Jennifer Williams interviewing Ken Howe Senior.

I’ll get some background information. Were you born in Beechworth?
Yes. 9th of February 1941.

What about your family, your mother and father were they born here too?
No, they come from Everton.

Did they?
Not far away.

And your Grandparents did they come?
Yackandandah. My Mum’s grandparents, they come from Northern Ireland.

What about the other side?
Pop Howe, his folks they come from around Everton. Grandpa and Grandma had a property at Mudgeegonga. Just out of Yackandandah, Myrtleford. And then when Pop and Mum got married, they moved to Beechworth and lived here all their life.

Did they come here for gold originally?
No, no they were farmers. My Grandparents, Mums side they were farmers and Grandpa on the other side. They were farmers. And Pop he was the eldest of sixteen.

Was he?
Yeh. I’ve got a photo of the whole clan with Ned or in there. They had to borrow all the clothes to get them dressed up for the picture.

Not surprised. Did you have any brothers or sisters, did you have?
I’m the youngest of seven.

That’s a bit of an improvement.
Joan’s the eldest. Five sisters and one brother.

Have you, yes? And you all went to school in Beechworth?
No one of my sisters went to school at Yackandandah. The reason for that being, my Aunty was the school teacher there and they had to have a certain amount of kids to keep the school open. So Jenny.

Just borrow a few for.
Jenny, Jenny she stayed down in Yackandandah with the Grandparents, with the Back Creek school. It was called the Back Creek school. Its closed now.

Did you enjoy school?
No.

No, why not?
No, just didn’t do anything for me. I left when I was thirteen and a half. That I could have been any better off than I am. But no, I’ve rared a family a family of four. I’ve got five grandkids.

What did you do when left school?
Went to the Zwar brothers tannery.

Did you like that?
Not really, no. It was in the factory. I worked there for four years.

What didn’t you like?
Not being in the factory. Being out in the open country. Oh the smell was pretty bad.

I bet it was.
Specially from the glue factory. That was worse than what the tannery itself was. That was two factories together. The glue factory and the tannery leather part.

What did you do in the glue factory?
Make glycerine.

So they melted?

Melted tallow down, gorms and all parts of the leftovers.

How did they do that?
Under steam. They had two big boilers down there ?????? wood. Had to be hand fed by manual labour. And just virtually the place was run by steam. Like with the processing side of things.

So did they boil it up with steam?
Well they would have heated the.

Did it melt down?
Yes. All melted down and they layed it out on racks, like chicken wire and when it set it was just like oversized honey-comb. You know what honey-comb is in a ???????

How long did it take to, to?
Honestly, I couldn’t tell you.

You didn’t work in that section?
No, no I was in the bark tan section. They used to call it bark tan. They treated the leather with bark tan. What were bark.

What did that involve?
Oh it was just crushed up and the leather was treated in just squabble bark.

Is that what went into the pits?
Yep ???

So they filled it up with wattle bark?
The solution.

And then treat the?
Put the leather in. They used to hang on racks. Ever had a look at the old tannery sight?

Only from the road but you can’t really sort of visualise what they did?
Yeh, no well see, buildings gone. The smoke stacks still there. But the pits are still there where they used to did??????

So they hung in racks?
In the pits. And then when they come out of there they were put across what they called a scud, a machine that took all the fat and flesh off them.

So they went in there raw? Straight from the abattoir?
Yeh, straight from the abattoir. They used to come, come, most of the stuff came down from Queensland and they’d tics stuck all over them. On the shoulders and everywhere.

Did they?
Yeh. And they ???? with salt. Then they went into one pit that took all the hair out of them, off them.

Did that take the tics out too?

Yeh, but you could still see all the marks when the leather was even finished, manufactured. See where all the tics had been in it.

Do any of the tics get loose?

No. there all dead by the time they got down. They were all salted down. Really coarse salt. They used to come on the railways to Beechworth. Then old bloke by the name of Des Scott and his Dad used to cart them from the railways down to the tannery. And put them what we used to call h?????

So they’d already been salted down and they were all stiff and dried out?

No, no they were still flexible, you know.

Were they?

Yes. And pretty well on the nose. ????? I say I just worked there for four years.

So hang on, tell me about this, what happened when they took them out of the tan pits?

Once they took them out of the pits, as I said they put over what was called the scud. The scudding machine. That used to take the flesh off them. 

Did they get fed through this like a wringer thing?

Yeh ,well like a big wringer. But had knives on it. And that used to cut all the flesh off. And then, the leather might have been that thick, because of the swelling. Then they put it through what they called a splitting machine. And they split it to whatever thickness they want to. They call bark tan splitters and before it went through there they had what they called a green-hide splitters. They had ones that hadn’t been treated, they were green.

When you say that it split it, so it swelled to how big?

Sometimes it would be that thick. Then the splitting machine.

When you say it was that thick, its over an inch?

A big inch. Yeh. And then they just take all the flesh off and the splitting machine, it had an endless blade

What a metre wide?

At least and when you set the machine this blades just running around all the time, continuos and there’s two emery wheels. One on the top, one on the bottom, keep the sharp all the time. Running all the time. And way it went through. Through this side out the back and they’d be hanging over what was called the horse. It was just a horse sort of thing. They hung the leather on that. Then it went to a taking out shed.

Which is as it says, you take it out to stretch it, do you?

Stretch it, yep. Its put on the tank in there, shed. And then when it went from there. All the nail holes were cut out round it. And it was either or tan what colour they wanted sprayed or they had a. Went onto a printing press. Deep heat print and pressure just put it in, it was steam heated. The guy who worked that, he put his foot on a lever down it come and put a pattern on it 

Is that how it was done?

Yes.

Oh I see. Yes.

And that whole side was done like that, then it went to a, what they, the spray rooms. And that was sprayed.

Where they like hydraulic sprays or little?

No hand sprays. Big fans in the spray room, big fans and the guy just sprayed there by hand and all the fumes were sucked out the back. And then they were put in the drying ovens. On the floor of these ovens was steam pipes like that just running ?? like that.

Several centimetres across?

And they turned the steam on and heated the oven. Shocking thing to work in I tell you when had to take them out. You know it was that hot in there. Yeah that was hung up on racks and there just dried.

What did that process do?

Mainly, them days when I was there was all the railway seats were covered in leather. ???

But what did that final process do? Soften it or something?

No it dried the paint. The spray and that. It just dried all the paint on it. The final processand then it was just packed up and sent down to Victorian railways.

So when you saw the green, I think they used to have green and blue on the railway seats, that would have been sprayed down there?

Yes.

What sort of a mix was the paint? Because it never would have flaked off, would it?

No it was thinner, it was a thinner, mixed with this, I honestly couldn’t tell you the right name. But they mixed it with thinners. And no it wouldn’t flake or crack or anything like that.

Was that because it had been through that steam process? Did that stop it?

No, no I think it was just the make-up of the amount of paint they used, you know.

And it soaked into that?

Yep. Into the hide. And lots of times you would see where they’d. Some of the carcassses come down, the hides come down. They used to have shot gun pellets in their bum. They were bulls and they’d got out, and the farmer couldn’t get them back in, and they shot them in the bum with the shot gun. And here’s all these pellets imbedded in the leather.

But they wouldn’t have died that way?

No, no. They didn’t die. It wouldn’t have killed them. And another thing they used for patent leather. They used to make the dancing pumps out of them. The patent leather it was made out of horse-hide. The race horses they used to skin them. They’d be sent down there, after they’d been destroyed, whatever. And up here on their shoulders you could see the whip marks. From the jockey’s whips, the scars in their shoulders. Unbelievable, I tell you.

I wished I hadn’t asked. Tell me how they did the patent leather? What was that comprised of?

Well, this guy. These two old guys, couple of old snoozers. Couple of good old snoozers, they used to make up their own brew. It was all in a big cast iron pot. And it was put on by hand, first coat was put on by hand. Brushed on.

Do you know what they put in their pots?
No.

Special brew was it?
Yeh, was special brew. Nobody else knew either. Even Zwar Brothers, the bosses I don’t think even knew. Anyhow they put that on by hand, the first coat. Then next, it had three coats. One by hand. Two by spray. And then they were taken out of the spray rooms. And there was a little rail they track down the back of the plant, of the tannery and the leather was set out on racks in the sun and it was sun dried. It was sun dried, wasn’t dried in the ovens.

Is that how it wouldn’t crack?
Yeh and it got a beautiful black shiny gloss.

Some-one told me that they had white patent leather.
Yep, wasn’t, no, it was white leather and it was white chalk. This other snoozer down there, he had.

Tell me, how were they snoozers?
Well. Haven’t heard of a snoozer?

No, tell me what’s a snoozer?
Good bloke, good snoozers or bad snoozers.

They were good snoozers, were they?
Good snoozers, yeh. But yeh, this white leather, you could get it as white as that, just white chalk. And that was rubbed in by hand.

Just ordinary, like teachers chalk?
No it was, it used to come in, in big bags you know. It was just like flour, like ?? white flour in bags. And that was used.

And they just kept rubbing it over until it soaked in

Yeh, it just all went in and yeh.

When you say by hand, did somebody get down on their hands and knees?

No, no, you got tables this and a brush and you just brushed it in by hand, the same as the patent leather person. The first lot.

Did you work through all the different processes? You must have cause you know.
Well I’ve seen a lot them. I didn’t work through them all. It would take me a long time, as I said , I was there four years.

Did you ever see any bad accidents? Apart from, would have been before your time. The chap who lost his arm.

Well before my time.

But any after that?

No.
That’s surprising in fact.

I never seen any accidents at all really.

What was it like to work there, apart from the smell?

Oh, it was from whistle, to whistle. You know, you started at half past seven. The whistle blew at ten o’clock for smoko and five past the whistle blew again. Same at lunch time. I remember clearly that, Melbourne cup, they had the speaker system right through the factory. And the miserable coots, they’d turn it on. They’d stop for the Melbourne cup for you to listen, but they wouldn’t turn it on until the race had started. Soon as it finished was turned off. You never got much.

Anything before and after.

No, no. Conditions actually weren’t really good. Like today’s standards.

Were you aware of that then? You thought that was just usual?

Just a normal, you know.

Did they have any unions?

Started, well yeh, there was one bloke there that, was not very strong.

Why was that do you think?

I don’t know why, but, see when the gold thing was ????. I’m happy anyhow in one way because Beechworth was left alone. That’s why we are like we are now really. The old buildings still here was still here and you know all that. It was a great place.

So how are you linking that with the Tannery?

Oh see you never had the union..

You mean you didn’t have outside people?

Yes you didn’t have the outside information. You were still…….

Isolated.

Yes.

Did you think that you were isolated when you were growing up?

No, like no, I think it was just a part of growing up. I mean, we didn’t know anything different. Some of the older folk might have gone out of the town and went away and come back with other ideas but like, there was actually three places of employment. Zwar Brothers, the mental home and the prison. That was it virtually.

Did you ever want to go and see what was over the hills?

Oh yeh, later on I did.

I mean when you were growing up. When you were at school and when you first went to work.

No I didn’t. No I used to go out to Stanley and dig spuds of a weekend. But no. Then I got a job with the Forest Commission, which was one of the best jobs anyone could ever have. I was with them there for thirty- three.

That speaks for itself. What did you enjoy about the Forest Commission?

I was in the bush all the time and the guys I was working with, they were good snoozers.

What about the bush? What do you like and why did you like the bush?
So clean and free. We were ??? putting fire trails and protective burning. Then later on started planting Pine trees. I wasn’t wrapped in that really, we were destroying too much native bush.

What years are you talking about?

Started in ’59 on the Forrestry.

Were you clearing it then?

No, was ’64 they started. Started clearing.

Were you concerned about that then?

Yeh, I didn’t like it.

Where did you get that idea from?

Because the bush. Wasn’t only what you, the trees you were pulling down. It was all the little critters that lived in there.

This was all before Greenies and before anyone talked…. So that was just something that effected you was it?

Oh, yeh. I mean, I didn’t like it but if I didn’t do it somebody else would’ve. And I just tried to block it out and like I said I had to rear a family and it was good to me. But no it was a shame. They stopped clearing and they started buying farm land. Which was much better really.

What did they do with the farm land?

Planted pines on them. See it was already cleared.

Yes.

How did they do that? Not by hand?

Yes.

Did they? Every-one of those Pine trees?

A lot of them. Yes. We used to plant, there was six hundred and eighty pines to the acre and we’d plant an acre a day. We’d plant six hundred and eighty pines a day. Sometimes more.

How many of you?

Each individual.

Each person?

Yes.

Did you have to dig the hole on top of this?
Yes, you had what was called a banana pick and you just drove the pick in. You had a bag on your back full of pine trees. Only just this high, you know.

When you say that high. About eighteen inches high.

Yes, and just drove a hole in, pulled a clod out, put the pine in, stamped on it walked to the next one.

Did they grow?

Yes. Yes, they did to be honest. You couldn’t kill them. Their a noxious weed, a pine tree.

When you left school, did you spend much time in the bush?

Yes.

Doing what?

Just looking round at the critters, you know.

What sort of critters did you like?

Snakes, goanna’s. Yeh, frilled kneck lizards. Not many of them left now.

No. Did you see, round the rocks I suppose you saw them?

They used to be always here when we were kids ???. They’d be sitting on fence posts. And you’d walk past them and they’d stand up like that and a big frill would come out, you know and you’d get a hell of a fright.

What happened to them?

I reckon another bungle by the government when they started using 1080 to poison the rabbits. And they would have eaten the rabbits, you know. Oh yeh, they made lots of mistakes, they really did.

What about possums? Suppose a lot of them lodged in trees? Did you ever rescue any?

Yes.

What did you do?

?????? Got off the machine and picked him up and took em out to an area where we’d already been. I’d ????????????????? put holla’s up there for them. There’s not many holla’s around anymore so anyhow I got one up here. Big bushes ?? ????

Did you get to know the different trees and wildflowers and things?
Yes.

Is that something you taught yourself or did your …?
Went looking, I mean, now the wildflowers down the bush are magic. The Spider Orchids are out. The Leopards are out. The Old Man Beards, you name it. Chocolate flowers. The bush is magic.

Been such a good spring.
Yes. Yeh all the wet winter. Last winter and last summer was wet. Its been three years we’ve really had magical ????

And you know what to look for, so you find them.

Yeh, Margie and I we just take a “barbie plate” and go and have a sausage sizzle down the bush and just go for a walk and have a look at the orchids.

Did you realize how magnificent the country is around here when you were young? Or did you take it for granted?

I would say, probably took it for granted until I got a bit older and really appreciated how, I still reckon a lot of old Beechworth folks don’t appreciate what we’ve got here.

Everywhere you look is magnificent, isn’t it?
Yes, yes. Even around the Gorge and???

Did you play down the Gorge, huge caves and that? Rocks.
Yes, all those. We used to walk from here, oh. Margie and I, we were going together, we’d walk from her place. Her Dad worked at the Tannery. And from there we’d walk to Woolshed Falls, swimming every weekend. And ??? you get a kid now to walk to Woolshed Falls. They wouldn’t be in it.

Did young people appreciate the, what they had?
I, no. My grandkids (I’m pretty lucky) they’re really into sport. The two boys they love their cricket and one’s pretty good at golf and the girl, she’s keen on sport, you know, that’s really great. But I started taking the boys bush with me. They stuck in for awhile but see when they grow up they got in with their own group. Went out and played cricket and golf and that. But I think they appreciated what I ????

They might get back to it one day.

Yes I got a shed down there and ??? call it the dog house. Got an open fire down there and the grandkids they come and camp there of a.

When you say “down there” where? The bush?
Just down here in the front of the house.

Oh have you? That’s a good idea isn’t it?
Yeh, I used to put hammocks up between the posts and they’d cook their own over the fire and have a sausage sizzle.

How did you entertain yourself when you were growing up?
The bush.

That was your entertainment?
Yes.

Did you catch rabbits and things?
Yes. Yeh we used to go rabbitin’. We had ferrets. Yeh we’d go ferretin’ and we’d get about two and sixpence a pair.

So the weekend, what would be a typical weekend when you were twelve thirteen? Before you left school.

Thirteen and a half, yeh I was just, just bush.

So you’d get up in the morning and head off for the bush and pretty much stay there?
Yeh, most times.

Were boys of your age allowed to run, not wild but ????

Yes we had our own freedom and our parents accepted, (oh they that much to worry) but no they didn’t care like we went bush, say gone for the weekend, if we were staying overnight and say, you know. But yeh Mum and Dad were really good they, when later on in life, give up the teens when they got the juke boxes out they were a bit worried about us going to the milk bars and listening to the bloody juke box.

And that’s what you did when you got older? Did you go - were there still dances and things when you were teenagers?

Yes, but I wasn’t into that. Mum and Dad, they were good dancers and sisters, they were all good, well it never got me.

Did you met your wife at the? Where did they have the juke box?

Oh it was up in the milk bar up the main street.

Where did you meet your wife?

I think I might have met her over (pause). Oh it would have been over at Lake Sambell or down at Woolshed Falls.

And what would have been happening there?

Only swimming. That’s where most of us ended up. Oh it was good, we got on pretty well and we got married young, you know.

Did you? In Beechworth?

Yes.

She was a Beechworth girl?

Actually she was born in Beechworth, but they lived in El Dorado.

Did they?

And her dad worked on the dredge. The El Dorado dredge.

So her family all came for the gold too?

Well they were in that, and her Mums side. Mum Mac or she was Mum Paul, her folks come from Beechworth. They were born here. Yes they are all from around the area. The Mackintosh clan, there’s a fair mob of them too. But the Howe clan. We had a Howe re-union there in oh, I don’t know.

But the descendants of all those seventeen were there, were they?
Sixteen, yes. That was about two hundred and fifty turned up. We had it out at the football ground. It was good. We got a family tree going. Sort of worked a things out a bit.

After the Second World War there were quite a lot of migrants came to Beechworth. Did you work with many migrants or do you know of?

No. After the war. What stuck in my mind mostly was the new Aussies that come here. They come from the Baltic States, Latvia, Lithuania, Ukranian. And they were all at Bonegilla.

Oh that’s right.

And then, most of those went to the Tannery to work. And they had to sign a three year contract, that they’d stay with them for three years. Otherwise they wouldn’t get the job. But no they were allright.

How did they get on? How were they accepted by the people at the Tannery and in Beechworth?

I’ve heard some stories that that they called them wogs and bolts and that. But I went to school with ???? Nuh they were just normal kids like us. We got on really well. Andrew Stolls, his brother ?Oscar? There was, some of the names were strange to us. Tennyson, Jago Tennyson and Ojar Tennyson. Andy Batkin. I can remember them. We had a reunion not long ago. A school reunion. Hundred and twenty-five years.

That’s right, I can remember that.

I was a bit disappointed some of the new Aussies, you know I haven’t seen them for years. Kurt Gotsocks, Yarnos, Bruno. The name were strange to us.

Did they learn English quickly?

Yes.

What about their parents? Did you ever go to their homes?

Yes.

Did you?

They were nice people.

What about at Christmas? Did any get invited to Australian homes?

Not so much the parents, but the kids. That the boys and girls like, our place was open to anyhow to anybody ????come. But no that struck me as, cos they weren’t very old either when they come out like I say from the Baltic states, and they’d tell you some stories and you wouldn’t know wether to believe them or not, because we didn’t know any different. But no, any of the ones I had anything to do with they were good people.

Were you curious to know about their lives? Did you know anything about the Baltic states before they came here?

No. Never even heard of them. But like, yes they just fitted in with us anyhow. Like I can’t say about other people, but we got on alright with them. But, then a lot of them started working up at the mental home and my Dad and Mum they worked up there. Dad was a boiler attendant up there and Mum was a nurse in the wards. And Stolz’s and Tennyson’s and all that, their parents worked there too and they got to know each other.

How did they fit in up there?

I reckon they must have, they must have slotted in pretty well. You never heard of any blues or anything. The kids at school, there was no fighting against the Balks or the Aussies.

Did their Mothers come to Mothers clubs things or sporting things, or Fathers?

No, that I couldn’t say. I couldn’t say that but, they were, they mixed in really well. You’ve got the Italians, I’m not knocking them, they were good people, but they stuck to themselves in the community like Myrtleford.

Because there was a big community?

Yes a big community and then you got other nationalities that they stick in their groups.

Were there any Chinese here when you were growing up?

Two that I can remember.

Who were they?

Mr Wong.

What did Mr Wong do?

He used to take pictures, photos with a box Brownie camera. I remember him and.

Photos of what?

Of people who wanted photos taken. Not many cameras around them days.

Oh I see, if you didn’t have your own camera you got Mr Wong to take your photo?

Yes, he’d take the photo.

So was he like a roving photographer?

No he just sort of, he was more or less of a…

Did he have a shop?

No, no just from his house.

Was Ah Yet still alive when you were?

No. What used to happen, there was an old Indian hawker used to come around every year. His name was Newpotarta, and we called him “old spud”. He come twice a year and he used to leave his horses to rest in Granma Climes’s paddock at Yackandandah. He’d rest them there. But when he come round with this old wagon, he had the drawers and I can still remember, he used to give us kids a block of brown sugar. Brown sugar, a square block of brown sugar.

When you talk about the drawers, what were the drawers, did he have all his?

The drawers, he’d open the drawers and he would have all his wares and stuff in em. He had cloth and he’d have billies and pots and pans you name it. 

Did he sell spices and things like that?

Yep.

Did he? And twice a year, did your family buy much from him?

Mum used to always buy. She’d buy ???? get linen off him, pillowslips and yeh.

That was something different to what she could get in town?

Yeh well, probably not, but it was just they liked to see the old Indian hawker come along, was just a bit of an attraction. Yeh “old Spud”.

What happened to him?

He passed on, yeh. Used to have this white turban. And it was white, it was spotlessly clean.

He moved around by himself. Did he have any family?

No, not that I know of. Not that I know of, he’s always on his own and he used to be hawker just, well he might, he’d go to Myrtleford and Bright, Mount Beauty and probably out Cudgewa and Corryong.

More remote places?

Yes.

What about the other, the Chinese, do you remember what his name is? What did he do anyway?

I can’t remember wether he ever done anything. You know I can’t remember him working anywhere.

Where did he live?

Up the Dingle road. It was a little old hut up there, under a Acacia tree. He lived there.

By himself?

By himself, yeh.

Did he grow vegetables or anything?

Not that I can remember, no. I don’t know wether he might have been on the, what they call it, the “susso” them days. They got susso. But no..

What did larrikins get up to, when you were young?

Well we’d build bon-fires and for Guy Fox night. And it was the Howe kids and the Metheven used to build bon-fires. And then there was the Tossels and the Rainers. They’d build bon-fires you see. And further down, this is going down Holme’s creek, further down. And if you didn’t protect your bon-fire a couple of nights before bon-fire night, they’d come in and light it on ya. They’d set her off before you could. Like they’d burn it down before bon-fire night.

Was that a really good night?

Oh yeh, a really good night.

Did every-one have their own bon-fire?

Virtually.

Must have been have been quite spectacular?

Yes, yes.

How did you protect it? Did you sit up all night?

We used to stay with it. Yeh, take it in turns, you know. Looked after it. But when you were saying how did we entertain ourselves. Like in them days, my Dad played the squeeze box, the accordian and the mouth organ and Old Drummer Handcock next door, he used to play the drums and somebody would play the violin and each, once a month maybe twice a month, we’d go to your house, you know.

Oh did you? Yes.

They’d play the squeeze box, the mouth organ and what have you. And next time somebody come.

Did you all take something to eat or did you have a barbeque or something?

Oh no barbies in those days, no. Be scones and plum jam and bread, you know.

Why didn’t people have barbeques? They’re a reasonably new thing aren’t they even in--. We think it so Australian -  in fact its new in ????

Well, we used to. I can’t remember in Mum and Dads time having barbies. But we sort of got into the swing of things. You know we were kids. Down the bush we would just have a some ???? or something.

Its called a camp-fire then wasn’t it?

Yeh, camp-fire. Yeh. Boil the billy.

What about, there are a lot of pubs in Beechworth, was drinking a problem?

Not really. Not that I could remember, they. Pop used to like his beer. If we had of, probably if we had of we wanted to we could’ve. We used to have, we used to have a bottle out the bottle shed. We could have probably pinched it or had a drink, but never worried us.

Didn’t occur to you to?

No, I think it was about ??? About twenty-one, when I started to drink. Well the thing is, couldn’t afford to, with the wife and kids. That was it. But I’m happy we got married young, because my kids grew up with me. And me grandkids now will spend, boy, he’s sixteen. Um, yeh its good ???

You can still enjoy them?

Yres, yes.

What’s your most memorable occasion, looking back?

With the wife and kids it would have been, ’71, I took them to Ayre’s Rock and we camped. We took a tent fourteen by fourteen tent.

That would have been fabulous. Anything specifically in Beechworth?  Do you have any memories?

Oh, I don’t know there was just such a, easy happy life-style, you know. You had no hassles. The coppers were good, mean they’d give you a kick in the bum and tell you to get home if you done something wrong. But there was no, thing really unruly there. We used to go to the Salvo’s, they had a youth group. And there wasn’t much on them days. So we joined the Salvo’s youth group and we used to go to Wang. One Friday night, Myrtleford another Frid’y night. Wodonga another Friday and Beechworth.

What did you do, those nights?

Oh they’d go to play some games. 

Like snooker and things like that?

No, it was just poison ball and that shuttle cock.

So it was just good to be in a group of boys together?

The girls were in it too.

Were they? Yes. Was Beechworth prosperous, or how would you describe it when you were growing up?

Pretty lousy.

Oh really?

Yeh, we.

How do you mean, pretty lousy?

Well, we weren’t really prosperous, some people might have been, but we. It was a battle because Pop, pop was still helping his fifteen brothers and sisters too. As well as us.

Was He?

Yes.

Wouldn’t have been much left over?

Not really.

What about the town generally?

Oh yeh, like it was. All the shops seemed to be full.

Other families? Boys you used to go to school with though?

Oh, they, yeh, some of them probably a lot better off than what I was. But it didn’t sort of make any difference. In them days I don’t think you worried wether kids had different clothes on or what.

No.

Or what you had and what they had. Like now-a-days they’ve got to have their Nike shoes or all these different flash bloody stuff.

That’s right.

And that’s big money these days. I’m pleased I reared mine when I did and not now. 

Anything else in particular you’d like to tell me? What about churches? Was that a part of your life?
No. I’ve never been into religion.

What about people you went to school with? Was Beechworth a - were the churches involved in the community, do you know?

Well, when we were like.

Because you spoke of the Salvation Army in the youth groups, in that way.

It was like, it was funny like, the Catholic kids. It was, I don’t know why. We were the best of mates, the kids. Methvens and the Howes and that. But because they were Catholics we’d sing songs about them and they’d sing songs about us.

What did you sing?

Oh, ‘Cath’lic mug sitting on a log eating maggots out of a frog.’ And they’d sing ‘State, State sitting on a gate eatin maggots off plates.’ And this was, and I often ??????? Why, where did it come from? It would have hafta come from our parents. 

Yes.

It would have hafta come from our parents. Because we, I mean we shared everything when we were kids.

Did you take it seriously or were you joking?

Oh no, it sorta, it got a bit out of hand at times, but then as we grew up, woke up to ourselves I suppose, you know. But yeah, we’re still friends. I’m still friends with those people. And that’s sixty years ago.

And you found out there wasn’t anything peculiar about them?

No, no animosity.

Where did you think that, that attitude originated from in the family? Why were they like that do you think? Did they speak much about it in your family?

No, I don’t know whether it was just because Protestant and Catholics were -  it’s rubbish really.

It’s the traditional thing?

Yeh, I think so. I think so. I think it was then, there’s nothing, well, my kids and my grandkids, that could be the furtherest from their mind, something like that. I think my kids when we told them about it, they looked at us in disbelief. Why did you do something like that Dad?.

Where did you learn those lines to begin with?

Oh, from other kids.

But where did they , did they make them up?

Must have, yes.

A variation of an older theme?

Yes, must have. Just older kids they’d be saying it. Then you’d be a little tacker, you’d hear it and pick it up.

Were there any big fires here when you were growing up?

Yes there was a bad one that come up through Everton, Tarrawingee there where there’s a monument down the Wang. Road. I don’t know whether you’ve seen it. 

Three year’s old that. But we had fires come up through the Woolshed valley in eighty. It was a bad one, really bad. There was no.

It didn’t get up this far?

No, it didn’t get right into town. It got to McFeeter’s down the Woolshed.
Would it be the fire burn out when it hit the granite?

It would all depends how fierce it is .It begins up in the tops of the trees and it just burns in the canopy. One of the things about the Woolshed Valley and the bush I like it was about the history of the Kellys. Because like, Sherrit’s hut just down the Woolshed Valley where Joe Burns and Dan shot Sherrit. Then there’s further down there’s a what they call Buttery’s Rock this bloke held up the stagecoach coming out of El Dorado.

When was that? In the eighties?

Yes.

What did Ned Kelly mean to you? Was that important to you when you were growing up?

 I couldn’t work out really why they hung so much rubbish on the family. Like his Mum and Kate. I tell you what, I seen a letter old Dolf Sunnerman, its gone now. He was related to the Kelly’s and he had a letter, that Kate Kelly had written to his Mum. Now I don’t know what ever happened to that letter but I seen it.

What did it say?

Oh look I couldn’t read a great deal of it. But I reckon then and there it should have been in the museum.

What started your interest in the ‘

I always go for the under-dog.

When you were a child?

Yes anybody like you’d see somebody hanging rubbish on one of the kids at school that were a bit different to us and I always thought that’s not on.

How would they be different?

Well I don’t know, might be a bit more underprivileged than us or one guy had a hare-lip and some had a impediment in the speech. Well kids were like that, they were teased buggery out of everybody. I always thought that was not on.

When did you become aware, when did you think that Kelly was the underdog?

When I started reading some of the books that you get in them days. Like the truth is sorta, and the stories that the old fellas told me. A lot of the old fellas.

People who lived down at the Woolshed?

Yes, they, an old bloke like old Billy Knowles. He said they were persecuted, because they might have knocked off a couple of horses or a cow or some damn thing.

These poor old fellows   - lived down there with the Sherrits?

Their parents in there day would have lived in that time.

How did you get to know them?

They were miners, down the bush.

When you were young, were they?

Yes this bloke he was mining on the Woolshed creek. I used to go there and talk to him. He was interesting to listen to. Really was.

How old were you then?

About fifteen. Fourteen, fifteen. He was good to listen to. He might have made up some stories but I would say probably eighty percent of it was true. He’s a nice old guy. I’ve got some stuff down there in my dog house that I’m thinking about doing something to the museum with it. It goes back 1927 some of the stuff and it was going to be destroyed.

I’m glad it wasn’t. Go back to Kelly. Was it Aaron Sherrit, the Sherrit killed apparently who was the focus of your?

The whole mob. The whole Kelly gang.

Because Kelly actually didn’t have anything much to do with Beechworth did he? He didn’t live here.

No, he only travelled through. He come from Greta. He was born at Wallan and then they moved to Greta. But see, they just moved through here and they went through, there’s a place down there called Kelly’ lookout. We used to go there when we were kids and then further round in Byrnes’s gully is what they call the police caves. Where the coppers used to sit up there trying to keep an eye.

Is that around the gorge?

That’s down Woolshed valley.

I don’t know where some of these places are.

Lot of people don’t. A lot of people don’t know there’s a tunnel under the town.

I’ve heard about that one. Have you been through there?

Yes, when we were kids we used to get in there and get little yabbies. I’ve made a few friends who are back-packers come through and Austrians and blokes from Switzerland. One bloke from Switzerland wanted to get married on top of Australia. I said Mt. Kusiosko and May-Anne said “that’s it”. And they were going to stay here for one day. Seven days later they left. They had a ball.
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