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Serendipity often plays a part in the direction
taken by a research project. The oral history
discussed in this paper began with a personal
association and interest in the period of bush
holidaymaking between the wars. In particular
the research focused on those (mainly) working-
class people from the inner suburbs of
Melbourne, Australia, who took to the foothills
of the Dandenongs on weekends and public holi-
days to enjoy a bush picnic or holiday. Unstruc-
tured interviews with former visitors to this area
began in 1993 with the purpose of gaining an
insight into the leisure aspects of life in these
times and attitudes towards the bush.' A collec-
tion of audio and video interviews, lodged in the
local museum and in the archives of a former
history project, was also accessed, giving a total
of thirty-five fully transcribed interviews and
several smaller, informal conversations. In the

process of interviewing and reviewing former

interviews, questions regarding the background

and life experience of those interviewed divulged

something of the everyday work life of women.
This paper looks at the short, remembered
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stories of seven of the women interviewed in
juxtaposition with general holiday memories of
the larger sample. The meanings projected in the
personal work narratives exemplify the conclu-
sions that Passerini reached about Italian women
in a similar time frame, and when considered in
relation to the context of the interview process,
suggest the need to keep work and leisure as
intertwined concepts and to consider the impli-
cations of oral history interviewing as a deep,
subjective exchange. This paper begins by setting
the context of the period in relation to women,
work and leisure. Some of the conclusions
reached regarding the leisure activities of the
women are then expounded before the detailed
work incidents are related. This is followed by a
discussion of meaning and exchange in the light
of recent debates on oral historiography.

WOMEN, WORK AND LEISURE IN
INTERWAR AUSTRALIA

Murray describes the 1920s and 1930s as @
period in Australia’s history when massive losses
from World War One created a ‘broad current



*

of idealism’ and a determination to build a
country ‘fit for heroes’.> Manufacturing grew
under tariff protection but lay-offs were
common and discipline strict.> As in Britain and
elsewhere, there was a significant increase in the
number of women working for wages, and
considerable unease about this situation.* The
public world of work was opening up for
women. By the 1920s two thirds of factory
workers in Victoria were female.’ By 1933
twenty-five percent of the female workforce over
fifteen was working full time® and holidays
became more of an option for the working class
in Victoria as in Britain.” Furthermore, it is likely
that Australia mirrored Britain in that ‘the
period between starting work and getting
married was one of the most prosperous stages
of the life cycle for working-class people’. Single
women were also noted as relatively privileged
in this period.?

Interviews with men and women who visited
Mt Evelyn, in the foothills of the Dandenongs,
during the 1920s and 1930s as day-trippers,
guest-house residents or shack-owners on the

cheap bush blocks, provided a series of anec-
dotes, photographs and personal memories
which built a picture of a type of holiday expe-
rience in which normal life was suspended or
somewhat overturned.® Although most of those
interviewed were from working-class origins,
they were not factory workers or from the most
depressed inner suburbs of Melbourne.

The town studied was popular for both its
physical and economic accessibility. Only one
station beyond the electric line ending at Lily-
dale, it was a steam train journey that was
included in the Victorian Railways excursion
fare rate. Ordinary people without cars could
visit for a day or weekend. Furthermore a series
of subdivisions in the early 1920s of small scrub
and bush blocks, enabled working-class people!®
to acquire a small block of land for £25 or £50
and to build a shack for regular holidays. The
two to three hundred people alighting from the
train on a Friday evening or Saturday morning,
consisted of many of these block-holders, carry-
ing crimped or corrugated kerosene tins and old
timber off-cuts bound together with string or

Dk

A young working
class woman, her
girlfriend and her
two brothers camp
on their bush block
in the Dandenongs
near Melbourne,
1920s-1930s.
Photo courtesy

G Chrystal.
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Holiday shack
owners enjoyed
walking in the
bush and
collecting heath,
1920s-1930s.
Photo courtesy
B Carroll.

wire which were destined to be used to create
walls or rooves for their holiday shacks. Come
Sunday evening they returned by train to the
inner suburbs of Melbourne, carrying large
bunches of gumtree tips and pink heath.

There were three main types of visitor: the
guesthouse resident, the day-tripper and these
‘weekenders’ on the bush blocks. Three guest-
houses were operating in the 1920s and 1930s;
two were substantial wooden houses with veran-
das. The other began with a basic cottage, but
added bungalows and an old modified tram for
additional accommodation. Young married
couples or older couples with children stayed
here and spent their time playing tennis, taking
part in organised sing songs, dress up nights or
euchre card nights. At Christmas and New Year
there were public fancy dress dances in the local
hall or silent movies run by a travelling picture
showman. Bushwalking was, however, their
main pastime, as it was with all holidaymakers.
Day-trippers, for example, came by train or car
and took short walks to a picturesque creek after
stopping for a drink of tea purchased at a small

. kiosk.

Women were significantly involved with this
leisure in the bush. Photographs and individual
testimonies suggest that there were more female
visitors at the guesthouses and big weekend
gatherings than there were male visitors. When
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we look in detail at the purchase initiation,
ownership and spatial arrangement of blocks,
women figure prominently. Gladys was only
eighteen when her girlfriend’s father persuaded
her to buy a block as ‘a good investment’. Her
regular payments were 2/6d. Two single women
clubbed with their brothers to buy blocks, one
sustaining the payments when her brother was
out of work in the Depression of the 1930s.
Another single woman bought a block for her
‘security’, when aged twenty-nine, in case she
missed out on marriage. Her sister and brother-
in-law organised that she and her mother buy
adjacent blocks. A middle-class woman bought
a block from her sister and had her sons erect a
basic cottage on it as a surprise for her husband
(who would have preferred a beach to a bush
holiday destination). Shire records demonstrate
that around a third of the holiday blocks were
owned by women, most single.’’ For those inter-
viewed the need for security and for investment
was, or became, secondary to the pleasure they
gained from their weekend holidaymaking.
Women voiced the sense of freedom they felt
when on holiday in the bush. It was a place ‘to
feel free to throw the tea slops out of the
“window” without moving from your seat!’"?
Although mothers and aunts had a massive job
cooking on open fires outside or on primitive
wood-fuelled stoves inside for weekend guests



numbering up to fifty for some families, they
appeared to do it willingly."” The younger
women seemed to be relieved of many chores
and to have felt some sense of control and power
in the bush.

In this leisure context, sport played a limited
role. There were some irregular cricket matches
set up where holiday-making men challenged
the local men, and tennis was popular with both
sexes. One block-holding family dug their own
clay court on their small block, leaving room for
only a small shack. In one area a sense of
community developed amongst the holiday-
makers, many of whom were linked through
females, to relatives and workmates. They had
parties and campfires where music from a tin
whistle and mouth organ accompanied the
singing. Some took the initiative and developed
their organisational skills. Two sisters, part-time
callisthenic teachers, brought their entire
Melbourne class of young gitls to the bush
community to perform at the small public hall
for a local charity. The young girls were billeted
in two cottages and their mothers took rooms at
the guesthouses.

The young women from Melbourne were
comparable with their peers in Britain and
Europe at the time in their love of dancing and
open air pursuits such as cycling, rambling and
hiking."* They focused on the bush walks and
dancing when they described their holiday activ-
ities. ‘Bushwalking was the main thing’. ‘Oh yes,
that’s all we did’. They enthused about the
beauty of wildflowers. They collected the ‘beau-
tiful heath’ and gum tips and took them home.
They packed a thermos and sandwiches and
went for walks to the creek and the nearby reser-
voir. They would sing and joke and sometimes
lose their way. They arranged moonlight walks
with the young men.

At a time when the dance hall was a central
site for leisure and courting in both Britain and
Australia, the public dances enjoyed by hundreds
of visitors and local youth were a site for
romance and the display of finery.”> Young unat-
tached women took the initiative and were
allowed more freedom, often benefiting from the
presence of male cousins as chaperones. They
took risks in attending dances where they might
not know anyone and felt in control when being
walked home by strange men. At one dance a
couple of shop assistants from Melbourne met a
lot of British boys, the ‘orphans’ sent out to
Australia and billeted with farmers. They allowed
themselves to be walked home by the young
Britons but took them by the main road and
giggled at the youths’ bemusement as they
announced they were ‘home’ and disappeared
quickly into the seemingly uninhabited bush,
down narrow paths to their shacks.'®

Two young women working at a boarding
house, not holiday makers themselves but
whitled away by the holiday atmosphere, staked
a claim on a couple of young male visitors who
visited for a Christmas dinner. (One put money
in the slice of pudding of the young man she
wanted and said, ‘He’s mine’). At the general
store later, they were asked by some young local
men if they were going to the dance. The girls
turned to the two young male visitors whom
they had served earlier (they were seated outside
the store), and said, ‘Will you come with us?’
They set off, flaunting contemporary behav-
ioural norms. They did not inform the parents
and proprietors of the boarding house and
arrived home very late . . . with their husbands-
to-be.”

Leisure is recognised as a space and time set
apart from the mundane and can be viewed as a
liminal, in-between state when norms might
temporarily be suspended and roles inverted.
Another common leisure activity among the
block-holders was to have a mock engagement
or wedding. The young men and women dressed
up, often as the opposite sex, to have a photo-
graph taken. Costumes were not elaborate: a
sheet, a shirt on back to front for the parson,
and so forth and there was no performance or
play as such. The arrangements for the frozen
tableaux appeared to mock the institution for
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Guesthouse
residents and
owner's family in
the 1920s. Photo
courtesy H Luke.




Mothers and aunts
appeared to enjoy
their bush leisure
in spife of the
more difficult
cooking
conditions,
1920s-1930s.
Photo courtesy

D McCormack.

which almost all were destined. The bride for
example in one case was the tallest and gawki-
est man.

Women in the 1920s mostly wore their best
frocks to visit the holiday town and there was an
element of courting display and promenade in
some of the popular bushwalks, comparable
with what Melbournians called the ‘chicken
walk” (down High Street Preston) and what
Davies and Langhamer termed the ‘monkey
parade’ for Manchester at the same time."
However by the 1930s jodhpurs had become
fashionable for bushwalking and shorts were
also common holiday wear. The bush visit was
an opportunity for women to wear trousers in
reality, as well as in the cross-dressing fantasies
of the photographs.

In short, the train trip from Melbourne to
Lilydale, then transposition onto a steam train
on the Warburton line, appeared to take young
wonen to a different world, a world where they
had more freedom and control. Women were
often numerically dominant, owned bush blocks,
and were sometimes the links between clusters
of related or friendly owners. On holidays they
wore shorts or jodhpurs and took the initiative in
relationships with young men. They sometimes
dressed as a male for a joke. They were freer to
neglect household chores, to walk around in the
day and night, alone or with a group of girls.

LEISURE AND WORK

To understand leisure and the power of women
within this context it is both interesting and theo-
retically important to have a sense of their work
experiences. Leisure is often understood in oppo-
sition to industrial, waged work and the notion
of women’s leisure has therefore been difficult to
theorise.” Langhamer, on the basis of oral and
archival history research in Manchester, argues
that work and leisure are *historically shifting
categories, which gain meaning only if they are
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fully contextualised within women’s everyday
lives”.* For older women there is no sharp
distinction between work and leisure as they take
place in the same physical space and can occur
in the same time. The concept embodies over-
lapping meanings for ideas such as spare time,
pleasure, enjoyment, social life and youth itself.”

In spite of this general thesis, Langhamer
acknowledges that for the young waged labour-
ing women this may have been less so.

The experience of earning a wage and being
engaged in clearly defined hours of work
does seem to have engendered an assump-
tion among young women that they were
entitled to time for themselves...the paid
work of a woman’s youth endowed her with
a notion of ‘earned leisure’.?

The women interviewed all had experience of
waged work at the time of their holidaymaking
and the holidays were bounded by the time
constraints of their work. The interview mater-
ial from seven women reveals aspects of power
and autonomy in this strictly disciplined work-
force. Young girls were expected to defer to
parents and to bosses in a rigidly segregated
workforce,

Emma worked as a domestic help as a young
girl. She was annoyed that her mother took
almost all of her wage. Two of the women inter-
viewed were ecstatic when they were allowed to
leave school and work. Nancie described it thus:

A friend of Nina’s father came in one day and
said there was a vacancy in the bookbinding
department at Sands and McDougalls.
‘Right! Can I go? Canlgo?’ I had to have my
hair cut, have my plaits cut off. Wonderful!
And that’s where I started work... The fact
that I'd got out of school, which I hated, and
I was mixing with these older girls... |
thought it was quite exciting. It was interest-
ing for a while then it became rather boring.
We had a terrible boss there. She used to sit
on a raised platform at her desk and look
over her glasses at us...The only men were
the engineers who would come up from
below to fix the machines. Otherwise it was
all women. We were not allowed to talk while
working. The boss was like a school monitor.
The desks were arranged so she could see
them all. She kept tabs on how long you were
out in the loo.”

The women were constrained by their
parents, low wages, strict discipline, and the
possibility of sexual harassment at work, but
incidents they recalled suggest that even in the
harder times of the Depression young women



sometimes stood up for themselves and gained
‘small victories”. Molly who worked in a guest-
house resented the butler who shirked his work
to join guests in a game of tennis, so proudly
stated that she left the dishes for him to finish.
Gwen really enjoyed working with the girls at
Myer’s store. They joked and sneaked under the
counter to eat cakes when they were hungry.
Joan, although allowed to take some broken
chocolate home from the grocer, sneaked extra
on occasions.* Nan left school at fourteen in
1924 to work in a cake shop:

I went and worked in a cake shop in Thorn-
bury somewhere for a lady and she was an
old tiger too. She made you work for next
to nothing. I got sick of it one day so I just
told her I was going to leave. I got paid a few
shillings and she had me doing everything.
She was a very ladylike person and perhaps
had been used to servants and she treated
you just like that, so I just stood up. Mother
said, ‘You don’t have to stay there you
know’, so I upped and walked out and came
home. I thought that was marvellous.”

Doris said she did not feel under the
‘control” of others when working at the book-
binders. But she was ‘hardly wild’ at home
either, as she behaved there too. She got on well
with workers and was willing to do difficult and
dirty jobs. ‘It was Depression time and you
were frightened of losing your job. You did your
level best to keep it — coming to work when
exhausted or a bit sick. There were no false
sickies.” As Doris often missed breakfast she ate
her lunch at morning-tea time. Sometimes,
without notice she was asked at lunchtime if
she would work without a tea break through to
8pm on a concrete floor. She said to her boss,
‘Are you having your tea? Well, if you are, I will
too. I'm a person, you’re a person.’® At the end
of that week she was given a five-shilling pay
increase.

Nina went to night school to learn to use the
comptometer, an adding machine.

Once 1 got my certificate | wanted to test my
wings. I got a job at a paint firm. Up to a
point [ had the same feeling of control as in
the bookbinding place. But one was a factory
situation and the other was the office of a
factory situation, slightly freer. Well, T didn’t
last very long there. There was a lot of over-
time and I was the youngest, about 18. The
guy in charge... used to have a girl back to do
overtime and he was a real ladies’ man. He
was very slimy. He’d put his arm around your
shoulders. He’d be leaning over your desk
giving you something to do. Well, I wasn’t

having a bar of that either so I got the shove
from there. I got put off because T wouldn’t
go along with his things. So then I was out of
work... Hmm... very hard to get a job.”

As stated, the young women discussed were
not interviewed specifically in relation to their
work history or their life history per se, but
most appeared to remember a story when they
resisted power over them. There were strong
cultural and structural constraints operating
against their autonomy at work, and in life in
general, but the incidents related suggest some
small spirit of resistance that reveals that their
behaviour on holidays was not entirely out of
character. They insisted on their person-hood,
they rejected attempts to impose a ‘servant’
status on them and were capable of minor sabo-
tage against colleagues or bosses. It might be
suggested that the bush space and the holiday
time gave the context for a greater exploration
of a potential for autonomy that was already
incipient in work contexts. Before concluding
in this way, it is important, however, to consider
recent historiographical debates concerning the
meanings in oral history and the significance of
the process of interviewing.

PASSERINI AND SYMBOLIC REBELLION
Earlier forays into oral history rejoiced at the
possibility of history from below and, somewhat
naively, saw oral history as a vehicle for attain-
ing a more ‘real’ or factual history. The devel-
opment of the Italian school of oral history and
recent collections such as that by Perks and
Thomson has encouraged a more sophisticated
view.” Theoretical interest in agency and the
active subject has encouraged a deeper under-
standing of the processes involved in memory-
making, in indicating individual diversity or
collective representation.”

Passerini says that ‘interviews reveal contra-
dictions between myth and reality, between
statements and actions. The raw material of
oral history counts not just in factual statements
but is pre-eminently an expression. Inconsistent
answers, jokes and silences are a clue to a more
sophisticated interpretation of the interview in
which all things that are said can be seen as true
in one sense or another’.” Studying working
class life in Turin between 1886 and 1920 she
notes that women’s life stories bring out their
rebelliousness. The narratives are not struc-
tured by chronology and have collective aspects
as they are retold in families and become
‘conventionalised traditions’. Passerini suggests
that stories about irreverence, rebelliousness
and woman being able to overturn gender roles
may have a more symbolic value rather than the
credibility of true versions of the past.
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... the rebel stereotype recurrent in many
women’s autobiographies would not
primarily aim to describe actual behaviour,
but would serve a markedly allegorical role.
1t could be the means of expressing identity
in the context of a social order oppressive
of women, but also of transmitting aware-
ness of oppression and lack of integration,
and hence of directing oneself to current
and future change.

Women, unlike many men, do not base their
identity on work in a simple fashion. Factory
work, less skilled, less secure and low status is
a means for independence rather than self-
esteem. Women and men have different strate-
gies for recounting their life stories and their
self-image. But the division is not simple and
invariable. Gender ‘acts as a pole of reference
along a continuum where male and female
stereotypes can be chosen and combined... The
guiding principle could be that all autobio-
graphical memory is true; it is up to the inter-
preter to discover in which sense, where, for
which purpose.’®

Passerini is interested in different levels of
‘meaning’ rather than one ‘truth’. I have tried
to take account of some of the subjective
processes involved in memory recall. When
considering the small vignettes gained from my
interview material (not taken in the context of
a life story) we can see that they, too, have
drawn out and privileged extracts of memory
which might focus on their rebelliousness.
Molly noted the time she paid back a lazy male
colleague; Doris confronted the boss on issues
of equality; Nina risked unemployment rather
than tolerating sexual harassment. Before
women achieved education, higher pay and
more autonomy at work, it was likely that their
notion of self was less hinged to their work than
that of men. The memory could indeed have
symbolised recognition of an unequal social
order with some possibilities for transforma-
tion. Society was changing and new potentiali-
ties in society, gender roles, leisure and work
were opening up. Unlike Passerini’s Italian
informants, it is unlikely that the narratives I
have collected were used in such a social
context. Having said that, it is possible that
some of the small items may have become
family stories, which were passed down, retold
and gradually subjected to an evolution into a
structured story with current meanings
attached.

It could be held that the stories recorded in
this research were true, in that they really
happened, but that they were also operating
symbolically. They were privileged pieces of
memory so are likely to have symbolic signifi-
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cance in the lives of the interviewees. They have
been recounted ahead of many other possible
memories, when the women were probably
without autonomy, were controlled and submis-
sive at work. They symbolised a potential
greater autonomy for their female selves. In this
we can see a link between the world of work
and the world of leisure. Just as narrative struc-
ture and an enhanced, or privileged, memory
relating to work can reveal potentialities for
change, so also can behaviour in a liminal,
leisure space operate in the same way.

According to anthropologist Victor Turner,
marginal transitional spaces and times, such as
the liberating holiday experience, are liminal-
like and can often be seen to be proto-struc-
tural, imagining different futures, alternative
social orders.’* The holiday experience memo-
ries of actions anticipating structural change
may have articulated with the memories of
work to produce a more heroic and empowered
gendered landscape for women than history
would usually argue. [t may be that the experi-
ence of the twenties and thirties for young
women encapsulated new freedom, leisure and
a future vision of greater personal autonomy,
glimpsed only fleetingly in the workplace.
Structural and cultural impediments like the
Harvester Judgement of 1911, codifying in
legislation economic dependence on a male
breadwinner;* the compulsion for most women
to resign from full time work on marriage; and
the persistence of powerful motherhood ideolo-
gies®® were to make the potential for power,
freedom and equality unrealised in full for most
women.

There is another level at which these inter-
views can be analysed: that associated with the
process of the interview and the relationship
between the interviewer and the person inter-
viewed.

EXCHANGE AND PROCESS IN THE
INTERVIEW

Recent debates on oral history interviewing
highlight subjective and exchange elements in
such a personal transaction. Thompson argues
that the relationship between history and
community is a series of exchanges.* In the
individual interview there is also an exchange
going on. The social formation of memory is * a
ceaseless, dynamic activity’.*” The narrative of
memory is predicated on an active human rela-
tionship between historians and their sources.”
The process of recording an oral history
involves an interaction and a tension between
the historian with their background of written
history and the participant who may want to tell
another story.”® Grele sees the interview as like
a performance as the interviewer is ultimately
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speaking to the wider community and its
history.” For Sangster there is a need to contex-
tualise interviews and to work out the social
and personal agendas which are operating. ‘The
researcher and the informant create the source
together’ in a process. It is vital to keep the
notion of the interview as an interactive process
continually in our consciousness.*' Portelli sees
oral history as both an intellectual and a social
endeavour. There is a cooperative process of
mutual discovery. It is ‘multiauthored’ and
‘multivocal’. Portelli uses the term ‘deep
exchange’ to represent the interview as an
‘exchange of gazes’, a ‘situation where two
people look at each other.” There is ‘revelation
and confrontation of both differences and
common grounds’, both necessary to research.®
The ideal interview allows ‘thick dialogue’ with
space for answers and a context in which social
and personal relationship play a role. The form
of the interview can depend ‘on the extent to
which the interviewer belongs to the reality
under investigation’. The ‘native historian’ will
get more analyses than basic facts.®

The context of the interviews done for this
research warrants some preliminary explo-
ration. As stated in the introduction, interviews
were collected in a variety of contexts but had
in common the fact that all, in the current
research, came about because of personal
primary or intermediated links. The interview-
ers were educated working women in their
forties and those interviewed were married or
widowed and in their seventies or eighties, of
the same sex, class and Anglo Celtic ethnic
origins. In almost all cases participants knew

and had some respect for the fathers and/or
mothers of the main interviewers.*

The interviews took place in the intervie-
wee’s own relatively modest homes and usually
terminated with an afternoon tea. In my case
they were sometimes punctuated with some
sharing of information or the imparting of some
shared memory concerning my deceased father.
During the whole research process this was a
pattern. There was an apparent need to locate
the interview relationship with me, through the
memory of a relationship or an incident relat-
ing to my father.* I was partly an insider and
partly an outsider. There was revelation and
confrontation around differences and similari-
ties. There was not a clear exchange of infor-
mation from A to B. It was a reciprocal
relationship in which more than personal
factual memory seemed to be being offered and
in which the interviewers may have been being
asked to return something just as intangible. As
well as giving me the gift of information, they
imparted a gift in the form of memory
‘substance’ of my father. In return it might be
argued they were given an opportunity in their
final years to represent themselves in compari-
son with the working, independent and
educated women interviewing them, as strong
and high spirited and once beautiful (through
their photographs). I may have been asked and,
without knowing it, I complied, in giving them
in return, respect and admiration.* In other
words, the interview relationship may also have
contributed to the recounting of stories that
highlighted a particular life history and an iden-
tity as assertive and lively young women.

A mock wedding
on the hand-dug
tennis court at a
bush block, 1920s-
1930s. Photo
courtesy A Calnin.
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