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My mother, Edith, was born in England in 1906 ametldn Australia in 1994.
The stories she told of her large working-classifamere so much a part of
my early life that turn-of-the-century Manchestengland, often seemed more
real to me than 1950s Sydney, Australia, where\gup. By the time |
reached adolescence, her childhood, womanhoodpattierhood had been
etched so deeply into my identity | believed | khewas well as | knew
myself. Now, as | gather together fragments oflifefor a memoir, | am
discovering how much my mother left unsaid andwasrk through these gaps
in my knowledge, the missing pieces in the puZzigyanother’s life continue
to challenge the picture | once held of her.

Interweaving family history with reflections orsearch and writing,
this personal essay considers the misunderstandingths, and mysteries
that so often underlie family relationships. Reifegrto photographs and a
number of old documents discovered after my mathdeath, | reflect on how
the untold stories provided me with additional gigs into the everyday
mores of an era and raised further questions alpoytelationship with the
person who was my mother.

Family Puzzles

My mother, Edith, was born in England in 1906 aretidn Australia in 1994.
Several years prior to her death, | recorded sdrherostories; however, | did
not collate the information until 2006 when | begamposing a memoir of
three generations of my family as part of my Ph&sth in Writing. My
interest in writing about family was stimulated oy growing awareness of
how women'’s choices, and their capacity to chobaee changed over the
twentieth century; these are transformations treataambiguous when
comparing Edith’s life with mine, and mine with geof my daughter Diana,
who was born in 1974. With each generation, the aom my family had
greater opportunities, more choices in their fagsitand the world around
them. This article, however, focuses mainly on nothrer’s life, the choices
that changed its direction, and how the gaps irst@ies were gradually
revealed to me. | am a writer, not a historian,dsutvith any auto/biographical
project, entering the historical domain is ineviéalfor as Liz Stanley has
observed:

The “writing of a life” is the writing of a historyan account of the
past by a particular kind of historian known asaato/biographer.
The epistemological issues raised in doing sotereet that arise in
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any historical research and writing process, arg toncern the
interpretive role of the historian, the fragmentang incomplete
nature of available sources, and the role of wgitmthe creation
of, not a slice of the past, but rather an accotimthat this might
have been.

My account of “what life might have been” for Editfas to be based
mainly on her storie$stories that were so much a part of my earlythis
turn-of-the-century Manchester, England, often ssstmore real to me than
the Sydney of the 1950s Australia in which | grgw This was due in large
part to my mother’s gift for detailed recollectigiter listening to her
memories, it was as if | relived her childhood ganhen she became lost;
tasted her first ice-cream; felt the texture of ta¢er’s waistcoat; smelled the
smoky embers of the coal-fired stove; and heardkhecker-upper” tapping
on the window to wake her father for work. As dahihese tales held me
spellbound and although | lost interest when | nealcadolescence, by then
my mother’s childhood, womanhood, and motherhoatilfe®en etched into
my identity as if they were my own

As a child, it never occurred to me that thosed/images might be
altered or enhanced by my mother’s imaginationvwhen | began to write
and to correlate what she had told me with theohicsdl narrative, | wondered
about the reliability of her stories. Could a fouear-old girl really remember
the death of King Edward VIl and the coronatiorhisf successor? | began to
understand what David McCooey meant when he pomtedhat “[the
distinction between family history and myth asitémembered and as it is
known in adulthood is a difficulty in writing aboahe’s family.? Yet family
history is not an inflexible grand narrative, nan claiming that my memaoir,
“Disobedient Daughtersjs history. In the sense that philosopher and
historian R.G. Collingwood describes historical mgeas having an outside, or
“what actually happened,” and an inside that ré$léthe thoughts of
historical agents”’my account is a subjective, inside look at threentieth-
century women: my mother Edith, my daughter Diamal myself, providing
views of how we perceived our lives in the contafxour historical (as well as
our present) time and place.

The narrative that emerged from listening to mythreds stories, from
our joint lived experiences, and from my reflectmmthem many years later

! Liz Stanley,The Auto/biographical (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995); 10
102.

2 Unless otherwise noted, Edith’s experiences, ssudsed in this article, are based on my
recollections.

3 David McCooeyArtful Histories: Modern Australian Autobiograpli@ambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 33.

* R.G. CollingwoodThe Idea of HistoryOxford: Oxford University Press, 1946), 215.
Quoted in Jennifer Jensen Wallach, “Building a Beaf Words: The Literary Autobiography
as Historical Source MaterialBiography29, 3 (Summer 2006), 447.
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is indelibly linked to the personal and the sotiskorical context surrounding
it. In many ways the two are inseparable; as Car8kgedman points out,
“[h]istory as a methodology, is concerned with tBeonstruction,
interpretation, and use of the past, so it maydeaell that it has something to
say about that past that occupies all of us, whetleeare historians or not —
the personal past of each individual childhodd.ife writing, | would argue,
is also about reconstruction and interpretationil®its focus may be
narrower, most usually on the life of a single indiial, | believe it has
something worthwhile to add to our understandinthefpast.

Like oral histories, life narratives add a perdatiaension to history
that is absent in more traditional accounts. Indoak,A Woman'’s Place: An
Oral History of Working-Class Women 1890-19&0zabeth Roberts
interviews women whose experiences mirror my méharworking-class
Manchester, England, at the beginning of the tveéimtentury’. Reading
these accounts, | found that my mother’s storieewapported by those of
the participants in the study. Like Edith’s, theirsre difficult lives, steeped in
poverty and restricted by tradition, yet as Robpdisits out, the women “did
not undervalue their contribution to society]Jand gained much satisfaction
from their achievements.My mother, | think, felt the same way, and for me
this confirmed a growing realisation that the essesf a personal story is the
meaning given to the life it remembers, not itsuaacy. Alessandro Portelli
maintains that “memory is not just a mirror of whas happened, it is one of
the things that happens [.”2 | did not understand that when | first recorded
Edith’s childhood memories. | did not realise thatv she remembered and
retold her stories was a way for her to try to msdwese of her life. | also think
that there was more to it than that. Now | canls®e her stories interconnect
to form a larger life narrative, and | suspect tat repetition and her focus on
childhood was a way of suppressing what came [R&nhaps unconsciously
she thought that if she buried the unwanted std@eeath a mountain of
words, they would remain hidden. In the end, shumed one of those shards
herself and gave it to me, a partial thing, rivathwuestions, yet a treasure all
the same. Biomythography, some might call it, aantdieg of reality and
possibility, evidence and imagination, substanaktheory; but for me it is
simply Edith’s story. Let me tell you a little alidwow | wrote it.

Listening to the tape recording of my mother’s is®rmy thoughts
wander and | miss a word. Sharra what? | do noereber hearing that
before. | press rewind, hearing “... and Dad wouletme on the sharrabang
to Boggart Hole Clough.” It is a strange word, fgresounding, and my

5Carolyn Steedmarast Tenses: Essays on Writing, Autobiography aistbH (London:
Rivers Oram Press, 1992), 193.
® Elizabeth Robertsh Woman’s Place: An Oral History of Working-Classén 1890-1940
ngford: Basil Blackwell Publisher Limited, 1984).

Ibid., 1.
8 Alexander Stille, “Prospecting for Truth Amid tBéstortions of Oral History,New York
Times 10 March 2000, (np).
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mother sounds odd too — not at all as | remembece® barely noticed her
Lancashire accent but hearing it now, fifteen yedtesr she died, it is clear
that six decades in Australia moderated but diddef®at her idiosyncratic
vowels. It is disconcerting that the ghost in thechine seems more real than
the woman | recafl.

But that ghost is still telling the same old steri8tories which were
such an integral part of my childhood that evenatié phras@®oggart Hole
Cloughimmediately conjures images of folded hills angglad woods and a
tea house where the unknown man who was my grdredfabught an iced
cake for the child who would become my mother. Han | know all this and
not know “sharrabang”? It is surely not the fiigté my mother mentioned
the word. | think back, follow a string of memoriégcome lost in a maze of
stories, but “sharrabang” remains obscure. | catmagiine what it is beyond
the context that points to some sort of transport.

To search for an answer, | Google the term and afteme creative
spelling | discovecharabanc- a French word for a sort of sightseeing coach.
There is even a photograph. | study the sepia imbxpely, searching for
words to describe the unfamiliar vehicle, attemgptio picture it among the
horse-drawn carriages with which it would have stahe early twentieth
century roads.

Image 1Charaband®

Trying to imagine my mother as a toddler amongststhbmbre day-
trippers in their suits and hats, | print the imagel place it alongside an old
postcard of Boggart Hole Clough that | had fountién box of mementoes.
This is also a sepia photograph, but the drab caannot hide the lushness of
the woodlands or the charm of the cosy refreshmoahs. For a working-

® Edith Foden, interview by author, Evans Head, N®\W&tralia, 27 May 1986.
19 Photograph ofharabanccourtesy of Sudbury Museum Trust, United Kingdom.
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class child living in public housing overshadowgd\Wanchester’s factories
and cotton mills, theharabancmust have seemed like a royal carriage and
Boggart Hole Clough a magical kingdom. Considedhgf the stories she
told of it, why had she never shown me this phapgf She may have
forgotten its existence, though the place itseljdéired in her memories for the
rest of her life. The tape recording, made hakmtury after she last saw the
clough, captures the enchantment in her voice @sgbaks of “bluebell
woods, fields of daffodils, swans and struttingqueks [...].” What is this
quirk of transferred memory that allows me to sheenostalgia? Again, |
search the internet, half-afraid the place hasdaadk® the mists of time or
died with my mother’s stories of it. My fears am@gndless; Boggart Hole
Clough exists still, as it has done since 1890he name comes from the old
belief that a boggarf, or mischievous spirit, haunts the area and | araggd
to discover that the legend Edith told me, of Mor¢gFey and the boggart, is
in cyberspace for anyone to read. Feeling asnf ba the trail of something, |
begin to consider the bigger picture of my mothéfésand times.

$i e

. Refmshment Rooms, Boggar
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Image 2. Refreshment Rooms, Boggart Hole Clougmdtiaster

In many ways, Edith’s story provides a portraitted twentieth
century. In her eighty-eight years, she saw Hadl€§omet twice, survived two

" Manchester Parks and Gardens, http://www.manat8ig-uk.com/daytrips/parks-
gardens.htmllast accessed on 15 September 2009. See alsoGetey, “The Politics of
Public Space in Manchester 1896-191dAnchester Region History Reviéd (1997), 12-

23, http://www.mchr.mmu.ac.uk/pubs/mrhr.hti@mst accessed on 2 October 2009.

2 The mythical boggart is a creature mainly of Lasiige and Yorkshire, and is thought to be
responsible for poltergeist activity. See Mystesi@ritain Gazetteer
http://www.mysteriousbritain.co.uk/index.htnfdstaccessed on 28 May 2009.

13 Photograph of Refreshment Rooms, Boggart Hole @Hipianchester, England, from the
private collection of Edith Foden, now in the passen of Lainie Jones.
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World Wars and the Great Depression, lived thrainghreigns of four British
monarchs: Edward VII, George V, George VI, and &igth 1I; and the
abdication of Edward VIII. She was almost six whieaTitanic sank, and
going on nine when the Germans torpedoed._tigtania In 1920, she was
working in a Manchester cotton mill, and by 1936 slad migrated to
Australia as a domestic servant. Marrying duringrM/@Var 1l, she became a
mother at thirty seven. Edith’s stories were baihtalgic and romantic; as a
child I thought my own life was dull compared tashieHowever, her life was
difficult in a way that mine was not, so let uslgack to the beginning and
consider her world and how it shaped the womarbsicame.

Edith Foden was born on 2 August 1906 in Mancheateity her
family had called home for four generations. Hees & working-class world
just emerging from the shadows of Victorian Englarith its poor wages,
long working days, and child labour. Fifty yearsliea it may well have been
Edith’s fate to die, as many children did, caughiruthe heavy machinery of
the mills. Living conditions for the working-classere dismal; houses were
crowded and unsanitary, health provisions non-ertstand life expectancy
short. The city was shrouded with a permanentgiamoke and diseases
such as tuberculosis were endenfic.

Image 3. Edith, circa 1912

4 Manchester in Modern Timettp://www.manchester2002-
uk.com/history/modern/20thcent-1.htrfdst accessed on 29 September 2009. See also Tim
Gausden, “Manchester Early Dwellings Research Gfddanchester Region History Review
2, 1 (Spring/Summer 1988), 37-41, http://www.mcnmmac.uk/pubs/mrhr.htphast accessed
on 2 October 2009, and Robers\Woman'’s Place: An Oral History of Working-Class
Women 1890-1940

!5 Photograph of Edith in 1912 from the private octilen of Edith Foden, now in the
possession of Lainie Jones.
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By the time Edith was born, these circumstance®wkanging.
Improved housing, clean water, sewerage, gas, leottieity were making
huge differences to the lives of families. The epulVictoria Baths, opened
the year Edith was born and featuring in many ofsteries, were symbolic of
this modernisation. Described by newspapers ofithe as a “water palace,”
the huge building with its three swimming poolsiiséd glass windows and
mosaic floors, must have seemed like the ultinratexury to working-class
Mancunians like my grandparerfsvictoria Baths opened to grand
celebrations but Edith’s arrival that same year masked only by a birth
certificate, a tattered paper | still have over-bnedred years later. | also
have one snapshot of her as a baby with her pamadtswvo older brothers. If
not for her stories, these would be my only cornioedb her early years.

Image 4. Isaiah and Ann Foden with their childremy, George and Edith, circa 1966

Yet despite Edith’s longevity, the span of her eigreces and the
delight she took in speaking about them, when bheagy project | wondered
if | would have enough material to complete it. Hbery of thecharabanc
was recorded in the mid-eighties, part of four sapemprising memories of
her childhood, the period of my mother’s life tkae most loved recounting.
However, as | will explain, the fact that we nexerorded any stories beyond
those years was entirely my fault. | simply did koow what | was doing.

1 See Manchester in Modern Timéstp://www.manchester2002-
uk.com/history/modern/20thcent-1.htrfdst accessed on 28 September 2009.

1 Photograph of the Foden family in 1906 from thiggte collection of Edith Foden, now in
the possession of Lainie Jones.
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Although I did not have an interest in family histevhen | was
younger, my father’s death in 1983 made me awatkeofact that | had
questions that would never be answered and thay ofams stories and songs
had died with him. Unwilling to allow that to happ® Edith’s stories, | asked
her if she would be interested in making some iogs. Loving nothing
better than talking about herself, she was, of smulelighted. But what began
with such enthusiasm for both of us was doomed fitwerstart. | should have
known that the tension between my mother’s needdall the past and my
need to draw her into the present would defeasusaways had. When |
switched off the recorder after an hour or so | Ween to discuss her recent
experiences, her grandchildren, or even sharehitta little of my own life.

It was impossible; no matter how hard | tried tm@rer back to the present,
the old stories kept coming until the afternoorselbin and | had to leave.
Still, we recorded four tapes of stories beforedided that | had had enough
and ran away from the relentless monologue | hdelshed. Even so, six
hours of recording could have taken us a long Wwaymy inexperience in
narrative research constrained the process. | aedwseveral interviews over
a period of time. My questions were designed td leg mother
systematically through the years, thus curtailieg lebit of wandering
randomly from one story to another. The resulthaf bver-controlled pace
was that when | pulled the plug we had not evenlred her adolescence.
“We’'ll get back to it later,” | promised. “When blre more time.” My mother
would have been in her late seventies then — hoeghrtime did | think | had?

| now wish that | had not been so impatient. bidy because | would
have had more material, but also because the fambnsistent information
has had unexpected emotional repercussions. Hdoalsed further afield to
piece together Edith’s life, the unexpected riftsund prompted questions
that became a form of soul-searching for me. Wexenare alike than |
realised? How had the gaps and silences in my mistlife affected my way
of being in the world? Do the events that shapether’s life trickle down to
her daughter? To her granddaughter?

| should not have been surprised when my daughtawed me the
letters from her grandmother. Diana is like Edittwiays that | do not share. It
is as if their gregarious nature has skipped argdioe, leaving me introverted
and reflective in opposition to their talkative trexwerted personalities. On the
other hand, Diana loves shopping and embraces ow@rsam, whereas | am
austere, a bit miserly — in this, at least, | a®a liny motherAt one stage of
our sometimes stormy relationshipiana chose to live with her grandmother
during her final year of high school, finding he@ngpany more congenial (and
more easily managed) than mine; but that is paatfaf larger narrative, too
labyrinthine for this article. Suffice to say, tlugspite the sixty-seven years
between my mother and my daughter, their relatignsafas strong. They had
corresponded regularly while Diana was away atersity and although the
letters mostly repeated stories | knew, the conmestmy mother made with
Diana’s history studies in those letters demonstrain awareness that
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intrigued me, offering insights into the puzzledsitrying to piece together
and reminding me that people interact differentithwdifferent people. In

fact, my daughter had never viewed her grandmdtireugh the same
unsympathetic mirror that | held up to her. “I ldvgetting Nan’s letters,”
Diana said. “I could never understand why you resgher so much — always
grumbling about how much of your time she wasted, lzow she talked and
never listened. You were so angry.” | denied thisaurse, then, ironically,
made excuses for the behaviour that | had justedemhiater, alone with my
thoughts, | was belatedly ashamed. Engrossed iowmyconcerns, | had no
time for my mother’s.

Oral historian Stacey Zembrzycki writes that “wipsople leave
major details out of their narratives, they dropthiand leave markers which
can be pieced together if one is aware of thosemaigjtails.*® Edith had
indeed left some of those markers, but | was unawatheir existence until |
began clearing her bookshelves after she diedastavsimple task and |
expected no surprises. | had given her many obtivdks over the years and
they mostly included works by popular novelistscloFrancis, James Herriot,
Catherine Cookson, and Wilbur Smith. Where thed tlkese three small
incongruities come from? There was a volume of Bigtdserse titledrhe
Light of Asia another text titledPsychology for Everyman (and Womaeamd
yet another calleth Tune with the InfiniteThe last has an inscription
beautifully handwritten on the flyleaf: “With evegood wish for Xmas and
the Coming Year, Stan.” And inside the Buddhisteethe inscription reads:
“To Edith, with every good wish, Stan.” Who wasigthwondered? | could
not recall my mother mentioning his name yet aawked my memories an
image emerged from some obscure corner of my ssleamrs: St Mary’s
Cathedral in Sydney; a man sitting in a pew sketgltihe crucifix above the
altar; sunlight streaming through stained glassdaivs; and Edith watching
admiringly as his pencil captured the radiancehencross.

This picture was so clear in my mind that | knewiist have come
from one of her stories. But in all that light, wiwas Stan such a shadow?
Some elusive memory told me that he was that alttiastso seemed evident
that there must have been some kind of relationséiyween him and my
mother, because those are not books you give aasgraintance. “We need
to understand ourselvgdegins the psychology book, which also has Stan’s
mark on it, though not his name. They are the tfgeooks I like to read
myself yet it never occurred to me that my motheghhhave had similar
leanings. Did Stan recognise in Edith a spiritledming to which | was
blind? Much later, while flipping through her oldtagraph book, | found a
page that caught my eye because of its origindDifferent from the usual
autographs, | thought idly. Certainly differentrfrany father’'s awkward but

18 Stacey Zembrzycki, “Memory, Identity, and the Géiatie of Community Among
Ukrainians in the Sudbury Region, 1901-1989.D. Dissertation, Carleton University,
Ottawa, 2007, 16.
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endearing: “Edith now, Edith forever. Foden nowt bot forever.” But as |
began to turn the page | noticed the stylisedalsiiE at the top left, an& at
the bottom right. Edith and Stan. It had to be erethe quotation itself had
the same mystic overtones as the books. My mditv@ver linked with Stan
in a little leather-bound book. Why did she nevention this man? All | have
is a name, a distinctive entry in an autograph badknuous image in a
church, and three books that do not fit with whiatdéw of Edith’s reading
tastes. In oral history, some stories are told evbihers remain silent. This
understanding took on more significance for me r@séarched the nature of
choice and agency for my thesis. There is agensyénce.

m i
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Image 5. A Page from Edith’s Autograph Bdok

But Stan was not my mother’s only secret. Becalusieanged so much
between us, | began my memoir with Edith’s revelatf a secret she had
kept for seventy years. Here is an extract:
| can’t remember exactly what we were talking alibat day. Perhaps my
mother was telling me again how she came to imreg@Australia. | might
have been thinking about what to cook my familydomer that night. AlImost
certainly | was wondering how soon | could get awafat's how it was with

19 Edith’s Autograph Book, from the private colleatiof Edith Foden, now in the possession
of Lainie Jones.

Lainie Jones, “Family Puzzles: Pictures of My Mother’s Life, Pieces of Myself.” Oral 10
History Forum d’histoire orale 29 (2009), Special Issue “Remembering Family, Analyzing
Home: Oral History and the Family"



us then. Whatever | was thinking, there was nothingrepare me for those
three words.

“I was raped,” she said.

| can still feel the way my skin prickled, the seddsting of
tears which took me by surprise — | am not a pevdon cries
easily.

She was watching me closely. “No point crying,” siag.
“It was seventy years ago.”

But time had slipped. The past had been jerkedtirgo
present. | knew that what she was about to teNvmeld change
our relationship.

“But all these years you've never said anything ...”

“I was too ashamed.”

I hugged her. Awkwardly. We have never been a mgygi
family. “Ashamed? It wasn'’t your fault.”

“It was in a way ... Or that's what they said.”

“Who said?”

“Him. Mam and Dad too, though it was the gossig tha
worried them. He was married, see. Mam said I'dnied on —
shamed the family. | never told her he raped me/ivbther
shrugged her bony shoulders. “I never told anydheaw.” 2°

Edith told me this secret in 1994, not long befsite died. Indeed, |
think she needed to tell me about it so shlddie; it may have beemer way
of finally letting go, or perhaps | am being fantifAlmost fifteen years later,
as | try to articulate what her revelation meanne | realise that the moment
is coloured by the present: | am not the same pesm heard her confession.
| see things differently and know the world in #efient way; the passing of
years cannot help but change our perceptions.lt@say that it was the first
time | saw my mother as a woman, a sister travelea path beset with
perils; certainly, for the short time we had lefty prickly relationship
softened. Edith spoke less and | listened more santehow we found a
meeting place where the past could be comfortablled present. But
underlying the personal gains we made then arerstahelings that did not
occur to me until recently. These seem crucial wheansider the impact of
time and place and society on my mother’s choices.

| want to suggest that cultural patterns a hunglesds ago were denser
than they are now and harder to unravel; people wentent to follow
established ways of doing things, change occurredsbower pace, young
people seldom questioned their elders. | think noyhar’s life was so woven
into the designs of her foremothers that only devibact could have ripped

20 | ainie Jones, “Disobedient Daughters” Ph.D. Ditg@n, Southern Cross University,
NSW, Australia, 2009.
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those patterns apart. | believe that the brut#higy ruptured her body also
ruptured the relentless orbit of her life, hurlimgr into a new trajectory that
spun her to the far side of the world where shemetather and conceived
me.

Yet | do not mean to give unwarranted power to\amethat may well
have had a different outcome. For it was not theckton Edith that ripped
those old patterns asunder, but the courageouseshshe made afterwards.
Had she chosen otherwise — obeyed her father, sielohto her mother’s
demands, and behaved as society expected — | wotllthve a story to tell.

On the other hand, the telling itself is problemaihy am | so ready
to expose an experience that Edith found so shdrmsleéukept it hidden for
most of her life? No matter how | present it, glelike a betrayal. Even so,
while the ethical dimensions give me reason totatsil believe that by
setting her story within the boundaries of a nareathat honours the choices
she made, | can give my mother a voice to say nbatwhe could not openly
say then. | am not sure whether this is sufficjastification, but in trying to
make meaning of my mother’s life | cannot omit thattal experience. For
me, that is where the story begins. When my mdtiidrme about the
moment that changed her life in 1926, the storyedithrough the decades to
change our relationship in 1994. This is import&ait: although Edith was my
mother, my mother and Edith were not the same perso

Edith was a child of Edwardian England. My mothigr mbt come into
being until | was born in wartime Australia. Editfas the young heroine of
the stories | grew up with; dark tales some of thehservitude and
responsibilities too heavy for small shoulders, baiater ones of enchanted
places and long-lost traditions. She was the byaueag woman seeking
adventure who journeyed alone to a distant landnaade her own way in the
world. | know Edith as well as | know the charastBom other tales | heard
during my childhood and youth.

But | do not know my mother. Who was the real Edliiine
protagonist of her stories seemed almost mythibalpne | called my mother
so commonplace she was all but invisible; so mugteaence in my life that |
never really looked at her. What | had to do, lisea, was go back to the
beginning and incorporate the storybook Edith mgpmother’s shape until |
could perceive the person who gave me life. Tohily t knew that | would
need to consider each new piece of informatioménlight of old stories.
Perhaps then | might be able to see how the adoiesa@s formed by the
girl’s experiences; how the woman became the mother

Writing my mother’s story has raised all sortgjoéstions, not only
about her but also about me. As | continue to discgaps in the life of the
woman who shaped so many of my childhood understgadl begin to
notice similar patterns of evasion in my own red¢mgof experiences. My
daughter, fishing through my life for her own histand heritage, complains
that | am the most private person she knows. Alghdurecognise the truth of
her grievance, | usually brush it aside. UncoveHagh’s secrets have,
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however, made my own silences more difficult tdifysHow can we
understand ourselves as daughters, wives, and rmpthere do not know our
female lineage? As memoirist Maureen Murdoch writésve never learn
our mothers’ memories and their stories, we arplés$ to make the future —
for ourselves and our daughters. In the silencinguo mothers’ lives and our
own, we lose identity® Looking in a mirror | see the ghost of Edith’sdain
my own. Who is this person who inhabits my body®titid | become who |
am?

These questions seem simple on the surface lhattimre both
profound and challenging, and, | would suggesty tire at the heart of many
oral history studies and personal narratives, ¢leuagh they might be
approached from different angles. As Steedman saysyre all, in one way or
another, “a repository for other people’s histary][’ > We all know the
theories — that our parents, our childhood expedsnour emotional reactions
— write the scripts we enact; that the times inclhwe live and the dominant
institutions of class, culture, and society inseritur very beings. This is part
of the psychological and historical context thatawe trying to understand
when we explore individual and collective storiéife experiences. When |
apply the concepts to myself, however, it is harddknowledge such
limitations. | want to believe that | have playethajor role in shaping my life
— my choices, my goals, and my determination. Adadeiving myself?
Perhaps. And as | write | have barely begun to tipreshe ways in which the
historical and cultural gaps and silences shapelos. much of Edith’s life
and my own, | wonder, can be attributed to the akep? How do her secrets
and mine impact my daughter?

My mother told me that after she was raped, steblamed and all
but imprisoned by her parents. Making the firshytfuoee choice of her life,
she escaped and walked from Manchester to Portsmioavking up this
route in an atlas, | found the exact distance tmektablish with modern
motorways crisscrossing the old roads she woulé iadged in 1926, but it
is unmistakably over half the length of EnglandtoAsmded, | asked Edith:
“How long did it take?” She shrugged. “It's hardreamember; | lost track of
the days. Two or three weeks? Maybe more.”

Only when it was too late to ask, did | begin¢éose that part of this
story remained untold. | knew Edith had lived ihastel at Portsea for over
two years and wondered if it was, in fact, a hooreuhmarried mothers. Did
Edith have a baby? Do | have a half-sister or lofomewhere in England?
But surely, having told me so much, she would hale me that? Or is giving
up a child for adoption more shameful, more pairthén being raped? Was it
too unspeakableeven after seventy years?

2! Maureen Murdochynreliable Truth: On Memoir and Memo(New York: Seal Press,
2003), 33.
22 steedmarnPast Tense<L3.
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A Bible | found among her treasures added to thsteny. It is a little
New Testament with a photograph of some girls @@ gs a 1920s style
pasted inside the front cover. Around the photogia@ hand-written
message: “We are a group of friends who love yad,waho have pledged
ourselves to pray for you every day.”
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Image 6. The Front Pages of Edith’s Bifile

Did Edith need their prayers? Were they prayingofmst
transgressions or concerned about future onesPpade opposite, dated 15
April 1928, has a Biblical quotation and a dedwati“To Edith, with all good
wishes and in memory of he?*Birthday.” This seems bizarre; by then Edith
was twenty one. | was baffled until | came acrobtla printed card, with the
same date, tucked in the bottom of a drawer. @Gntiite sort of confession
someone might read out at a church ritual:

2 Edith’s Bible with Photograph and Inscription lihsj from the private collection of Edith
Foden, now in the possession of Lainie Jones.
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MY DECISION.

Being convinced that I am A SINNER
(Rom. iii. 23) and believing JESUS DIED
FOR ME (I Pet. ii- 24), 1 NOW accept
the Lord Jesus Christ (St. John i. 12) as
MY SAVIOUR and LORD.

Name,,...J - ‘%a

Address . 6.6 . %”lj‘//é;.? dyeor.
Name of Church or Sunday School :

Date  £S8-%. 2& - Age (if under 17) 2. ] .

When signed, hand this card to the Missioner or Pastor
of the Church.

Read carefully the Gospel of St. John, chapteri., verse 12 ;
and the 1st Epistle of St. John, chapter v., verses 10 to 12.

Image 7. Religious Declaratith

Making assumptions is not good practice when wgiabout a life or
recording a history, but | imagine that the birthdeference is connected to
Christian notions of being “born again.” Yet my et — the Edith | knew —
was never particularly religious. Were the girlgshe photograph fellow
“sinners” at the home? Was the hostel run by thaiBaChurch noted on the
card? All | can do is keep looking for evidence.

My mother had told me many times that she cameustralia to work
as a domestic servant. Following this lead, | ase@snformation posted
online by the Australian Government and discovelecliments which
indicated that not only was the migration of gdtsstined for domestic service
common before WWII, but also that those young wonvere frequently
sponsored by various churches which set up hastelscommodate and train
them before they lef€ Having searched without success for records of the

4 Religious Declaration found after Edith’s deationi the private collection of Edith Foden,
now in the possession of Lainie Jones.

5 National Archives of Australia, Prime Minister'spartment, “Immigration: Training of
Women. Domestic Duties” [68 pages, 1927-30] A484911/6
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hostel in Portsea, | decided that, despite all pgcalation, that was probably
all there was to this story. | had to accept thaould never know the whole
truth.

But | had given up too easily. When an assessnfahtsarticle was
returned to me, one of the reviewers wrote:

It is very improbable that the Portsea hostel imciithe mother
lived for two years was a church training hostekr&in women to
migrate for domestic service. The training perioduch hostels
was usually a few months at most, not a couplesafy. The
author’s initial suggestion that it was a rescustéldor unmarried
mothers seems much more likely. A youth group tiieyoung
women shown in the photograph in the Bible wouldipigate
with reform and support efforts for the residentsiich a hostel.
They would not be associated as a prayer groupanitfigration
hostel.

Stirred to further action, | managed to find an g@ddress for
Portsmouth Council and lodged a request for furithiermation about the
hostel. After surprisingly few dead ends, | wasiputontact with Portsmouth
Central Library which houses a Historical Collensdepartment and a
Genealogy Section dating from the 1780s. And findlbbtained an answer of
sorts: the hostel had been run by the Free Chuocim€il, an amalgamation of
non-conformist churches in the area. Unfortunatig,admission book
covering the period when my mother lived there hadsurvived the bombing
during World War Two. More pertinent, considerig tmotive for my search,
this email also informed me that the Free Churchr€d had two homes in
the city, one of which was for unmarried motherd treir babies. The
building on King Street, however, was believed dawdnbeen simply a hostel
for young single women to live .

Armed with this knowledge, | drew some tentativadasions. First, |
assumed that Edith was a resident of the hostatoifse, given the
circumstances of her arrival in Portsmouth, itasgible that she was
originally housed at the home for unmarried motlzerd lodged at the hostel
afterwards, but | had no evidence to indicate tihiatwas the case. | remained
puzzled, however, about what she did while shallitere as | cannot
imagine that she was unemployed during those tvaosyé’et so many stories
of her working life in England are jumbled togetiremy memory that it is
difficult to distinguish between them. | know sleét Ischool at fourteen and,
like most working-class girls of that time and @awent to work in one of
Manchester’s cotton mills. | know Edith worked hetmill for about two

http://www.naa.gov.au/naaresources/publicationsfeh guides/quides/immig/chapt07.htm
last accessed on 2 October 2009.

26 portsmouth Museum and Records Service, e-maiéspondence with Lainie Jones, 22
May 2009.
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years until her mother forced her to quit so tlet sould become the family’s
housekeeper and child-minder while she herself Wwaok to work as a
seamstress. Edith resented this imposition buéetivais no question of choice:
“| was the eldest daughter,” she told me. “It wapezted.?’

| once assumed it was expected because my grandnweds a tyrant,
but Roberts’s oral history study makes clear th#ta time and place
obedience to parental wishes was such that “padeaisled which school a
child would go to, when they would leave, and wibatwould follow.”®
Later, when her mother became pregnant with hefttwehild, Edith, then
eighteen, began working in a local pub where shegllon the premises and
did general cooking and cleaning duties as wellaatending. It was while she
was working at the pub that she was raped and qubsédy left home and
arrived at Portsea; but what she did for the foilmatwo years | cannot say.

Before | could close this chapter, another emaived from
Portsmouth City Council Library Service with sonuelgional information:

According to Kelly's Directory of Portsmouth, 19261929
(annually), 66 King Street, Portsea, was the Fiimar€¢h Shelter
and Hostel for Women and Girls. “Sister Ethel” wasorded as
being in charge. “Free Church” refers to the nonfoomist
churches, that is Baptist, Methodist, CongregatidPesbyterian,
etc., working togethe?’

While this did not contribute to my understandiogty large degree, another
piece of the jigsaw fell into place. “Sister Ethélrealised, was the name
inside the Bible. This stirred another memory. Tgragain to my mother’s
photograph album, | found a picture of a woman \thign name “Sister Ethel”
printed alongside it in my mother’s hand. Revising earlier impressions, |
now think it is likely that the Bible was simplyfarewell gift when Edith left
the hostel. The dates on the card and in the Bibdgsther with a date written
under another photograph from her album, suppa@tcttnclusion.

27 Edith Foden, interview by author, 22 June 1986.

28 RobertsA Woman's Place3?.

2% Historical Collections Librarian, Portsmouth C@ypuncil Library Service, e-mail
correspondence with Lainie Jones, 29 May 2009.
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Image 8. Sister Ethel, circa 1928

That other photograph, shown below, is of 8&Ballaratthe ship on
which Edith travelled to Australia. It is dated April 1928, just five days
after she made her vow in the Lake Road Baptist€hiBo, as Edith did over
eighty years ago, | decided to leave Portsmouthfaliav her to Australia. |
hoped that by recalling the stories she told mieeofmigration and her early
days in Australia, | might discover further clues.

Image 9SS Ballaratcirca 1926"

%0 Photograph of Sister Ethel, from the photograjtuml of Edith Foden, now in the
possession of Lainie Jones.
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What | know is this: in 1928, my mother’s journegrh England to
Australia took almost eight weeks. T88 Ballarathad been launched by P &
O in 1920 especially to service emigrant passengetie United Kingdom-
Australia route via the Cape of Good Hope. Thuserathan taking the
shorter route through the Suez Canal, it travediedn the West African coast
to Cape Town, crossed the Indian Ocean to Fremantebattled the rough
seas of the Great Australian Bite to Adelaide aradbddurne, before finally
docking in Sydney?

My mother often told me that the church that hadraged work for
her in Australia sent representatives to welcomeahevery port of call along
the way. As a young woman travelling alone, shefbthis attention
reassuring. In Sydney she was allowed a day toyghpcity before her
minders bundled her onto a train to Harden. Assteam engine chugged
through the night she wondered, not for the firaet what it would be like,
this new place with its English name. No one intf&a had been able to find
it on a map but she had been told it was a ruraht&he used to laugh when
she told me how images of leafy dells, quaint chesg village greens, and
thatched cottages had excited her imagination fumthrs. The reality was very
different.

By 1928, Harden had grown from a rough settleroarthe Yass
Plains of New South Wales to an established tovpnsith its own hospital,
several banks, numerous hotels, a courthouseramyilschools, and a public
swimming pool. There was a regular power supplyrésitdents had to rely on
rainwater tanks for water, and as the town waswessd, homes had outdoor
toilets serviced by a night caftlt was not the village of Edith’s dreams but
she liked the wide skies and its contrast with Measter appealed to the sense
of adventure which, she told me, had been reintbbyethe new and different
sights she had seen during her long voyage.

It was not unusual for single female immigrantg likdith to be sent to
country settlements. As part of a plan to overctimedsolation faced by rural
wives and to increase the population, the governmeasoned that female
domestic servants would not only free middle-ckasstralian women to bear
more children, but also the newcomers would agiodsntial wives and
mothers themselve Edith was not averse to marrying an Australian and

%1 Photograph o8S Ballaratfrom the private collection of Edith Foden, nawtie
possession of Lainie Jones.

*2 These are the ports Edith remembered, most plntigiCape Town and Fremantle.
Information about the ship can be found at
http://www.clydesite.co.uk/clydebuilt/viewship.agh?513 last accessed on 20 September
2009. Note that | have not been able to establighoas of call or the exact duration of the
voyage.

% Richard Littlejohn, “A Brief History of Harden-Mmmburrah,”
http://www.harden.nsw.gov.au/about/1001/1003.htadt accessed on 2 October 2009.

34 National Archives of Australia, Prime Minister'spartment, “Immigration: Training of
Women. Domestic Duties” [68 pages, 1927-30] A484911/6
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becoming one of those young country mothers buehwsloyers, recent
arrivals from England themselves, had other ideas.

Her new boss was a pastor; oppressed by the he&lideousness of
the country to which he had been sent, he scaspaliye to her. His wife,
however, was more than willing to outline the rufest would govern Edith’s
life. Her place, it was made clear, was to scrabrf, dust furniture, polish
silver and brass, cook, launder, mend, and talke adner employers’ three
children. At meal times she served the family agtdmed to the kitchen until
summoned to clear the dishes. On her half-dayh&fvgalked aimlessly or
read in her room; as a servant she was forbiddeodialise. My mother once
told me that when she was invited to join the Ideahis club, her employers
had insisted that she refuse. According to themjceney to Australia was
an opportunity she was expected to repay by hart;waixing with the locals
would distract her from her duties.

My mother spoke of that time with bitterness. ltswent the work she
minded — hard work had been her lot since she esens— but at the end of
the world, thousands of miles from friends and fgnshe was distressed to
find herself excluded from everything that mightédridged those gaps in
her life. “I felt as if I'd woken up and found mgd amputated,” she told me.
“| couldn’t imagine a place more cut off from Marmster than Harder’™

Edith left Harden as soon as her contract endgdh@&n it was 1930
and the Great Depression had thrown a pall of glower the world. Not
realising the extent of unemployment in the citsf® caught a train to Sydney
where thousands of people were out of work. Shéatwigll have finished up
homeless and starving, yet in the midst of all gaterty and suffering the
wealthy could still afford servants. AlImost immeeig she found a live-in
position with a judge and his family at Double Bayge of Sydney'’s elite
suburbs. Compared to her former employers, theyeddike saints, but
when the Depression deepened in 1931 and the Wagie was cut by ten per
cent, those saints cut Edith’s wage in half. Wiratld she do? By then she
knew she was lucky to have a roof over her head.

Most of the female domestic servants in the nearagsions were
from Britain, so Edith also found friends to take tdge off her loneliness.
Two of these women, Nell from London and Phyllisnfr Edinburgh, both
fondly remembered “Aunts” from my own childhoodmained Edith’s
friends until they died. Yet despite their compasioip and the security of
paid employment and comfortable accommodationtm@when so many
had neither, it was a hard life. “We had no rights privacy,” my mother told
me. “We had half a day off a week and if we didjotout we’d likely be
called on to make afternoon tea. | was often asegt up and make supper
after I'd gone to bed. | sasked but there was no question of refusing.”

http://www.naa.gov.au/naaresources/publicationsfeh guides/quides/immig/chapt07.htm
last accessed on 2 October 2009.

% Edith Foden, interview by author, 17 July 1986.
% Edith Foden, interview by author, 31 July 1986.
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Many of my mother’'s comments illustrate how the epgasses dominated
and oppressed their domestic servants, and hdavtlithught they gave to
their personal needs.

Edith remained in service for several years afterRepression ended.
| am unsure of the dates but know she had thréerelit live-in positions, all
in Sydney’s elite Eastern suburbs. Eventually sbpped laundering, cooking,
scrubbing and polishing for a pittance, gave updpait the beck and call of
the wealthy, and went to work at Bradford Cottorli$fia position similar to
her first job in Manchester. She rented a littlmfshed flat a short walk from
the factory and with her nights finally free of doyers’ demands, a day-and-
a-half to herself every weekend, and new friendsragsat the mill girls, Edith
began to live an independent life. This new begignl think, would have
been around 1939, making her thirty-three, abaaitithe this photograph was
taken.

Image 10. Edith, circa 1939

37 Photograph of Edith from Edith’s mementoes, nowhiapossession of Lainie Jones.
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In 1940, Edith received a letter from her mothertlBen she had been
in Australia for over a decade and had corresponegadlarly with her family.
But it was not until that letter, she told me, thaé really became aware of the
extent of her separation from them and from thd kainher birth. Her mother
had written to inform Edith of her father’'s dedtHe was only fifty-eight,”
my mother said. “| couldn’t believe it. My firstalight was to rush home, to
comfort and be comforted — as if home was justraddbe corner. It took a
while to sink in that Dad had been buried weeksteMam'’s letter even
arrived.”®

Now, with phone lines and airlines shrinking therldpyou can make
a phone call, borrow money, and book an airplasiesti In minutes you can
be speaking to family, in twenty four hours you t&home.But then, time
and space were shaped by different forces and ylséenious lines of
longitude and latitude circled a globe too vastupproblematic crossing. For
women like my mother, years turned into lifetimesl éhey were never
reunited with their families.

Before | began this project | would have describbgdmother’s life as
a dense fabric of stories. Now, | realise it is enlite the lace doilies she
loved — yarns patterned around holes to form aspigashape. Her stories are
the threads that hold the pattern but the holesweave around, the silences
she kept and the gaps in my knowledge of heraife,equally part of the
pattern and tell their own stories. But even aadé those threads through
Edith’s working-class childhood, adolescence, aadlife as a young woman,
I have not yet unwound the tangle of how Edith beedhe mother |
remember.

Some images gleaned from a capricious memory aitigdénnto my
memoir are as loosely woven as Edith’s own yarmgite of my mother’s
everyday workload, of how she cleaned the houssheadishes, laundered
clothes, nappies and sheets without any electidal | describe her as a
worrier, how even the rare treat of a day at trechevas shadowed by the
anxieties that spilled constantly from her lipsofit go too deep. Watch out
for sharks. Oyster shells can cut your feet, samgbd might collapse, waves
could sweep you out to sea.” | portray the famituature typical of the
Australian working class in the 1950s: “My fatheasrthe breadwinner, my
mother the homemaker. Dad went to the pub aftek\wod Mum slipped his
dinner out of the oven and onto the table as h&ewah the door®

| also acknowledge in my memoir that by the stagislaf the 1950s,
Edith was a good mother. She was not affectionatee-never cuddled us or
said she loved us — but that was not unusual; paafgthat generation tended
to hide their feelings. Yet she was always theraif there when we left for
school, there when we came home, there to putgpiaen scratches and with
home-made soup when we had a cold. She was a nbasthreliable

38 Edith Foden, interview by author, 18 September6198
%9 Jones, “Disobedient Daughters.”
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presence. Her food nourished, her cleanliness exgisto godliness, and her
stories entertained.

Piece by piece, the fragments of my mother’s légih to form a
picture. | suspect it will never show the whole vambut nor will the stories |
write about my daughter or myself — my memoir reeonstruction of our
lives bound by narrative concerns, not the livesitbelves. Whoever knows
another person fully? My daughter says | am a mydteher because | am so
reserved, yet for all her directness and availgbisihe is equally a mystery to
me. But as | work on the puzzle of our three im&rhg lives, | begin to
appreciate that it is those unknown qualities thiaigue me, and that my
efforts to see behind the mysteries of our indigidy not only draw me
closer to my mother and my daughter, but also clmsanderstanding myself.

| began this article by pointing out that | am aterrather than a
historian, but | have also argued that in whatéwee and place a personal
narrative is set, a sense of history is alwaysiraggd. My writing project
would not exist without Edith’s stories and conetysEdith’s stories, and the
ways in which these have the potential to intewattt and validate other
stories of her era, would have no future withoutwmiging. | do not know if
my memoir will be published when it is completed bposit, with Jennifer
Jensen Wallach, that “life writing has the potdrtaenrich our historical
understanding in ways that cannot be replicatexhinother single source
material.”° Oral histories are able to collate many case etudi form a
bigger picture. My memoir looks at the lives ofpttiree women, each of
whom, if not representative of her time and plase, withess and a
participant nevertheless.

Carolyn Steedman writes of a “specifically histaticonsciousness
[which] has provided the framework for the emergeatthe autobiographical
form.”*! Historical consciousness informs my writing butduld also suggest
that there is a deeper link that underlies bothlustory and life writing — that
in fact history, biography, and biology are interted. Like physical
characteristics, memories and stories are passed idafamilies and
inscribed on our flesh. Generational patterns wamemthe cells of our being
bleed from the past into the present and are thees®f our future. My
mother’s stories and secrets have contributed migtto my life and my
writing but also to the ways that | perceive thet@nd the passing of time in
life histories. | cannot separate them.

“0 Jennifer Jenson Wallach, “Building a Bridge of \§&f Biography29, 3 (Summer 2006),
446.
4 steedmanPast Tensest3.
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