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My Story - by Mavis Mitchell (nee Renshaw) 
- extracts from ‘What’s in a Name #2 – Thorne’ 

 

Childhood years 
 
Page 15    They were hard, lean years - those depression years, when money and sometimes even food was 

scarce.  Occasionally, the evening meal would consist of bread and beef dripping sprinkled with salt and pepper 
to make it more palatable, or bread and jam which mother made from the fruit in our garden.  What a life-saver 
that fruit must have been to our parents!  We grew several different varieties of apple trees, a nectarine tree, a 
Japanese plum tree, two peach trees, as well as loganberries, gooseberries and red currants.  (How we hated 
picking those English gooseberries with their sharp thorns, but how we loved those gooseberry pies).  One of 
our delights was to settle ourselves with a book in a fork of one of the trees and laze away the hours reading 
and reaching for another apple or plum on which to munch. 
 
Life seemed to be more leisurely in those days in spite of the financial pressures.  My father had very little work 
but was in receipt of a small pension as compensation for disabilities resulting from service with the A.I.F. in 
France during the First World War.  (He suffered from very bad headaches).  In fact, it was not until 1939 when 
he was appointed Works Supervisor for New Guinea that he was in receipt of a steady income again. 
 
We were fortunate in having a caring, supportive circle of relatives who wove a richness into the fabric of our 
lives so often missing in today's families. I have already mentioned those on my father's side of the family with 
whom we had a close relationship, but there were also our maternal grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins 
who gave so much love and support during those difficult childhood years. They brought a warmth to our lives 
during a rather grim and austere period. 
 

Page 47    We had our set chores to be done on a Saturday morning such as cleaning and polishing all the silver 

and brass, including the brass door knobs, light switches and taps - both inside and outside the house. The front 
door bell was also brass and together with the name "Moorpanyal" posed quite a few problems to clean without 
getting the Brasso (the cleaning fluid) on the surrounding woodwork. The knives with their bone handles all had 
to be cleaned with an ochre powder which was mixed with water to torn a paste.  This would then be rubbed 
on the knives, allowed to dry, than polished off. As we were three girls, this polishing chore would be our lot 
every three weeks, rotating with helping with the baking, which was always done on a Saturday, or helping with 
the household cleaning. We had no vacuum cleaner in those days and most ot the floor coverings were lino 
which had to be scrubbed or polished, and mats - mostly hand made by my mother — which had to be removed 
and shaken or beaten outside.  Albert was set sawing then chopping wood to fuel the two open fireplaces, wood 
stove, copper and chip bath heater.  No matter what we wanted to do, these chores were mandatory. 
 
We were not given any pocket money - this had to be earned by winning painting competitions , collecting and 
selling beer bottles, or by some other means.  During the Depression Albert used to rise early to deliver 
newspapers around the district, for the Misses Kerr, joint Postmistresses at South Geelong Post Office.  Audrey 
would help a neighbour, Mrs. Whale, with household chores to earn pocket money.   
 
I was always organising "penny" concerts. For the admittance price ct one penny you could sit on the see—saw 
or other improvised seating in the backyard to view the concert, which had been rehearsed for weeks. All the 
costumes were made on a small hand sewing machine given to me by Grandma Thorns.  Sometimes they were 
made of paper, but always in the latest Broadway designs.  Hours and hours of work would go into these 
concerts.  Always mother and sometimes aunts and neighbours would sit and listen and give encouragement. 
Enid didn't think much of these efforts - too "la-de-dah" she thought — and would mischievously present a 
bunch of onions to the players at the close or throw a cauliflower at them! However, they went on ....and on .... 
and on. what marvellous patience my mother had! 

 
Page 58    When we were growing up there was not the same rush and tear that we experience today. The 

grocer used to call tor the order and deliver it. Mum used to order "broken biscuits" which were cheaper than 
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"whole biscuits" but tasted just as good.  The Chinaman who grew his vegetables on land down opposite the 
end of our lane which ran down at the rear of our house to Little Fyans Street, would carry his produce to 
market on a horse and cart.  Because I had once given him a copy of the Bible (I wonder now whether he could 
read English) he would always call in with a box of Cashmere Bouquet soap for me at Christmas.  A neighbour, 
Mr. Allen, would regularly collect barrowloads of old vegetables from the Chinaman for his horse to eat.  We 
would see him wheeling the barrow home, and used'to'call him a "miser"- very unkindly. He did allow us to 
play in the loft of his barn and to climb his Mulberry tree! , 
 
We loved to see the icecream cart come along with its bell ringing and we would be given a penny to buy an 
icecream, but that was as much as we were ever given to spend on sweets of any kind. We would press our 
noses to the glass cover over the lolly counter in the shop to see all the prohibited, tantallising array of goodies 
ranging from rainbow balls to chocolate-coated violet crumbles. Anything bought was herded and sucked in such 
a way that it was "made to last" as long as possible.  Chewing gum would be chewed then stuck in some 
inconspicuous place to be retrieved later and rechewed.... 
 

Page 60    Fish were very plentiful and, weather permitting, most days dad would go fishing in his dinghy which 

he kept moored in Chinaman's Creek which ran along between the sea and the road in front of our house.  He 
would bring in wonderful hauls of fish, which we had to scale and clean, but which were delicious when cooked 
on the wood fire.   
 
Also, mushrooms — some as large as plates - were gathered at certain times of the year, and we would enjoy 
gathering these. 
 
They were happy, carefree holidays for us, as St Leonards was then just a small fishing village and we were able 
to roam around freely.  We would organise paper chases up to Red Bluff, walks to Indented Heads, swim or fish 
from the pier, or simply build castles in the sand or gather shells, seaweed etc. 
 
On Sundays, we would attend Sunday School in the Church of England hall, but services always finished when 
the bell was rung announcing the arrival of the "Reliance" from Melbourne.  Everyone would make haste down 
to the pier for this event, to watch the passengers disembark.   
 
Another event we were allowed to go to was the country concert which would be held occasionally in the St 
Leonards community hall.  Here local talent would be presented, sometimes to our great amusement.  At the 
end of the holiday, we would be firmly tied on to an old car seat which was secured to the tray back of the truck 
and a tarpaulin tucked around our legs. Audrey, as the youngest, would be in the cab with Mum and Dad. we 
didn't mind this open air travel at all, and would sing all the way — all our repertoire of songs and hymns - or 
play "I spy something beginning with..." 
 
Bruce - a massive brown and white pointer dog - would be sitting on the verandah at Yarra street, awaiting our 
arrival back home.  Eventually, he had to be put down, and we later acquired another dog called "Sox".  Sox was 
a black and white crossbreed who was a great favourite around the district. He often accompanied Dad when 
he was coaching the Barwon Rowing Club for the Regatta or Head of the River rowing events. He would run 
along the river bank, keeping pace with the boats as they rowed under the Barwon Bridge to complete their 
course. He once suffered a severe crack on the head with an oar which was almost his demise, but he rallied 
again and lived a very long time.  He was a highly intelligent dog, and would carry letters from Audrey along 
Fyans Street to her friend Joan Dancey who lived about three blocks away.  He often attended Sunday School 
Anniversaries, Church services or any special event at the Church much to the chagrin of the Church usher.  Many 

a time I have sat through most of the service with Sox under my seat.  Page 62    With the onset of old age, he 

became very deaf and was eventually knocked down by a car outside the Church. He was buried under a tree in 
the church yard by some of the young people who knew and loved him and who had a working bee in the 
grounds of the church at that time.   
 
We spent a good deal of our time at the Church in those days as it was not only a centre tor worship but also a 
social centre.  It was there we learned to chair a meeting, to play tennis, we sang in the choir, and took part in 
concerts.   
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Sunday School anniversaries were a gala occasion.  A tiered platform would be erected and decorated for the 
children to sit on while a good sized orchestra would be seated in front.  The Headmaster from our school would 
attend and prizes, generally books, would be awarded. This would be the occasion tor our best dresses, 
sometimes new, to be worn. 
 
On the following day a "Tea Meeting" would be held.  Trestle tables would be set up in the Sunday School and 
there would be trifles and jellies, sponge cakes and bread and butter sprinkled with hundreds and thousands. 
later, reports tron various church organisations would be given by officers so that the congregation could be 
advised of progress or otherwise. 
 
There must have been some gaps in our religious instruction as Audrey used to say the Lord's Prayer beginning 
with "Our Father, with chart in Heaven" and Enid would pray "Pity my sip or tea" instead of "Pity my simplicity"! 
 
Sundays would be devoted almost entirely to church activities.  There would be Christian Eandeavour, followed 
by morning Church, then Sunday School in the afternoon, and Church again in the evening. Mum would usually 
attend evening service with us and we loved, as children, to nestle up against her fox tur, which was 
worn around her neck. we loved opening and closing the Fox's mouth and pulling its tail. Mum would also have 
a supply of raisons to give her fractious children during the sermon.(Some of the preachers would wax eloquently 
for very lengthy periods and it was not uncommon to hear snoring from the pews.)  Enid would amuse herself 
by sketching in her notebook the unsuspecting preacher and congregation. 
 
A highlight of the year was Gala Day held to raise funds for the Geelong Hospital. Various organisations, schools 
and individuals would take part in a procession through the streets, ending in the heart of the city where stalls, 
merry-go-rounds etc. were set up. I remember marching in the procession one year dressed as a Spanish girl 
with "Miss Kelly's Concert Party".  Red socks were part of my costume so mother died a pair or white ones for 
the occasion. It was a vcry hot day and the dye could not have been very fast as I ended up with very red legs 
and feet! 

 
Page 64    Miss Kelly was a teacher at South Geelong Primary School who had a talent for training children for 

calesthenics, singing and dancing in concerts. These concerts would be held to raise money for some school 
need such as a gramaphone, piano etc.  I just loved it all, although I remember being demoted from the front 
line of butterflies — the white butterflies — to the second line - blue butterflies - because I always started 
dancing with the left foot instead ot the right!  We even entered, and won prizes, in the famed Ballarat south 
Street competitions. 
 
Our Headmaster at south Geelong Primary school was Mr. Heggie — a tall, very well built gentleman, who was 
very popular with the students, despite his strict discipline.  Another pastime we enjoyed which is not seen now 
was maypole dancing.  Every school would have a maypole to which ribbons would be attached to a ring at the 
top.  The children, each child holding a ribbon, would dance around the pole in different directions so crossing 
ribbons over and under and forming intricate patterns on the pole until it was covered. 
 
I loved all these activities as I enjoyed music, singing and dancing. however, best of all, I loved sewing.  Hours 
and hours would be spent making all the latest fashions tor my dolls.  These were displayed on coat hangers 
made from sticks and string slung on to wire racks so friends could cone and view these creations after Sunday 
School.  My dolls had everything from fur coats to corsets, bathers to evening dresses and nothing delighted me 
more than to be given a box of patches (left over scraps of material from dressmaking).   
 
I also enjoyed reading and school, and often won the monthly Dux medal, but the Depression was in full swing 
by this time and it was necessary tor me to earn a living as soon as possible.  At 13 I was fortunate to be taken 
on as a sales girl for the pre-Christmas trade at Bright & Hitchcocks then went into their knitting department for 
six months while I attended night school doing a comercial course.  This enabled me to get a job in the office of 
the Valley Worsted Mill.  The hours were from 7.30am to 5.30pm and Saturday morning till 12 o'clock, and for 
this I was paid the sum of 12 shillings and six pence a week. 
 
Typing and shorthand were not my forte,(I was once sacked because I was not up to the mark) but I enjoyed 
Bookkeeping and clerical work and later studied Accountancy by correspondence reaching Intermediate level 
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before marrying Bill Mitchell and having six children.  This background in the commercial world stood me in good 
stead when, later, we decided to set up our own Public Relations business and I was able to run the 
administrative side. 

 

Married life 
 
Page 68    After an engagement of two years, Bill and I were married on October 21, 1944 while he was on 

leave from the army in New Guinea.  It has been a very good partnership through sickness and health, lean and 
plenty years.  
 
Bill is a person or outstanding integrity and ability who was respected in his earlier years as a top journalist, and 
has now been admitted to the Chapter of Fellows ot the Public Relations Institute – the highest award given.  He 
was also awarded the O.B.E. by the Queen for his services to the community.   
 
We are very proud of our family - Helen, Cynthia, Beverly, John and Russell, who have all attained University 
degrees and have taken their place in the community.  All have married and now have families of their own.  We 
still remember our other son, Douglas, who died at 7 months of bronchial pneumonia.   
 
Both Bill and I have taken and still take an active role in church, community and political affairs.  After being on 
the Board of Management of Perth Emergency Housekeeper Service tor a number of years, I was asked to take 
over as Director and worked in that capacity for three years.  I am also a Life Member of Beehive Industries of 
Western Australia (a sheltered workshop for the elderly) after serving on their Board for 12 years, and as 
President for 4 of those years. 
 
 


