiescence to Mela’s unreasonable demands 
than that. It was fear of rows, fear of upsetting the precarious family boat, fear of scenes. Bill’s 
rages were completely unpredictable and irrational at this time, and usually happened with 
very little warning, They were often brought about by the most unexpected and smallest of 
causes. It was hard enough oiling the wheels everywhere, keeping my antennae waving to pick 
up any hostile vibes, suppressing information that I feared would put him in a temper, 
managing the children so that there was least likelihood of friction, trying to prevent 
confrontations between Bill and Stephen as he grew older and more aggressive. 
 

It was all too much. It really took a lot out of me, and I was pretty highly strung and 
nervous most of the time. Any confrontation with my mother-in-law would have caused an 
enormous, unthinkable row with Bill who would never have her criticised in any way. 
 

It is ironical, in the light of later history, to look back and see that when finally we all left 
home except Bill, Mela and Stephen, he took it out on her. Who would have dreamed, in 1960, 
that she would ever voluntarily leave her own home (which it really was by then, I suppose) 
and put herself ‘into a Rest Home’ for ever! Even Mela ended up running away from Bill and 
his rages. 
 
Chapter 46. The Mallam Street Boat Overturns 
 

By 1961 Bill was starting to be not very well. He panted up hills, became exhausted and 
irritable very quickly, flew off the handle if the fast-growing children irritated him, and was 
generally getting pretty hard to put up with. A regular blood donor at the Hospital, he was told 
one day that they could no longer use his blood because something had changed its chemistry. 
All of this turned out to be the precursor of a massive heart attack the following year. 
 

He had worked all that Saturday helping a builder mix and pour concrete for a basement 
extension he had designed for our house. The work was supposed to have been finished by 5 
p.m., but the late arrival of the cement meant the two men were still working at the job with 
their wheelbarrows and the hose until late at night. At midnight they came inside, and the 
builder, a political buddy of Bill’s, seemed to want a cup of tea and a chat. I made the tea — in 
spite of Mela’s insomnia. 
 

I could see that Bill looked grey and completely exhausted. But that garrulous builder 
went on talking politics till about 1 a.m. At last he left, we all went to bed, and a couple of hours 
later Bill woke up with a violent pain shooting down his arm from his heart. The doctor was 
called and Bill was sent to the Catholic Home of Compassion, where he stayed for two weeks or 
so. 
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When he came home things calmed down a bit, but I used to find myself being 
blackmailed. If I did not want to do something Bill wanted me to do, and this would include 
“making” the children do what he wanted when they had already refused, I was told that he 
would have another heart attack and it would be all my fault! 
 

Things were getting a bit much for me on the domestic front. Bill’s illness and Kuba’s 
death had ushered in a new era, and it was not a good one for me. 
 

Though far from impotent, Bill’s illness seemed to have affected his much-prized sexual 
self-control, and this made him ashamed, and furious because he couldn’t understand it. It was 
no use trying to calm him down and assure him that all of this didn’t matter, which was no 
more than the truth. He just didn’t believe it. And so I, as the only person who knew about this 
problem of his, collected the flak all the time. 
 

I made an appointment to see a leading psychiatrist for advice. He said he would need to 
see Bill himself. To my astonishment, Bill agreed to go. The outcome was that I was told by the 
psychiatrist that Bill was probably suffering from “change of life” which he assured me often 
affected men as well as women, and he would improve. He told us both to keep our sense of 
humour. 
 

Well, that was all very well. I was still in a no-win situation and didn’t want to be 
responsible for a second heart attack. I knew I would have to go. It was just a question of when. 
 

The last straw was when Bill deliberately started to disrupt our joint social life. This, and 
playing Scrabble with him, were by now the only things, it seemed to me, that were holding our 
marriage together. But when I discovered that he was going to parties to which I, too, had been 
invited but had not been told about, I started to get wild. Finally, after a particularly 
embarrassing example of this, I decided to act. I saw a lawyer. 
 

Bill could not believe it. He simply found it impossible to credit that I would actually see 
a lawyer. And he was so angry, he immediately went to one of his own, and the gloves were off 
between us. I practically never spoke to him, beyond the “Pass the salt” level, for the next nine 
years. 
 

My lawyer said I must stay on in the house until the signing up, or risk being put legally in 
the wrong when the divorce case came to court. (The official plea was “Incompatibility”, which  
meant 3 years, separation and then a more or less automatic divorce.) It took about six months 
before I was allowed to leave the house. 
 

This was a horrible time. The only way I could cope with Bill, who started each day with 
some sort of rapier thrust at the breakfast table, was to simply ignore him and not speak. Later, 
when I did get away and there was no longer any need for this, I simply decided to “saw him 
off” anyway. I was just deathly tired of being used, used, used, because he was too bloody 
arrogant and tactless and stupid to himself persuade the children to do what he wanted. 
 

I was very unhappy in the house during this period but I made a pretence, as far as the 
children and Mela were concerned, that nothing was going on. Everyone knew it was, but I 
didn’t care. A facade had to be kept up until I left. They all played the game. I didn’t even 
mention Bill to anyone, let alone criticise him. I behaved as though he more or less was not 
there. 
 

I was very worried about the children. Of course I wanted them to come away with me., 
but I didn’t dare ask them about this because I didn’t want to criticise their father to them. I 
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would have to learn their decision at the last minute. They were now 17, 19 and 21. They 
could all legally come with me if they wished, and in spite of Bill’s wild threats over the years, 
he would be able to do nothing about it. I knew I was going to have to leave the house. It was 
partly Mela’s anyway. And I knew I was going to have to find a flat or a house to rent which 
my salary would have to pay for, a place big enough to take all three of the children should 
they all decide to be with me. And I knew I would be supporting myself, but would need help 
to support at least Stephen who was still at school, should he come with me. Jane and Anna 
were both earning by then, Jane as a violinist with the N.Z.B.C’s Second Orchestra, and Anna as 
a photographer’s assistant in a fashionable photographic studio in the city. They were grown 
up and semi selfsupporting. But no way was I going to actually desert them. 
 

At Christmas I went south to spend the holiday with Geraldine and Chas, and of course I 
told them I was leaving Bill. Bill imagined Chas had influenced me against him in some malign 
way, and threatened court action against him for defamation of character or something. And I 
was to be sued by law for mental cruelty and other equally outlandish things. Of course none of 
this happened. Poor old Bill,was quite paranoid by this time, and very, very angry. But he 
never had a heart attack! 
 

The lawyers proceeded with their stormy arguments (Bill fighting all the way), and 
finally I found a big, old-fashioned flat, the bottom half of an old house at 135 Tinakori Road, 
Thorndon. It had four rooms, kitchen and bathroom, and the rooms were large. There was 
plenty of room for four of us. But I did not really expect all three of the children to come. I 
hoped, perhaps, two. I really had no idea what was going to happen or what they were all 
thinking. Their father was busy talking, talking to them in the privacy of his bedroom after 
dinner, and they were coming out looking quiet and distressed. 
 

He did manage to mount an underhand attack against me which was, at the time at least, 
partly successful and made me very unhappy. This was an attempt to turn all of the children 
against me, through brain-washing. Poor Bill, looking back I can see he was absolutely terrified 
that they, too, would leave him. The gloves were off now, and he fought dirty. 
 

The one thing I never did was talk to the children about their father. I wanted nothing on 
my conscience. The children were going to have to work things out for themselves. 
 

The day came to ask. The children were all over 16. Which parent would each one of 
them live with? The choice had to be theirs. The answer was, their father. 
 

Bill won that battle.  I was devastated. 
 

During the discussion that followed between the children and me, various unflattering 
things about me — many of them untrue or only partly true — were brought up, in 
embarrassed excuse, of course, to justify their choice. Bill’s voice and ideas rang out loud and 
clear. I just could not believe they had fallen for it all. I listened in appalled silence as Jane 
spoke, the others remaining silent. Then, very quietly, I just said: 
 

“Well. it doesn’t really matter to me any more what you three think of me. What does 
matter is what I think of you. And frankly, I’m ashamed of you all!” 
 

That probably gave them something to think about. 
 

Nevertheless I was, indeed, appalled. What I did not learn until over twenty years later 
was that they had had a previous Council of War, and decided that whatever happened 
between their father and me, they would all stick together. I fancy it was Jane’s decision to stay 
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put. She said she felt that of the two of us, Bill and me, I was the stronger and more able to 
be alone. She said her father “needed” them more than I did (which was certainly true). Also, 
she was fond of her grandmother, and she saw no good reason why she should uproot herself 
from her comfortable home. 
 

So the others followed suit. It would have hurt less if I had known they had all decided 
to do the same thing. I believe now they thought their decision might make me change my 
mind about going. 
 

It did indeed seem a heavy price to pay for my independence. But by this time I had been 
through enough and could not turn back. That night I wept, but in the morning I knew 
something new and momentous. I could live without my children. They had let down not only 
me, but themselves too. I could gladly have murdered Bill for what he had done to them. 
 

My friends said, “Don’t worry! That won’t last long, you’ll see. They will soon get tired 
of their father and his lies, and you will have them all back again.” 
 
They were right. 
 

On Feb.26, 1963 Bill reluctantly signed my lawyer’s separation agreement. At my 
insistence, no money was involved in it, except for my share of the house. I moved to my flat on 
the following Saturday. 
 

The day before I found Stephen washing and dressing early. 
 

“Where are you going?” I asked. 
 

“To the Hospital, to see Dr. Logan at 10 o’clock,” he said. 
 

“Why?” I asked. 
  

“I don’t know. Dad arranged it.” 
 

My heart missed a beat. The only reason Bill could have had to ask Dr. Logan to ‘see 
Stephen then, was to get him to tell Stephen he had a fatal disease — something we had 
deliberately withheld from him while he was growing up, but that we always knew he must 
eventually be told. But why now? Bill could be a devil. Because he himself was desperately 
unhappy and out of control, he wanted the same thing for Stephen who was unhappy and 
guilty enough anyway — as were the other two. 
 

I dashed to the Hospital in a taxi and got there at 9.30. I saw Dr. Logan. Yes, indeed, 
Stephen’s father had asked him to tell Stephen the worst. I pleaded that he not do this; or, if he 
must, at least not for two or three weeks. He said he could not stop Stephen from coming and 
would have to tell him something. He said he would try to think of some way of soft-pedalling 
it. 
 

I discovered years later that he had indeed modified the facts by telling Stephen that there 
was a chance that he had the fatal lymphosarcoma, but that the chance was only one in a 
thousand. This may have been the best thing at the time to say to a schoolboy, but it sure threw 
a spanner in the works five years later. 

 
Stephen was then living in Sydney, and wrote me that he was mystified about a sudden 

dramatic weight loss. I rang Dr. Logan who said he should visit the big Cancer Hospital in 
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Sydney and be examined, and he would send over a slide of tissue material for examination 
there. I rang Stephen to tell him to go to that hospital at once and found him most 
reluctant to do so before he had re-instated his lapsed Health Insurance. This would take three 
months. I insisted he go at once and I would pay. He argued. I then realised, to my horror, that 
he had no idea he could be in mortal danger. So in the end I had to spell it out. I think it was a 
bad shock for the poor boy. 
 

The tests were negative. All clear. In fact, at 46 Stephen has never had any repercussions. 
He believes now he either never had the disease, or no longer has it. It may well be that he is 
right. 

The day after that unnecessary interview with Dr. Logan, back in 1963, Stephen helped 
me, at first reluctantly, to move out of Mallam Street. I was in tears, and the rest of the family 
just disappeared behind closed doors and kept out of the way. I had to throw a heavy on 
Stephen to get him to move, but I needed him. He was too embarrassed to refuse. 
 

What guilt did to those three children of mine during that and the previous few days was 
distressing for me to see. I hated Bill for what he had done to them. 

 
The year 1963 was the great watershed year of my life. From then on it was always 

“before” or “after”. The transition from the single to the married state, full of foreboding as it 
was for me from the outset, was like stepping from the dry sand into shallow water — basically 
pleasant although one knew one must move forward and there could be rocks ahead. 
Renouncement of the married state twenty-three years later was like jumping off the boat into 
dark, dangerous waters. 
 

As it turned out, preparing to do so was by far the worst part. Having jumped, I could 
have drowned or been eaten by sharks; but in fact I rose rapidly to the surface, and swam. 
Sympathetic support from friends was immediately forthcoming. The first morning I awoke in 
my new abode I knew I had made no mistake. For me, the step I had just taken, fraught with 
worries and potential anxieties as it was, was absolutely right for me — even essential. 
 
 
Chapter 47. Flight to Freedom 
 

So I slept like a log that night in my new flat, and awoke with an immense sense of relief. 
My friends assured me the kids had all been thoroughly brainwashed but would soon recover 
their senses and come back to me. 
 

They did. Not exactly to live in my flat, but to visit me constantly for meals and to bring 
their friends to me. I had the piano, and quite a lot of the family furniture besides. Their home 
was now cheerless. Bill was impossibly bad-tempered all the time, so they were all staying 
away as much as they could. 
 

However, they could not revoke their previous decision, and it was visits, albeit constant 
visits. After a few weeks I really enjoyed it, being freed from the responsibilities of 
decision-making in their day to day routines at home, but seeing them all several times a week. 
They always seemed delighted to see me, and were on their best behaviour! I never invited 
them, they just came. Jane brought her Youth Orchestra friends to play chamber music with me. 
 

They told me Bill wanted to see my flat. I thought, “To hell with him!” and refused. One 
of my best friends told me Bill had asked her to try to persuade me to visit him sometimes for a 
game of scrabble because he was missing it. (He was very good, and I, also good through 
playing so often with him, was the only challenging partner he knew.) I thought, “To hell with 
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him!” and refused. It was obvious that within a very short time he was missing me very, 
very much indeed. Well, to hell with him. Too bloody late. 
 

Mela, I am sure, missed me too. About a week or so after I left Jane was recounting the 
events of the night before and mentioned having a bath at midnight. 
 

“You had a bath at midnight? What about the old lady?” 
 

“Well,” said Jane, “what about her?” 
 

“Didn’t she give you her famous Mater Dolorosa looks in the morning?” 
 

“Of course she did. I took no notice.” 
 

“Didn’t she complain to your father?” 
 

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t dare say anything to me just now, anyway, even if she did. 
He’s far too busy keeping in with me.” 
 

So that was the end of the old lady’s tyranny. The children did exactly what they liked 
from then on, whether it annoyed her or not. She was powerless. And I suddenly realised what 
a stupid bloody fool I had been all those years. Why hadn’t I had the courage to do what Jane 
did? 
 

For two reasons, I suppose. First, because I was really afraid of Bill and his rages. I didn’t 
want anything to rock the boat before I was ready to go, and I hoped that would be after the 
girls, at least, had already gone. The other thing was my stupid pride. I was simply not 
prepared to give anyone the opportunity of pointing a finger at me in criticism within the 
household. I had to be perfect, at least in my own estimation. What a self-righteous prig. 
 

I now know I was a fool, a complete idiot. I just had not realised my power. 
 

Every morning for many months I lay in bed at 135 Tinakori Road for the last five 
minutes, happily congratulating myself that I did not have to get up to cut lunches for anyone. I 
had no-one to think about but me. It was bliss. Only then did I realise what a hard life I had had 
for so many years. There were always six other people who had to come first. 
 

As soon as my flat was looking good I invited older friends to evening suppers. Most of 
these were mutual friends from my married days, couples who visited us and invited us to 
their homes. It was necessary for me to discover who of these mutual friends were still willing 
to be my friends. Because by now I knew that Bill had been maligning me behind my back for 
years. These people, who came to my flat with alacrity and all signs of pleasure, told me this. 
They also told me how sympathetic they had been, because they just could not relate to what 
they  were hearing. Many said they thought Bill was a bit mad. 
 

It was a wonderful relief to know that almost all of our mutual friends were still fond of 
me. Even in the ‘60s a woman who left her husband was still looked upon slightly askance by 
many, even if no other man had turned up to make the eternal triangle. Well-meaning friends 
thought I must be lonely and tried to arrange for me to share some house or other with some 
lady who was always “so nice” and would be “good company for you, dear.’“ I didn’t want 
that. I was revelling in being alone, able to invite people home without even having to mention 
the matter to anyone else. 
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Years later when Jane introduced me to astrology, a pretty picture book she had on 
the subject gave a brief background to the Aquarian type. “Never make an Aquarian feel 
trapped!” the book warned. “Aquarians are very independent types, and can become 
dangerous!” Well, I had been well and truly trapped for many, many years — and remember 
thinking it, in those very words. Now I was free at last, and loving it. 
 

Bill was consumed with curiosity about my flat. He got Shirley to set up a meeting at her 
house to effect some kind of non-divorce-affecting reconciliation, and even managed to 
convince her that he was sincere. We did meet there, and it wa s a disaster. He then started to 
send me venomous letters via the children. I threatened the law. Poor Bill, he was beside 
himself with loneliness, frustration and rage. He might have won the battle to keep the children 
at Mallam Street, but he was realising he had lost the war. 
 

The next time we met was in London in 1971. Much water had flowed under the bridge, 
we were properly divorced, he was no longer crazy and we could talk again. I was always glad 
we had that final “reconciliation”, because three months later the poor guy was dead. 
 
 
Chapter 48.                           At 135 Tinakori Road 
 

I lived in my Thorndon flat for almost a year. Nobody was ever to be able to say that I 
deserted my children. There was plenty of room for them in that flat. I told them I wanted to go 
to London, possibly to live for good, but would not do so for a year. If during that time there 
had been no change on the family’s domestic scene, I would go. If either of the girls wanted to 
come to London with me I would help them with their fare. 
 

And so it happened. I travelled to London about a year later. Anna at first planned to 
accompany me with her school friend Jane Howarth, but pulled out when a new lover claimed 
too much of her loyalty and commitment. Jane Howarth came with me alone. 
 

During that year in Thorndon I came alive. For the first time in twenty-three years I could 
really be myself, and I blossomed. People thought I had a lover. Not so. I had fallen in love with 
my freedom. 
 

My job as Chief Librarian of the Ministry of Works was demanding, and I was kept busy 
all day. I also took on a lot of private typing work — theses, scientific papers, even a book — to 
help earn money for the trip I planned to make, and I did this work in my flat. Geared for years 
to cooking dinners for at least seven people nearly every night, entertaining was no trouble and, 
indeed, a great pleasure under my new circumstances with no worries about the possibility of 
some unpleasant and embarrassing scene. The children were haunting my place within a 
fortnight, bringing their friends to Mum’s place for dinner. Young musicians brought their 
instruments and often we all played chamber music together after dinner. That always 
delighted me. 
 

The first thing to do was get my rather grotty-looking flat into a more attractive state. 
Apart from buying many square yards of blue-grey synthetic carpet to cover most of the large 
rooms, everything was acquired from second-hand shops and auction rooms. My first purchase 
was a vacuum cleaner, followed by a cheap Garrard record player which Prof. Barry Fell, from 
the Zoology Department at Victoria University, linked to my old radio so that I had a 
radiogram for playing my records. I bought bookcases and a couple of spare divan beds, a 
second-hand dining table and chairs and some easy chairs. I had taken from Mallam Street my 
piano and a few bits of furniture including Bill’s divan, which I had switched with mine the day 
I moved out. I knew (though he didn’t) that Percy Corder and I had cracked something 
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underneath mine during our bouncing around in 1951! I painted walls, and made curtains 
by the mile. I bought prints, my taste this time. My favourite, which I still have on my wall, is a 
large black and white Chinese print of a galloping horse. This I had to have. It was symbolic. 
Looking at it today I recall the quality of intoxication I experienced, savouring my new-found 
freedom. 
 

Everyone loved my flat when I had done it up. Everyone came, young and old, with 
obvious pleasure. Of course I gave many more dinners than I received, but this was only to be 
expected. I knew that most married people, when planning dinner parties, prefer even numbers 
and suitable unmarried men of over 40 to partner people by me are hard to come by sometimes. 

 
Jane was taken into the National Orchestra that year as a temporary violinist, from the 

Schola Musica (the new name for the Orchestral Trainees Scheme of which she was a 
foundation member). I was singing in an interesting a cappella choir, and was being asked to 
provide music — chosen or composed — for drama groups’ productions. I remember 
composing Lorca songs, now lost, for a production of Blood Wedding, and arranging music for 
The Glass Menagerie. Stephen was still playing unaccompanied Bach at least, on his cello; Jane’s 
musician friends visited me with their instruments, it was music, music all the way and I loved 
it. 
 

One night when Jane and about four of her string-playing colleagues had come to dinner, 
we were playing a Purcell chamber sonata when suddenly a well-dressed elderly lady burst 
into the room calling out that she “adored music”. She plonked herself in an armchair by the 
fire and appeared to be listening attentively. Actually she was muttering meaningless sentences 
non-stop, about adoring music. I, at the piano, whispered to a trembling girl violinist, “Just 
keep going! Don’t stop!” And we all did. 
 

At the end of the piece our visitor started to inform us all at the top of her well-educated 
voice, of her addiction to music, and we were all slightly nonplussed. I tried to get her to her 
feet without success. She would not stop talking, and she would not go. At last I whispered to 
one of the boys that we would play another piece, and while this was happening he should slip 
along the hall to the telephone and ring the police. Our music did quieten her, and before we 
had finished the work a friendly copper arrived and was brought into the room. Our visitor 
immediately rose to her feet and took his proffered arm. Talking to her kindly, he led her gently 
to the front door, and they departed. 
 

We all had a drink to recover and went on with our music. The next day the police rang 
me to say this lady was a local alcoholic who lived alone in a good house along the street. 
Always beautifully dressed and well spoken, she took to the bottle sometimes in her loneliness 
and burst into people’s houses. A sad story. We should have been kinder to her. 
 

This was the interesting sort of area Tinakori Road was in the early 1960s. It still is, but 
has become less peaceful at night with several pubs in the vicinity and the emergence, in the 
‘80’s, of a more violent, racist community.  
 

One Saturday night  Stephen came to stay the night with me as he wanted to go to a 
party round the corner in Grant Road. In the middle of the night, before he had come in, I heard 
a godalmighty crash out in the street. A car had run into a lamppost and wrapped itself round 
it. By a miracle the driver, a young man, had survived, and nobody else was in the car. He was 
the son of our previous Governor General, Lord Cobham, who had been left behind in 
Wellington to finish his schooling. A friend of Stephen’s, he had been at the same party and 
offered Stephen a lift home to Karori. Stephen, of course, refused because he was staying with 
me nearby and had no need of a lift. His guardian angel was sure looking after him that night.’ 
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I had plans to go to Italy when I travelled overseas, so I began to learn Italian. Renato 

Amato, an Italian writer, taught a course once a week at the University for the Department of 
University Extension, and I became friends with him and his wife Sheena. An elderly German 
librarian colleague, Dr. Gerda Bell, lived near me, and she also gave me weekly Italian lessons. 
She had lived in Italy before the War and was a professional language teacher. She enjoyed 
playing scrabble, and our evenings together usually began with an early dinner followed by an 
hour of Italian and two hours of scrabble. 
 

I applied for an Italian Government bursary to study composition with Petrassi at the 
Rome Conservatorium. I had high hopes of getting it, in spite of being in my mid-40s. At 
one-stage I was told by the Cultural Attaché at the Italian Embassy that I did have it. But I was 
pipped at the post by an artist, and was placed second. For this disappointment I always 
blamed my old Music Professor from Victoria University who was on the panel of judges with 
the brief to support me, the only musician applying that year, and a distinguished ex-pupil of 
his. From what I heard from the indiscreet Italian attaché, he did not try very hard. He seemed 
to think I could afford to go under my own steam — which I could not, really. And he gave his 
support to the artist. 
 

But I kept up the Italian lessons all that year. 
 

Still trying for something to get me overseas to study music, I applied for a UNESCO 
grant which was offered for a kind of P.R. job. Interested New Zealand composers were to 
submit works to a local adjudicator, and the winner would be sent to Europe on a kind of tour 
of many countries, under the auspices of the UNESCO people. It was a bit of a status thing. 1 
felt I could make contacts and case the joint out in Europe for future study in case there proved 
to be too little time during the travel period for actual study during the tour itself. I felt I had 
little chance of winning, but there were not too many good composers around at the time and 
you never know your luck. I sent my stuff away by mail as requested. 
 

On the way back from the Post Office I met another New Zealand composer, Ashley 
Heenan. I told him what I had been doing, knowing the dead-line was right on for the 
competition. Ashley had heard nothing about it. 
 

I don’t know why I can’t keep my big mouth shut. I was told by Larry Pruden, who 
claimed to know all of the entrants personally, that he thought I would get the award. And who 
got it? Ashley Heenan — with a late entry specially jacked up for him by John Hopkins, then 
the Resident Conductor of the National Orchestra and Ashley’s boss, and incidentally, the 
adjudicator for the award. 
 

In 1963 my second monograph was published, by the Department of Scientific & 
Industrial Research for its Oceanographic Institute. This was the bibliography of writings about 
New Zealand marine zoology from 1640-1900, the result of my work as a student at Library 
School in 1959. This is still being used today, and has acted as a stimulant to others to continue 
the same type of published research over different periods of time, or as a general enlargement 
and updating. 
 

As a farewell family celebration before I left for Britain, my three, children plus extras 
(friends of theirs) took me up to Mt. Ruapehu for a skiing weekend in October 1963. This was 
quite an experience. 
 

Jane, then doing Music units at the University, as I had done, had access to the 
University ski hut on Mt. Ruapehu, and borrowed it for the weekend for our family party. They 
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told her the key was hidden above the outside lavatory. It was the last weekend before 
Finals, and although the ski hut was jointly owned by Victoria University and University of 
Auckland, nobody was expected to be disporting themselves in the snow the weekend before 
Finals. 
 

We all arrived, by train and tramping the last mile on foot, in a blizzard, at 2 a.m. When 
we struggled up the rocky slopes in the snow to the hut, freezing to death, Jane found the key 
was not above the lavatory. The back door of the hut was slightly loose on its simple bolt, so 
Jane spent over half an hour using her violinist’s biceps to force the door in far enough for her 
to slip her hand through and unbolt it. We all got in, but the door was rather the worse for 
wear. We were sorry about that, but decided it was better to slightly damage the door than 
freeze to death outside in a blizzard, like Captain Oates. 
 

So far so good. We went to the depot next morning to hire our skis, and walked to the 
chair lift, which Jane’s violinist friend Gillian Rosevear flatly refused to board. She said she 
suffered from vertigo and could not possibly consider sailing up there through the air, 
 

I was furious, but could do little about it that day. The two boys volunteered to escort 
Gillian up the slope on foot, and we took all the skis on the chair lift. They arrived at the top 
worn out, about two hours later. 
 

We had a lovely day up in the snow although I was no great shakes on skis. When I fell 
down I seemed to have the utmost difficulty in getting up, but had quite a lot of fun and 
enjoyed myself. 
 
We came down the mountain at about 5 o’clock and found to our horror that the ski hut had 
been invaded by a large party of Auckland students, all furious to see our things there, and 
even more furious at the state of the door. 
 

We wandered over to friends we had made on the top who were inhabiting another Ski 
Club’s hut nearby. They extended welcome hospitality to us all, so we went back to the enemy 
camp, silently packed up our stuff and retreated to our new home. We were very happy with 
our newfound friends. 
 

Next morning Gillian insisted on a cup of tea, not coffee. There was tea, but no teapot. 
She claimed she had brought a special teaspoon with her which one filled with tea and allowed 
to infuse in a cup of hot water, and she must have it. But she had left it in the, kitchen at the 
enemy camp. 
 

Horror piled on Horror! Nobody was game to return to that hut. But Gillian said she was 
so desperate that she herself would go if someone would accompany her for moral support. I 
volunteered. Together we wandered over, nonchalantly walked through the door, passed 
through the main room enduring the silent, hostile stares of about fifteen pairs of totally 
unfriendly eyes, went into the kitchen and found the spoon. Every time I use one of those 
special teaspoons I remember that incident. 
 

After breakfast we went up the mountain for ski-ing for the last day. I was determined 
that Gillian would not spoil things for the others, and decided I was going to get her up in that 
chair lift, come what may. 
 

I did, but at some cost. I squeezed into the seat with her and clutched her, telling her to 
look up at the sky. I got her up, and she didn’t say anything. But she was suffering from the 
Two T’s — Total Terror. 
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A couple of years later I ran into her on the Strand in London. 

 
“Hello!” she cried happily when she saw me. Then her smile froze for a second. Then she 

wiped it off her face and started again, all flashing teeth and welcoming. Nothing could have 
told me more plainly that what I meant to her was, first and foremost, a reminder of her horrific 
experience up Mt. Ruapehu. And I did actually force her, with a touch of moral blackmail, to go 
up in that chair lift. 
 

I spent that Christmas down south again with Geraldine and had a happy time with her 
now fast-growing family. This might well be the last Taieri Mouth holiday I would have, as I 
was booked for England on the Fair Sky in mid-January and had no idea then whether or not I 
would ever return to New Zealand. 
 

I remember retiring to a secluded sunporch to write a piece for four recorders, three 
descants and a tenor, because that was what we had in the way of instruments (and players) on 
the premises. They all enjoyed playing the piece. The occasional miscalculation in harmony 
gave the piece a mediaeval touch. And Chas improvised a part for himself using two saucepan 
lids and a wooden spoon for percussion. 
 

When the time came for Jane Howarth and me to depart on that Italian liner, the families 
came down to see us off. I have a photograph taken by the ship’s photographer who must have 
been standing just behind us. In the group craning their necks up to see us on deck above them, 
are Jane, Anna, Stephen, Anna’s boyfriend Johnnie Gough, Jane Howarth’s best friend Virginia 
Brooke-White, and Jane’s parents. Right at the back, standing against the cargo sheds, stands 
Bill’s stepsister Eva, whom I had not spoken to or even seen for a year or more. She had sent 
flowers to my cabin, and there she was in person. I never saw her on the wharf, nor had the 
children. 
 

Jane Howarth and I went below to have a little weep when the ship had pulled out from 
the wharf, the streamers had broken and fallen into the ever-widening passage of water, and 
the band was playing Now is the Hour. 
 

It was January, 1964. I did wonder if I would ever see my dearest children again. 
 

I did, indeed, wonder. 


