Post war life and times

The very detailed diary of his wartime experience, and his summary of his later
naval career in a single page, illustrate very accurately many of James Hume'’s
character traits. On the one hand, he was a career Naval Officer and defined
himself for his whole life in those terms. Long after he left the Navy, he was
associated with Naval events, had Navy badges on his car and his clothing, and
participated in memorial events with pride. An abiding memory is of his last March
in the ANZAC Day parade in Melbourne with the Kanimbla ship mates, where he
marched in front in perfect time, and straight back, with a young officer from
present Kanimbla. This part of his character was not always easy to live with for
his children. He could be authoritarian (especially with Graeme and myself). He
did not cope well with girls and women as equals; and he was in many ways an
old-fashioned mysogynist. He could be very harsh in his judgments, and he had a
tendency to pontificate at considerable length on any topic. He could not cope at
all with open confrontation and argument, and in family disputes, it was common
for him to express his views indirectly, and make Mum the messenger. He was
also incapable, until rather late in life, of admitting that he was wrong. These were
all traits that were somewhat familiar to the children of the men who fought in the
war, and in modern times we might have talked of post-traumatic stress (which he
clearly suffered by his own admission).

He took some things just a little too seriously. This is reflected in the very large
amount of detail included in his diary, which he clearly considered very important.
Mum talked at one time about his “current obsession”, which at the time was the
Burns Club. At different times he was a very active member of several voluntary
organisations, notably the Presbyterian Church, the Freemasons, Rotary and the
RSL, and he clearly felt a sense of duty once he was part of an organization, to
contribute. But he left the first three for various reasons to do with changes of
direction or opinion that he could not agree with (in the case of Rotary, his local
chapter admitted women). On the other hand, his remarkable background and the
traumas he endured perhaps contributed to making him insightful and
compassionate, and he could be very warm, sensitive and vulnerable. He was
valued as a very loyal friend by many people who shared his life. His shipmates
from Kanimbla and later ships, notably Burt Dick (my godfather), Ray Clark-Smith,
and Nevin Phillips were his special friends.

In this next section, | will try and remember as much as | can of anecdotes and

events of our shared life from 1953 to 2011. In some measure, this is also,
inevitably, a memoir of my own childhood.
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Memories of Father

In 1949, James went back to the UK for the first time since 1942, to train at
Rossyth (HMS Mercury). This was well before the opening of the Forth Road
Bridge, and the naval base was somewhat isolated. The only entertainment was at
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what was referred to as “Dumpfermline”. From a very brief and limited
conversation with Dad, | gather that this was the only time that he ever met his
father, and the meeting did not go especially well. He never met his mother, nor
did he learn of the existence of his three younger sisters. When their existence
was revealed many years later (in 1998), he refused to have any contact, saying
only that he had made a promise, presumably to his father. It was presumably
shortly afterwards that he had a serious car accident, which amongst other things,
left him with a scar on his face, and disrupted his training. He and Mum (Suzette
Lawrence) were married on December 15", 1951. Nothing was ever said of the
courting in the household. She was three years older, which would have been a
significant difference when they first met, when he was just short of 19, in 1943.
But perhaps the sparks were sown over shared boxes of chocolates during his long
convolescences at war's end. He was away at sea for a good deal of the next 8
years. At some time during that period, he wrote a very lovely short letter to Jo,
calling her Mum (as he did always), and saying how much of a comfort it was to be
able to do so.

| appeared on the scene on
the 5" of January, 1953, born
{ while Dad was serving on
HMAS Australia, and
therefore the last child to be
christened on board. The
photo shows the proud
parents. In 1954 Dad
reached the pinnacle of his
career at sea, being given
command of the ocean-going
minesweeper, HMAS Wagga.
A picture of the Wagga
(opposite) took pride of place
on the wall in every
subsequent house we lived
in, and took up permanent
station in the entrance hall at 71 Kent Street for 40 years. During this time, the
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young couple took up residence in their first home in Bardwell Park in Sydney
(above), bought with a little help from Pop. Sydney was the home port, but Dad
was a sea for much of the time. Indeed, when Patricia was born in 1955, Mum
went down to Melbourne for the birth, for the support of family. All available
evidence indicates that Dad was a great success as captain of Wagga. He kept all
reports ever written about his performance on transfer, and he was highly
commended by the Flag Officer. By this time, with the Korean war over, the
Australia Navy was reducing the number of large ships, so a further promotion at
sea might not have been available. Perhaps it was just that fact, or perhaps the
responsibility of two young children that finally led him to seek, or be given, a shore
posting in 1956, after nearly 20 years almost continuously at sea.

My own first memories of life, and of Dad, come from our posting to Fremantle.
We lived in a residence upstairs in a small converted warehouse. The picture
above shows me and Mum, and a pushchair containing Tricia, on the rather
precarious stairs, which had a barrier at the top to keep small ones (i.e. Tricia and
later Graeme) from toppling down. The building was still standing on the foreshore
at Fremantle in the early 2000s, used by the Seaman’s union.

The Boom Defence depot was a wonderful and somewhat hazardous playground
for a small boy. A much-used swing sits in the front of the house, but large piles of
anchor chains were more entertaining, and one of my earliest memories was of
getting lost in them, and needing to be guided out. There were no other families or
children on the site (hard to believe as it is now in fashionable Fremantle
waterfront) so it must have been quite isolated for Mum.

At this time, the family had its first cars, first an Austin A30 sedan, and then a
cream-coloured Austin A30 station wagon. This was something of a rarity (the
station wagon being a new concept). James rather loved his cars until quite late in
life, and another early memory is of a game, repeated often over the years, of
being squirted with the hose in the process of washing of the car; most likely not
unwelcome in the Fremantle heat. During this time, Dad took an interest in
Australian Rules football. A number of the young sailors and apprentices played
for South Fremantle, so Dad took up the reins as coach of the Under 18s. Exactly
what he contributed in terms of tactics and skills is hard to know, since he never
played the game himself. But a small amount of photographic evidence suggests
that training consisted of a good deal of running up and down sand hills.

He was still pretty athletic in these days (having been a useful middle distance
runner in his Conway days, in fact coming second in the open half mile), although
the ever present pipe was probably not helping his aerobic capacity. An abiding
memory of my childhood, starting from those days, was the smell of Amphora pipe
tobacco. Mum never smoked, and really hated the smell. | associated it with being
car sick, which was a fairly frequent occurrence.

In any case, Dad retained an interest in the football club for many years afterwards.
A framed pocket crest was on the wall of his study at Kent Street, and he had a
soft spot for Fremantle when they joined the AFL (although his first team was
Essendon, like me influenced by his brother-in-law Bill). He also learned enough of
the rules to act as an umpire whilst at HMAS Nirimba in the 1960s.
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The other recreational
pastime available was to
take a boat from the naval
base out to Rottnest
Island. A well-repeated
story of this time has it
that | was so sick on one
such trip that they turned
around only 20 minutes
out.

The family expanded still
further in 1957, with the
birth of Graeme William. |
recall that Tricia and |
) were left in some kind of
formal care, in which the two of us were separated, much to both of our
consternation. So, James and Suzette had three children under 5 to cope with.

The next posting was as Director
of Operations in 1958. This
started in Navy Office in
Melbourne, and then transferred
to Canberra later in the year. We
lived for six months in a small
rented house in Box Hill, before
moving to a newly-constructed
government house in Bailey
Street, Narrabundah. As the
picture shows, the house was
decidedly minimal, and the streets
were not actually sealed until we
had been in residence for two

years. It was a so-called
, monocrete construction, which
suffered from rising damp.
Nevertheless, Dad took to the
home ownership with significant
gusto. He planted a lawn and lots
of trees and shrubs, and built a
carport on the side. This was to
be the start of a long career in
DIY. Like many of his day, he followed the fashion of having a carefully laid out
workshop, with boards where every tool had a place. He built cupboards (built-ins
were not yet standard), and racks and beds and bunks. Sadly, the children were
not welcome participants in this kind of activity, and Mum was usually enlisted to
keep us “out of his hair”. In these days, Canberra was very much a country town,
divided in two by the Molonglo River, which flooded fairly regularly. A routine
activity was to be taken for a Sunday drive in the A30 station wagon, out to one of
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the river swimming holes at the Cotter or Murrumbidgee River. These were
sometimes a bit of a nightmare because of carsickness and the smell of pipe
smoke, but also amongst the happiest of times. Dad liked to play rough games
with the children in the deeper swimming holes. We travelled down to Melbourne
for most holidays, and generally stayed at 139 Cotham Rd, the home of my
grandparents. Dad remained very close to Pop all of his life, and when we were all
there together, the two of them would often sit and puff their pipes/cigars together
in the front room, thereby ensuring they would not be disturbed by the rest of the
family who tended to be restricted to the back of the house or upstairs.

Dad’s next posting was Executive Officer at HMAS Nirimba, the apprentice training
establishment at Quaker’s Hill, west of Sydney. He was especially selected for this
role by the then Vice-Admiral. Discipline was lax, there had been significant
troubles with apprentices going AWOL and creatlng local disturbances. Dad was
. selected to recover
the situation. He did
so by a combination
of setting the right
example, scrupulous
fairness, and a brisk
uncompromising
approach  with a
human face. He soon
knew each apprentice
by name. | like to
think that the hardships
he faced, and the
rather brutal training on
Conway, made him
genuinely empathetic,
and he also had a lively
sense of humour. The
boys at Nirimba were
only 18 when they
graduated, so he was a
. father figure and he
was well aware of it.
Indeed, he was as
' much a Headmaster as
a commanding officer.
The boys attended school, and had school sports (against other military teams) on
the weekend, alongside their formal military training. Dad was everywhere;
cheering on the sidelines at the Rugby (a game he did not much like, although he
had played it on Conway), refereeing the Australian Rules, and even participating
in the athletics, where he was still competitive at 40.
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