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Mrs Witkowski, I thought we might start with a little bit of background information, where about were you born?

I born in Russia, and they died my parents up there, we come in the country with my grandparents, my grandmama and my grandpapa when they died my parents they moved up there.

What year were you born?

I born in one thousand nine hundred and twenty two.

What part of the country did you come from, the north or the south or ?

You can say that it was more towards north, no I think it –

Where about was it near?

In those days when I be born it was called Leningrad???

Yes near Leningrad?

No a hundred thirty kilometres.

And you grew up in the country?

I grow up in the country, I prefer to be in the country.

Yes.

Yes I like it in country, I like it beautiful view from here. My husband live in a Mugar, a little village, compared to a city, because in those days I been born the mothers living in……..and the change over the years.

Oh I see, when did you come to Australia?

I come in to Australia from Germany I did take it from, to the hills after the troops come in to…..and everybody  asked..

Back to Germany?

To the Germany, the straight away brought us out to Malatsia, and I been in Malatsia a few only days in the hills they give me a little corner, like they have , like a little baby I have me and I afraid for myself and my father, would get them

Oh in marriages yes,

I think start from fresh way, and he was nearly sixty, he was sixty one he ….. he had two children, a daughter and son, daughter working in the middle Australia for a hundred, you know five hundred miles away, she was a teacher and was there for five years.

Oh I see, let’s go back to Germany, how long were you in Germany for?

I live in Germany I’m here you know in Latvia there was nothing to do, now only the things like that the uncle he can look after his property and never give us food never give us nothing, you know, so she used to give a little bread to me, and we have to be go and do something for the German Army like that, and 

Were you in a German Camp, were you?

I in the German Camp coming lately from Germany, you know I think that might be eight or seven months, just in the last year because from this place put me to another place where I get the working, I working they give me without a room up there and I can get so many times and that so more can come here, they sent me to the German Camp way.

Oh did they, what happened to you there?

They bring us to the Germany transport and to feed to now or we get the ……………on the straw and we never been rheumatic you know and that’s the way they do it.

Oh goodness me!

And that the one from Latvia put me on the train, and to send me to the station, ….. and they put me on the train.

Did you have your baby with you?

I had my baby with me, now I’m like that and that put me on the train, the carriages which had been kept on the … like that and they paid for the six family like that.

Oh all for cattle, they were used for cattle?

Yes yes, carriages they used for carrying cattle, you know, yes, they put us to bring them to Germany like that, they only been straw. 

That must have been awful for you?

Nothing, we hopped in the train, and they never give enough food, they never had it many throw like to the dogs, the stronger, just get it down on the ground like that, and nothing can be done. And they bring us to the Germany, the straight away got blowed us out, we just get it out like a ……..born, all proud, everything they get away with, we not allowed in …how much for forty kilo, we just got clothes, little bundle like that, everything have to be left take it put in it’s place, they been all to take it to the mud yes like that in the rain, and they been sound the fire at the start of dawn and all that get, I live to know of the …………..the place like that and one come in a Germany this come a place like another one you come..

How long did you have to stay there?

Not very long in a this, but I think for a while hydrate or something in a clothes, because the clothes we cannot put on, you stay practically naked you know, like that. How could you put somebody else like that way, not very good, that’s all.that’s a way like that, nothing else I can do.

How did you survive, how did you?

From there they put me in a somebody extra, I think it was somebody secret, yes like that because they have not the strength to he come in on side of me, to I dunno how many miles bring to the farm.

So someone took you out of the camp?

Yes bring to the farm, on they ask me hungry or anything, you know such a rude stool and they give me eggs from a chook in a little piece of food for them, because they get the fowl for them. They suffered the eggs….

Oh I see so when did you come..

My child been born in, German come in to the Russia, in something like on eleven or twentieth that’s when the fought nearly been, and not much to eat, nearly that’s night finish I born a baby he be little boy, you know like that, I have him how long in Russia after the German come in, they been horrible and their visit and anything so I have it on break of a head.

But that didn’t happen to your baby?

Not to baby, but to me, in rain like that in a rain, used to bring stale meat, one woman come in to me like that, and that was a horrible thing but that was a like, we never had it in food, we never had a in bread. But nothing can be done.

When did you decide, or did someone decide for you to come to Australia?

I bring me to this farm , I mean in this farm they working the …… that would be mine future husband and I never know my future husband , you understand, he be working up there when he come in I never try asking to him, and he approach me or something like that and my mother been Polish and like that and he say that’s a sign like any sort of country, in many different nations be like that in a way, and so he would never speak when we working if he have a bring me to the big hook, and that a big shed for the cattle you know, the hay and straw, and I talk a you know like a house for the dairy you know like that but they have a big door, sliding door like that, --  anyway he put like a lane you go to the plane, you know with the steps, so war come in so I have to pretend  I’m some like a man, you know all hard work has to be do like that make no difference that I be a woman, everything from the four o’clock used to meet us there, and I have made out I can put them away and then put in hold and then nobody gives you nothing, and from four o’clock I never been free I always  have given something to do, and then when Autumn comes to me now I still have to be standing now German and have a big trailer rug on me now and then they used to be sort of a standing of the ….have the ……like that before me a lot of people different up there what bring me now I suppose I can remember the country I cannot help to be like that but I get me …..nobody speak to me he don’t work German or anything and I never really learn nothing so much.

So did you meet your husband there, …?

(Mrs Witkowski talks over Jennifer and I cannot understand it) When the war finish ………We come together…….this you know……………………..supervisor who helped organise this work with the wards and staff, you know like that, and he used to……….I don’t know how many …….really, or that but I know there might be more than seventy kilometers from this town, I mean I used to be down in the cold black car, Volkswagon and driving we came to this…(lots of crackling on tape and many words undecipherable) 

Yes, so he hid you on the …….

He not hid me nothing, he just works at the racing, and that, I have to loaded everything, I had no ……anything, he brings me in the house in this work like that, I have to load it again, then I had a little mark, like that, not so high, but they have…they make it like round with coffee? like that.

Yes.

Give us so much milk, but they never give n milk, but I must what know my son have a something to eat  or not.

Let’s get ahead a bit, what year did you arrive in Australia?

When I arrived in Australia I find the most beautiful happy moment for me in my life, and before this I strong believer to the Gods, I can speak in the Germany I nearly four year but, I can glance in the book, God gives me strong memory, I still remember most of things that I…

What year did you arrive here, in Beechworth?

I came in to Beechworth, you know mine husband come in before,

Oh yes?

Because I didn’t sleep in the hospital, but immigration to Australia and to Argentina, and then to Canada to Canada go to ……mostly go to , because their day there never been a ….or the knowledge about ……the woman’s like that now everything in the region different you know like that, but there they never did they care for one another, they had to survive, be like that, you see my husband been very good in some sort of way, like that, one more finish, before war finish this …woman bring to the , take me to the camp, you know, again, ninety kilometres me and mine baby this woman talked me in to the camp then they brought me this a luck in this time you see when all people all come in open you know like soldiers go before in a foot, they used to bump in and rikoshay and all sort of battle down in loot and everything you know, here we come in under big under banner in our ….and I was going in to and have to stay because you cannot come in outside…… he brings me to this camp and our people warm, and he asking to the German what can do it mean because he bring me in a ….., he said I’m sorry we can’t do you nothing because much better convoy ………?he takes me there. And when I come here my husband, he never been my husband, and this he had a poor print, and this not really part Polish for he had been working on another farm, and so he really sort of happy……..you know…..when I come ….a lot of Polish troops come in and a lot of them from Morrocco (America?) come in, and the hills would be mine hills, mine …were like that. You know Americans come in – 

Oh American yes?

A lot of Polish troops come in on lot of them from Morrocco come in

Oh did they yes?

The hills… mine hills where I live like that, in the bottom potato cellar, mine talk in a little room for me they used to walk around in the rain like that, I can’t do really nothing, cold bed, and none were friendly like that, no more food, no more nobody talk I don’t understand much and it was the prison like that and that steps been down to mine place, from other side like a bit of wool, mine future husband did live, on the bottom two horses stayed, chopping the chaff for them, that’s what were down there when walked in started American come in like that, and we just thinking oh we put white sheet like that, sort of happy to make an American like that, but I mean, nothing can you do in the way like that, sort of his daughter are there like still daughter, her boyfriend get killed in the Russian front, when her brother in the Russian front too, like that.

Goodness Yes? Ok let’s get ahead, you arrived in Beechworth in nineteen, what year?

Fifty.

Fifty, what was your very first impression when you got here, can you remember?

I can, - just, not upset, I happy because when I come in, mine husband come in to Melbourne, he come in to Bonegilla, on he been forty eight to forty nine he been in Camp from Camp you know, anyway and then he come in to Australia,

Did you go to Bonegilla?

I never been to Bonegilla, I come in later I been in a Germany Muster, been in the Anglish strapper under English supervision – 

Oh I see, yes?

In the ------

So when you first came to Beechworth, where did you live?

Well we been ……..my husband he been ………but he come in he first come in the first day when he come in to Bonegilla, there been loud speaker talking do he want to work in Wangaratta, he been go to Wangaratta on farm, and working up there take him several time and I hear one time asking to the farmer if he can take him somewhere to shopping, Wangaratta, he want a footwear or something like that, one time farmer take him like that he makes a  cut the grain, and people, and there sort of working in the sawmill and he said ‘don’t fright for kangaroo’ and this offer there people mine get a something, he had a plane, he used to take it in a bush and he had to do fences and all and chopping the wood like that, he said ‘I …….he do things like that I get him a little corner to live like that he get his a pick in a paper, every …….because he fright not of snake and ……….if….he sees a kangaroo he says ‘I see them that’s a wallaby and also …I scare like anything.

Would he? [laughter] 
Mine husband different you know, mine husband he used to working with the Jewish people like that –churches on the head.

Oh yes, was it difficult when you first arrived language wise?

Honey I used to I can used to it before, I always been with people, I never been alone you know like that I same when I come in to Australia, I get a me, I bought me paper, when I learn me from the paper, I never been in school my dear, I’m sorry I talk to you, I can read already fast, but I cannot make it, thought it might be mistake to spell it you know-

That’s right yes – What was the most difficult thing for you when you first arrived?

Well I been happy, I been happy so I come in that the freedom, free – mine grandmama adpoted six children, an mine father died when been fifty nine year, or like that, mine father been in First World War, and he been in the Navy, he been Ship worked, you know what I mean, and that’s why like that and then after them come the Revolution he met my mother on they married after Revolution, and they been all working together …..around and all like that, and aristocratic life, began and but, what can you do, you can’t do nothing I think, I been so child and want something that be for me, in a war, or something like that, and I think that maybe a two sisters some day been alive, and one been four year older than me, I’m now eighty seven year, oh seventy eight year, seventy nine be from March, and I need to know how long God give me still.

Was it difficult to get to know people in Beechworth?

No I, we’ve been happy here, in June we been here in Mr Freeman shops, yes, and he say when we get money, we never get nothing like that, I been very busy, I get lot of giddiness, but I never let people know so they giddy and and I had me some porter, I never know so today different, vegetarian, you know like that with me, I can bring me ….like that in a way, and husband bought me one coat, a three quarter coat like that, and oh my God, 

What’s wrong…..that’s alright keep going ---

Bought me coat and bought me skirt.

Mr Freeman did?

Mr Freeman, yes he been understand us because we the language know, because he the Polish Jew.

Oh was he yes?

Then well I can want a child and when I come in here to Australia, mine younger child I already have it my husband sent me visa up there to the Germany and remember the beautiful English people like that and Dr Damvoray say I am so sick and I not really good, that’s all like that and I dunno that and go on the ship you know like that, but he said don’t worry, you be come in up there and he used to – I had a thing more higher in a sort of thing like that, and he said you still have brown eyes and –have a fun  [laughter] and things like that, have a joke from you and – but you have to accept this old grandad.

When you arrived here, did you work, your husband worked at the tannery, did you work too?

I go try find me a job , the  lady in the next door, Mrs Richardson, God bless her heart, now she been beautiful English lady but she not live with her own husband, she have a two daughters …………you know in Beechworth where the big car park is, and that in to ….in Beechworth, Mr Spencer and he said blankets, you can have it, we used to go buy in a bit of meat like that, but the meat been plenty he used to say when I come in to the shop and they said to me ‘give it to him plenty’, then much cheaper everything, bread and butter been cheap two shilling and also like that, milk in a billy, I like that, and when I buy me bit of meat you know and they said to me ‘oh give em a hunk of meat’ sort of like that, so I cook my soup and all like that, and I become with you happy, we not pay for nothing any more, we not ..about money, we have to survive like that in a way, and that’s the way our life began.

And things got better, yes?

And this beautiful lady used to say, ‘My dear, don’t cry we pray do anything for you, we look after your children, you find a new job’.

Oh that was nice, yes?

That was beautiful lady.

And did you find a new job?

I still not read me English proper, like that. I used to like a paper been, so the artesian work?  give me job.

Who gave you a job?

Mrs Richardson said you can go to the District Hospital. I go to the District Hospital and I spoke with …….and

Did you like working there at the hospital?

I accepted everything and I like it, that’s too hard, but I …..sometimes, because I never write before this, forty six year I never write. For seven year I never put me one inch on me, I cry and worry I just a thinking, I live practically alone, like a…………and that’s why I’m like…….

What was the strangest thing for you when you arrived here?

That just accept that I and I think  it Good Lord, why what for, and I have to be accept why like this, Mrs Maglan been from Benalla, she very crude in sometimes, she used to serve me couple of times, ‘Woman you pull you sox on, other wise you land it up side down’ now we have other ways nothing, and I come in and cry.

What did she say to you, now tell me that again?

She said ‘Pull your sox up, and if I come in seven minutes late—

Oh to pull your sox up?

To have my job you know, but ward been set for five ten, and I get to work in so many –

So she was Matron and a bit hard on you was she, yes? And you didn’t know what ‘pull your sox up’ meant?

I mainly everything give me a idea, if I can not do like that, I mean not do it and have a joke, the same problem had been like that, some people now a younger that I , I happy more them because they working, little joke, they have a priority to work, like that, but were not happening like that, in a way. Like the talk to us, if you like then take it, if you not you go. When I come in an home I get to have a me two children, my like that, I come in to see them with a ship.

What was the name of the ship?

Stewart, and I been come in to Sydney on be sent to Bathurst to come.

Bathurst, yes?

And from Bathurst, mine husband come in me train, we not have money like that in a way, I dunno how he come in, just for you healthy so like that.

When you came to Beechworth did you go to any dances or pictures, or what did you do for entertainment?

No entertainment for us, nothing, no way.

Why was that?

That’s never been nothing special.

Why , did no-one ever ask you or?

No I never been alone, I been with the husband. My husband keep me when I come in with the men in here and already before me he come in, he put the paper and see me New Australian here, they fix the windows, the windows I here were only little, like that.

So you were busy fixing up your house?

So he go to Wangaratta and buy from the old Paterson shop a cupboard and so we .

So you were busy fixing up your house, did you ever go out in the bush for walks?

We get married in a Germany, I get married in Germany.

You got married in Germany, yes but when you came here to Beechworth, did you and your husband go for walks out in the bush, or did you like the bush?

No we never got much time, we have to go look for wood, look for food or something like that, because we not enough money, we have to live like that, we have to buy clothes for ourselves and for the children.

I see, was the food different, did you find the food very different?

I not cooking, darling nothing can do, when I come in to this hospital, this I’m migrant one day said to me, ‘Mrs Witkowski you  polish floor, another day we wash the dishes so all was different, to polish the floor, then she give me a wooden block and folded blanket, and I have to polish the floor like that, and that it taken an exertion to polish like that, and she said one to me and this is the words and I tell you the passage for to private sort of like that, hands washing like that, she said she waiting for the gossips but somebody lady been bring, she used to said, ‘Today she will be having special guests and they be Mr Mc Harg, Solicitor, special guest, and they be starving up there, more than forty sisters and , I like that, sorry, and a she said, ‘ you said the dining room’and she thinking I might get something good, she might be thinking we would ………..I think he made a big mistake. I not copy a making from Australia, be brought in a good food, a good people in the main like that, food not been problem to us, and clothes never been problem I never been, because we never been allowed.

Oh no, no, what I meant was, did you find the food different was it hard to get the food you were used to?

Oh yes we look around for food.

Oh yes.

From Saturday to Sunday my husband off, so he go to Stanley, we find it to the farm, and he met Mr Collins one day, his father been leave, Australia had most wonderful people where you never find in the world darling like that, so beautiful people, so good been to us, and mine husband asking, he says anything he can do, you come in to pick the apples, pick the apples, and he take it near in the family at some time, and before I working in here I been never work in some place, war was different, then come in autumn my husband come in digging potato and he said keeping potato so much you can, in the box, there used to be small box pick from the floor, we never been hungry, we accept everything you know when we get, that’s how we live.

Now before we finish up, any special memories or any events about when you came to Beechworth?

Special memories, we been married in to Germany today.

Oh it’s your anniversary is it, today?

Yes today.

And that was fifty years ago?

No that’s not fifty years ago, I, we marry at forty seven.

Oh more that fifty years, fifty three years?

Something like that, it was unbelievable life!

Yes and extraordinary life!

I’m thinking mine photo.

Yes you showed me that, yes then we’ll finish up there and you can show me your photo.
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