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My starting at Miss Armitage’s was the beginning of a life-long friendship with Jean Johnston – now Jean McLennan. Jean was pleased in more ways than one when I arrived because I was the Junior with all the trimmings that went with that position. First thing every morning I’d sweep, scrub and clean the brass and also the footpath. All down the street there were sweepers outside Gilpin’s, Judd’s, Owens’, the chemist, the dentist and Matthews the butcher. If you saw a boy coming you made your way inside. It was very embarrassing being caught on your knees and also a pair of stockings a day, very expensive on seven shillings and sixpence a week.

Miss Army was a tough boss with a soft side. We weren’t allowed to talk which was very hard for us young girls. I was certainly very naive.

As a junior you started off in Haberdashery, then went to Wool, Underwear and Stockings, Materials then Fashion.

You even took the stockings out of the boxes, making sure the to put the lids tidily under the box. Shelves had to be kept tidy, boxes flush with the shelves.

The shop was a long one, split level, with the office in the center up some steps, a good viewing position for Miss Army. We knew we were in for it when she started going through the cash dockets. We had a Brown Gouge depot so those were checked, too. I learned that you didn’t write “slack ladies coat”.

I was taught how to vacuum, as we didn’t have one on the farm. Also I never knew how hot gas was either. I lost count of how many kettles I boiled dry. Then I’d go away and hear the spout fall off! So off to Owens for another one. Not much of my pay left at seven and sixpence a week.

Wednesdays were Miss Army’s shopping day in Melbourne. If she arrived with her hat on we knew it was off to Melbourne. Sometimes she would fool us. I am sure she knew how disappointed we were when she went into the office and took off her hat.

After the trip to Melbourne the goods would arrive by train, and down I’d go to the station to pick up boxes – the junior’s job. Hat boxes as well. These fashion garments were purchased for special customers in mind. Miss Army would unpack and sort them for customers: Mrs Swan and Miss Swan, Mrs Griffiths, Tharles, Keys, McMahon, Bowman and Andrews, Misses Hogarth, Scott, Godfrey, Oswald and Masters. Then off the junior went to the respective homes with the clothes for perusal and usually with plenty of sales. Miss Army knew her customers’ requirements.

When Miss Army learned I could sew I did the alterations which was a big responsibility in those days. One day I was just finishing an alteration for Mrs Masters of Thomas Street and I snipped a sliver of fabric which I tried to mend, but then I had to front Miss Army. Off I had to go to Mrs Masters’, crying on her doorstep. Being a lovely lady she said don’t worry, Carma.

One day Miss Army arrived home early from Melbourne and of course we were talking – loudly – so that Phyl could hear us in the Fashion Department. We saw Miss Army coming and stopped talking, but Phyl kept going until she heard the familiar footsteps.

Lunchtime on either Tuesday or Friday was special for Miss Army – a lovely small high tin brown loaf of bread, one banana, butter and a Kraft cheese triangle. It always looked lovely to us, as we didn’t have that at home.

On Saturdays when we finished work we went straight down to Jimmy Rogers Bakery for vanilla slices and napoleons. Mum used to wonder why I wasn’t hungry when I arrived home. 

We had a great time – the good old days in Dandenong. I have spent all but seven of my years in Dandenong. I love it. 
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