BURKE MEMORIAL MUSEUM

Interview with Mrs Olive Wilkinson at her Priory Lane home by Jennifer Williams on 17th February 2000
Where were you born?

Ararat - 

What year?

Nineteen seventeen.

How old were you when you came to Beechworth?

I came here in nineteen fifty two.

Did you come here to work?

My husband came here as Superintendent of the then Ovens Benevolent Home.

Did he, did you work up there as well?

When they didn't have a Matron.

And what was your job?

I was a trained nurse.

And did you work there full time?

When they didn't have a Matron I did.

So you filled in for the Matron?

Yes

Was your husband the superintendent of May Day Hills?

No no, the Benevolent Home, the names were changed, the Ovens Benevolent Home, I can't think what it was, - yes it was the Ovens & Murray Home, and now it is the hospital.

Did you enjoy the time you spent working up there?

Yes it's caring for the old people, and of course I had five children to look after, so I wasn't 

working full time.

So you would have been in your forties then?

No,  in my thirties.

If you filled in for Matron, did you work in the wards?

Yes I was in charge of the people in the hospital  - but my husband, he was in the office and he was in charge of everything, and it was my job to look after. -

How many people were in the Home then?

Over a hundred

Were they mainly Beechworth people or did some come from the area?

From the area - 

Were most of them very elderly or did some come for other reasons?

No they were all elderly.

Did they have any sort of recreational activities, what was a day like up there?

Well it was very primitive to what it is now.

How was it primitive?

Well even the buildings, - their bathrooms were more or less out in the open - it was a brick building with a couple of baths, the old fashioned baths standing on legs - and they were bathed in there and then they had to go out 

So the baths, they were actually a separate brick building? 

Yes 

Did you have to heat up the water?

No they had a boiler and there was a man in charge of that, they used wood.

They only had two baths for all those people?

I think there were only two, I'm not sure, I can't remember.

Did they have different days for bathing a ward or something?

Yes, the main was once a week, but in the wards there was some that had to be -  but it was altered but I can't tell you what year. 

Did they have to share the water, or did they have separate baths?

No they had separate baths.

There wasn't a problem with water?

No – no, we had a tank up on a  stand, a thousand gallon tank -  or a ten thousand, it was a big tank, the tank was filled up at night - from the main.

Did you refer to them as patients, or they weren't really patients, or residents?

They were patients, and later it was changed to residents , there were women too, nine - ten women I think down in the part that was Wallace Ward.

Why do you say nine or ten women, they were predominately men?

Yes - 

Was that because men didn't have people to care for them, or wives had died or ? You don't know - no.

Well there was only facilities for ten women, I guess there were more men who didn't have anyone to care for them than women so they were in their own homes and looked after themselves.

Were these men suffering from dementia or were they nursing home patients?

We had a hospital ward, there again I can't remember the numbers, fourteen  - sixteen, one big ward - and Doctor used to go up once a week to check on them and when they were sick, needed nursing care, before I went there they were transferred out to the hospital, but when I was in charge, I said I didn't think it was necessary because I could look after them in their ward. That's where it started, the nursing care improved.

Did you have any trained nursing staff with you, or were you the only trained nurse

Some of the staff had some training, others didn't have any.

Were they all locally hired?

I think so.

What about the inmates, I suppose we can call them, did they have people come to visit them?

Some did, some didn't.

What about food, was that prepared up there?

Yes they had a big kitchen, one cook and they had set meals for set days, they knew - same menu. I altered those quite a bit too, because I thought they would be more palatable if they were altered  One day a week they had boiled meat, and half of that meat was sent out and so I had it made into braised steak and onions and that went down very well.

When it was sent out, where was it sent?

That was the scraps. They went into -

Oh because it wasn't eaten?

Yes

Did they grow any of their own vegetables?

Yes, now I've got to think - yes they did have a vegie garden it was where  - later - 

We can come back to that - did they have - 

They had cows - yes  in the first instance 

What about pigs - 

 No they just had they had one cow , probably  two cows -now this is all up to nineteen forty - no up to about nineteen sixty.

How did you notice conditions change over the years - say from when you first arrived to say in ten twenty years -

Well there were changes because they improved things all round.

Anything in particular provided for you, what about the inmates clothes, were they provided for you?

Well they were, the majority anyway, most of them were pensioners and a certain amount of their pension went towards their clothes, and things that they needed, in the sewing room there were clothes, and they were issued with new ones when they needed them.

They had standard issue, then, they didn't come down town to buy their clothes?

No - no some of them did come down, but they only had a bit of pocket money, so – or  their families supplied some.

Were their clothes generally made up there in the sewing room?

No they were all bought.

So did you have a central place where you bought all their clothes?

Where were their clothes were kept?

No where were their clothes bought from?

I don't remember, I didn't have anything to do with that, 

They were just kept up there were they?

Mmmm

Did you work of an evening up there at all?

When I was in charge I was on twenty four hours a day.

Did they have heating in the winter, was it cold?

Wood fires,

In the wards too, how were they heated?

Not where they were sleeping.

Was it a good place to work, did you enjoy it?

Well I found it was.

Was it easy to get staff to work up there?

We didn't have too many staff, don't say I'm wrong - but it was only about twenty altogether, nothing like when my husband left up there, the numbers had increased (staff) because amenities were better and they brought in different regulations.

Was there a lot of overtime involved, when you say you had to work twenty four hours a day -

No, you got the same pay - nurses didn't get very much pay.

You just worked when required, do you remember how much you got paid when you first went there?

Twenty pounds a week, was something like it.

What was your husbands role, he was the Administrator was he?

Yes.

He looked after all the accounts and buying in provisions and things.

And he only had one person for a number of years, helping him. There were just the two of them, they did all that, and that sort, everything that had to be done and that sort of thing.

Did he organise the contracts around town, the meat and things like that?

That came from down - from the butcher's, I think they had tenders - whichever butcher put in the better tender then they got it. When the cows went out, it was the same with milk, and with the baker, he used to - he had a motor - a van, and he used to take the bread up there.

Tell me about the inmates - what was their day like, what did they do, did any of them help in the grounds, or in the kitchen, or -

Very few.

Were most of them not capable, or was it just not done then?

Well those who were capable helped or otherwise they didn't, they got up - breakfast I think was about eight o'clock, so they'd be up about something - from half past six on - most of the day was spent down the smoke room, they had a radio down there, there was no tele of course then.

So they sort of sat around listening to the radio in groups?

Yes there was a library, they could get books.

Did they ever go on outings, were there any organisations who would come and take them out?

They weren't taken out very much, but there were some people or groups of people who would organise a Sunday afternoon, a sing song, there was one group came from Wangaratta, I think it was once a month they came and of course everybody enjoyed those sort of things  because there wasn't sort of much, not like it did after we left up there.
Were the churches involved very much in organising activities for them?

No activities were generally minimal.

Were they?

Yes.and it was in that period that I was working and then they, Dorothy was seven, oh when she was about four they got a matron, a full time one, a band, she only did daytime, I was on call at night.
Did any changes come with the new Matron?

Very little, except that oh there were changes in the buildings before she came.

Were there new buildings?

Just extensions, like the bathrooms were, they had a bathroom I think it had about
four baths in it, I can't think what else there was there.

What about the staff did they all live in, or were they out in town.

No none of them lived in. On night duty there was a man - or the first matron, she lived in, but I filled in until they got someone else, but there was a man in charge at night, even when Matron was there, she got up and attended to the women, and when she left we got a nurse on night duty, because it wasn't right that the men who were out in the yard, or wardsmen were attending to the women at night, and there were a lot of things that had to be changed.

Did you make recommendations for some things to be changed?

Well at one stage, I think it was when we asked for more staff, they wanted to know what I wanted the staff for.

Who was they?
The heads in Melbourne.

Did you eventually get more staff?

We got somebody for night duty, and no I don't think we got much in the way of other staff.

What happened with the women, did they get their own separate quarters?

Well, they stayed in Wallace ward until they built Lindell, yes we were there when that was built. It would have to be the sixties.When we went there, we were in an old house, it was the residence, it must have been built for the superintendent.

Is it still there?

No that was pulled down, they got a new house for us, it was a pre-built one, it was brought from Maryborough, it was brought over in three pieces, but it's still there, I don't know what it is used for, it was put up in the grounds, you can see it as you go up to May Day Hills, and that was where the vegie garden was, of course there’s trees and lawn there now, when we got settled into that then they started building Lindell Wing, that was in between our new house and the main.

That must have been a ultra modern when that was built?- 

Oh yes it was, and I know polished the floor, after they put new floor coverings in
Did you work there in Lindell?

I was there, I didn't work there very long after that was finished.

How many extra people could it take?

I'm not sure whether it took too many extra. but 

Did they close down the old section did they?

No I think the women stayed in Wallace Ward, I think it was after we left up there that, you see Wallace Ward now is used for I don't know when you go down - 

We can come back to that in a little while , were there any patients who stand out, who were characters or had their funny ways?

One day I was coming down, this is not funny it was pretty awful, I was going down from the kitchen area to Wallace Ward, the new bathroom had been opened then and I saw smoke coming from the bedroom and there was old man rolling up his trouser legs, he'd been out amongst the grass and got his socks full of grass seeds and so he set fire to them.

It would have given you a bit of a fright?

There was somebody there helping him to put the fire out but he was sent down to Wangaratta, I can't remember now, how long.

Did he suffer?

I don't know how badly they were, I think he was lucky enough they got the water on to it. You just wouldn't think of that happening.

What was your first impression of Beechworth when you arrived in the fifties, was it a quiet sort of place or?

We came over for the interview, we both liked it from the first time we came here.

What did you like about it?

Probably it was the climate.

Did people who worked in the institutions tend to socialise together?

No well they had their own homes and -

Did you have any social occasions up there?

Very little.

What did you do for entertainment when you were off duty?

Well I had my home and children, and then when they started school I had to be interested in the Mother’s  Club, and there wasn't a kindergarten here so I went on the committee for that, and we finally got a kindergarten going.

And so you were instrumental in getting that organised?

Yes - no I wasn't - yes I must have been  up there, I was Secretary for quite a while, and also President.

And were you successful in getting the kindergarten running?

No I got out of it by the time the Zwar kinder started, I was President, and Mrs Jessie Zwar said we needed the money and she donated a thousand pounds toward the kindergarten if it was named after her husband, but I was out of it by that time. There were various things about, were often started, and petered out.

Why was that do you think?

I don't know, lack of interest, another thing then, most of the people who came to the town were blow-ins. (We were blow-ins) The original people, a lot of them never went out of the town, even as youngsters.

Was there a sort of divide between the new comers and the old people. do you think? 
No I didn't feel it, but some people did.

So were people who had been here the longest, not so interested in change like the new people?

No, well people said there is no need for a kindergarten.

Why, because they hadn't had one before?

Mmmm

Did you feel when you came here that Beechworth was isolated from the other towns?
No because we were at Bairnsdale before we came here, and we were there seven years, so that was more isolated.

Did you get to Wangaratta, or Albury or anywhere else very often?

Not very often. 

What was the big occasion, why would you have to go to Wangaratta for, did you have to go shopping?

No we didn't go down for shopping, for the Doctor or something, we had one Doctor here then.

What was the special occasion, do you remember, was there any special occasion here in town?

No not really, it wasn't very often, it may have been something to do with the church or - They started a Highland dancing,

Were you involved in that?

My husband was more involved than I was, three of the youngsters, and he used to take them, they used to go around, and out of town.

You mean performing?

Yes wherever there was a group, and the kids got sashes and things, but that fizzled out too. A lot of things seemed to, the guides started but that still kept going, the scouts started, that kept going. And then they had, this was quite early, Marching Girls - 

Did they go to Special Occasions?

Well they didn't last long enough.

So that was sort of a feature of Beechworth?

No -  well that was during the war years, or after the war there was some other people thought they were communists.

Where did they get that idea, do you know?

I don't know, there was something anyway, and it was good for the kids.

It would have been wonderful, because it was organised, do you think?

I don't know there was just - 

Did that come from the people who had always lived here?

No I think it was started from some of the blow-ins.

Were they actually referred to as blow-ins?

Yes quite a bit -some of them resented the newcomers, because they altered things, and these people who'd lived all their lives here, didn't want change, like when we first came here it hadn't been long - they had the open door at May Day Hills, where some of the inmates were allowed to go down the street on their own, and there was a lot of ill feeling about that for some time.

What were they upset about?

Oh well, the loonies coming down, they thought it wasn’t right that they shouldn't be coming down, and should be locked up.

Some of those better people were allowed to come down were they?

Yes some of the better ones, it was around about the time, before we came here, medication for these people had started so that improved things, they improved when they were put on it, and those who were improved were allowed to go down the street and they saw that they were dressed clean and tidy, that type of thing, and eventually it was an accepted thing that they - 

So there weren't any problems. Were there many migrants when you were up there, came to work at the institutions?

There were about half a dozen working up there at the Home

Did they fit in well, were they accepted in town?

Yes they'd been here, they had been up there before we came here. They came out over to Wodonga, Bonegilla, and from there they got jobs in surrounding areas.

Did they tend to stay in Beechworth?

I think they stayed.

How were they accepted by the old Beechworth people?

I think generally, but they had to anyway.

How do you mean?

Those people were there, caring for them. 

They were the inmates, what about the people outside?

There was no ill feeling as far as I knew, they were well into the community.

I just thought that you were considered blow-ins, that migrants would have been extra blow-ins?

No well I think possibly people were - could have been a bit sorry for them I don't know.

Did they socialise with other people, did you have Christmas parties up at the home?

I can't remember any Christmas parties.

If they had other people coming up to entertain the residents, were any of the migrants involved in anything like that?

Not that I know of.

Did they work hard?

Yes

Were they long hours?

Well it was supposed to be a forty eight hour week in those days.

A long week isn't it?

Then it got down to a forty four.

In your position, what did you see -did you see, deserted wives,  unmarried mothers, widows, how did they get on?

Unmarried mothers were unheard of   - see those children mostly - the parents cared for it, or they went into a children's orphanage.

Do you mean they were unheard of, they were not seen, not spoken of - they didn't exist?

Oh they existed, but they weren't the mother didn't -there were odd ones, but it was very rare.

You mean they kept their own children - what about deserted wives they didn't have pensions for them, did they have families to look after them?

I don't know that there was too much of that then either.

So they tended to stick with their marriages, but some of the husbands cleared out, didn't they?

Oh they did, and then they'd come back again and - I dont think there was too much of that in the town then.

Do you think that was it was a pretty much a closed sort of town?

No it was the time – the in thing, you got married and you stayed married.

Were marriages a big thing in Beechworth, did they have big weddings?

Oh no they were just ordinary, I suppose.

Just ordinary. Did you go to Balls and Dances?

Yes not too much but there were a few, but then they seemed to go down, petered out, not many balls here now.

What did you do, you said you did most of your shopping here, were there good shops to buy clothes and everything you needed?

What you needed generally, a lot of people went out of town but -

Were there most facilities available?

Well for that time of the  -

There wasn't a supermarket, so did you have general stores and ?

Yes 

Where did you do most of your shopping?

We would come down and get what we wanted.

Did you have a favourite store?

No

Were you glad you could keep on working after you were married?

Well I didn't intend to, but I did then, when I was needed, and then when my husband retired we had to leave  up there, and next door was where we came.

Next door from here?

Yes the house next door, about eighteen months ago, that was my house and this was my grand-daughter's.

Oh you swapped houses?

Yes because they needed more room, it was just me there.  We timed it because we still had two children going to primary school, and I didn't think it was fair to bring them up living on a pension if I could get a job. So I worked for eleven and a half years, my husband then - Did you work back up at the  Home? No, I went out to the District Hospital, Was that new then? no,that was opened in nineteen forty eight, it was fairly new, you see we came here in fifty two. I didn't realise it was that old - you mean the one out in Sydney Road?  And that's been sort of renovated over the years too, well I worked there for eight and a half – [years]
Did you enjoy that?

Yes, and then I went to Wangaratta on night duty for four - 

Did you have a car when you worked there?

My husband had a car, but I didn't drive.

Did you go out of town to get away from work when you had the chance?

No well we had the children so you didn't.

Of course your husband took them to the marching girls?

Yes

Was that every week or once a month?

It was just a period a year or two, it didn't go for years and years. 

Were there any Chinese up at the Home when you wereup there?

No men there, but there was an old Chinese man that used to go up and visit, I think it might have been the last one, I can't even think of his name  -

Did he end up there?

I don't know not while we were there anyway. I had an idea there was somebody else that went up there, but it's gone.

Never mind, it might come back in a minute - 

As far as schools were concerned, where the Primary School is now, when we came here they didn't have a High School they had higher elementary school, which took them to Intermediate, and there was one here at the Primary School, but I can't remember, I'd have to look it up, when they built the High School.

So if they wanted to go on beyond intermediate, they had to go one of the regional schools, Wangaratta.

Yes I guess they did.

How did they get there, was there a school bus?

I think there were - or they would have to go away if they wanted to go.

Or went to Boarding School I suppose?

I don't know I can't remember 

Was drinking a problem in Beechworth?

Not a great deal, not up there, but my husband said, this is when the trains were coming to Beechworth, there was more drink came to Beechworth on the train than did any other town of it's size in Victoria.

Did supplies of drink come by train did they?

It comes by truck, but it came on the trains.

But I think when you came to Beechworth there was something like six hotels, weren't there? There were a fair number for a smallish population?

Well the only one that's not operating now was Warden's.

There's still three, aren't there?

There's the Hibernian, -  four - still  -

What was the population when you were here in the fifties?

I don't know.

Was it pretty hard for wives with husbands with a drinking problem, who drank a lot?

Oh no, I think it's a case of if you can't beat them, join them.  (Laughter -) 

Did that present problems for families with children?

It could have been .

You didn't notice it? Any instances - did it result in things like neglected children do you think?

Well you didn’t hear of it, whether it did or not, you didn't know.  Of course you'd hear all sorts of stories and that sort of thing.

Did those stories have much to them?

It was no concern of ours.

So if people had problems within the home, did they try to keep that in ----

