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NOTES TO THE READER ON INTERPRETATION OF THIS TRANSCRIPT 
 

Readers of this oral history transcript need to be aware that it is not strictly a verbatim transcript 
of the words as spoken. The interview was conducted in the form of a natural conversation 
between the interviewer and the person being interviewed and some changes have been made in 
order to avoid duplication, to clarify what was intended and to facilitate the flow of the document. 
 
Much of what is said in such interviews relies upon the accuracy of the memory of the person 
being interviewed and readers should bear this in mind and judge for themselves how factually 
accurate the material is. The interviewer has sought to clarify or verify facts and statements made 
during the interview where this seemed appropriate. 
 
The views and opinions expressed within the transcript are those of the person expressing them 
in the interview. 
 
Please refer to the notes on the following page to aid interpretation of the transcript. 
 
Note 1  
 
The recording comprises 7 parts and runs for a total of 3 hours and 15 minutes. 
 
Note 2 
 
Where the interviewer has used words such as ‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘Right’ or ‘OK” as an 
encouragement, but not as anything else then these words have not been transcribed unless 
they are relevant for the context. Commonly used habitual phrases have also been deleted 
from the transcript. Duplications have been rationalised to ensure that intended meaning is 
clear.  
 
Note 3 
 
The interviewer and/or the interviewee have inserted occasional words or phrases (which are 
not in the original recording) into the transcript in order to clarify the context of what was being 
said. These words are shown in the form they would say  .  
 
Note 4 
 
Where a sentence has a series of dots in the text such as ……… this indicates that the speaker 
paused, the recording was not clear enough to transcribe accurately what was said or the 
following speaker interrupted what was being said. 
 
Note 5 
 
The interviewer is referred to as ‘Doug’ in the transcript and to the subject speaker 
(interviewee) is referred to as ‘Max’ as appropriate. 
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TRANSCRIPT 
 
Speaker Text 
Doug My name is Doug Ayre, the date is the 5th of July 2019 and I’m interviewing Mr Max 

Fewster on behalf of the Gingin Community Resource Centre for the Shire of Gingin 
Oral History Program at his home in Gingin.  Okay Max, may I call you Max? 

Max That’s for sure. 

Doug Okay, well first of all then would you give me your full name? 

Max Maxwell Norman Fewster. 

Doug Thank you and when were you born Max? 

Max The 13th of the 6th 1937. 

Doug And where were you born? 

Max I was born in Saint Andrew’s Hospital in Midland Junction. 

Doug That’s in Perth of course? 

Max In Midland, yes, in a private hospital that was owned by a Margaret Niven. She was 
the matron there and the owner of the hospital in Stafford Street in Midland Junction. 

Doug I know it.  Did you grow up in Gingin? 

Max Yes, grew up in Gingin. Born in Midland and moved up here a couple of weeks later 
and been here ever since. 

Doug Tell me a bit about your mum and dad. 

Max Well, Mum was Olive Reid. She was born in Mooliabeenee which is just a little 
community just east of Gingin about 14 miles.  Dad was born at Muchea, just on the 
Brand Highway just in Muchea.  He was one of 11 children. Mum was one of 7 
children. They met at a dance here in Gingin. It must have been 1934/35 and they 
were married. They had one little girl that was unfortunately stillborn and then I came 
along and as I say on the 13th of June 1937.  

Dad and his brother were bee-keepers.  The family had the property at Muchea but it 
wasn’t very big. There were six boys and they had to find something else to do - 
three of them went bee-keeping. Dad went with the brother, Jack, up to Baandee 
which is up near Merredin in the Wheatbelt and they started developing a wheat 
farm. Dad was up there with Uncle Jack for three or four years and decided that the 
Wheatbelt wasn’t his forte, so he came back home and he and his brother Nelson 
moved up here to Gingin. They bought this area inside the loop of the brook which 
was then the Police Paddock - another name was The Horseshoe because of the 
way the brook was shaped around in a big horseshoe which came into the town from  
up on the north side of Gingin, looped out to the east and back around and went out 
to the west.   

So, they bought this area where I’m living here now in Robinson Street from the 
brook right over to Lefroy Street. They were bee-keeping and growing vegetables in 
this area here. They worked together for years, well, until I grew up. Uncle Nelson  
had three boys, so they grew up and Dad bought a property over at Wannamal – a 
900-acre property on the Moora/Mogumber Road.  The property was called Cullalla 
Hills. I was working with Dad before I went off bee-keeping - we’re talking about Dad 
and Mum now and so really and truly, they just settled here. They certainly made 
this their home because they lived here their whole lives - their whole married life. 
They lived in the old house just in Lefroy Street, only 100 metres away and then 
moved over to the house here in 81 Robinson Street.  We built them a new house 
and they moved into there.  I’m not really sure exactly the date they moved in but it 



 

 

was in the late 1960’s.  

Dad was a part of everything that happened in Gingin just about.  They had a golf 
club that they built up on where the first subdivision is there on the hill just above the 
where the school is now, on Edgar’s property - there was a golf club there that Dad 
was a part of building. He was on everything that happened at the golf, the bowls in 
later life when bowls arrived but, when they first came here he played cricket and he 
was a part of the cricket.1 He was a part of the Progress Association. He was a part 
of the Silver Chain - he was sort of president of the Silver Chain. He was on the 
school P and C.   

He spent 32 years on the Shire and he was made a Freeman of the Shire when he 
retired from the Shire - him and a good friend of Dad’s Bill de Burgh, he was on the 
Shire with him for the whole time. I think dad was 33 years and so many days and 
Bill was 32 years, so they were virtually neck and neck all the way and they were 
both made Freemen of the Shire on the same time. 

Doug You say he was on the Shire do you mean he was serving on the Council? 

Max Serving on the Council yes. 

Doug In what capacity? 

Max Well he was President for 18 years and the rest of the time he was just a Councillor. 
He was virtually a part of nearly everything that went on, the development in Gingin 
from 1935 until he died in 1996. 

Doug It would have been good to interview him wouldn’t it?  

Max 
 

Well you can see the interview. The interview’s laying up there. 

He’s got books. He’s written books and he’s written various articles. I’ve got articles 
here that will be presented to the Shire at the finish, because that’s where he wanted 
them to go because he’s written little stories about the development of the golf club, 
and all about the Silver Chain and the Progress Association.  

He was part of the Home Guard when the war was on and because of being bee 
keepers they were reserved occupations. All their bees wax went to the Defence 
Forces and I think all the bee keepers in the state - I’m not exactly 100% sure - all I 
can remember is that the wax used to all go away and what they used it for I wasn’t 
sure but it was required.  

Mum’s family they were all a little bit close. My Mum’s mother was a twin and they 
married brothers. They were Atkinsons and they married Reid brothers.  My dad and 
his brother Vince, they married a daughter from each of those marriages. When it 
came to our turn, my cousin and I, we married sisters but they were Yugoslav girls 
and so it’s been a sort of a pretty well a fairly unique running down the line of three 
generations where twin sisters married brothers and then a son from each of those 
marriages married sisters again.   

But apart from that, Mum and Dad’s been sort of part of everything that happened.  
Mum was in the Red Cross - she was a life member of the Red Cross - and the 
CWA and was responsible for cooking. In the old days, you know with the women 
they had to cook all the suppers and everything, so they were constantly cooking. 
But apart from that they were a big part of Gingin for many, many years.   

Doug Where did you go to school Max? 

Max Went to school in Gingin here at the school where our school was. A lovely old 
building right on the exact site where the Shire Council sits at the moment. You used 
to walk out of old Mr Giles’s shop which is now Alan Greenwell’s - or Wally 

 
1 Also was involved with football. 



 

 

Greenwell’s – store. Used to walk out of there and straight over the road and up 
through the gate and up the pathway to the school building which was just a two-
roomed big building.  

It was the one side which was what we called it when we were going to school - it 
was called ‘the big room’ from Grade 5 to Grade 7 and ‘the little room’ was from 
Grade 1 to Grade 4. It was pretty straight forward.  

We had a unique situation the year I started, there were nine of us started in Grade 
1 as it was in those days that year and seven of us were left-handers which was 
unusual. 

Doug Really? 

Max I can remember the names. I have got all the names of the seven somewhere here. 
There was Athol Ferguson, Colin George, Max Fewster myself, Gail Shaw, Wendy 
Shaw, Gerald Brendish and Trevor Meehan plus what was the young Meehan’s 
name? Gerald Meehan. They were the seven left-handers and we went right through 
from Grade 1.  I think there was only one that left during our time at school. The 
seven years we were at school, there was only one of us left but the other six all 
went right through school together. 

The first teacher that I had was Miss Christmas I think it was her name. I’m pretty 
sure that it was Miss Christmas was the first one and then we had Miss Woodman 
who was finally married to Jack Dewar. She married a local which was fairly 
commonplace in those days. There were very few school teacher girls that were 
women school teachers that came into the town that actually escaped because they 
were generally picked up by one of the local boys. There was quite a few of them 
that came to teach here and were married, but I think that was probably fairly 
common throughout all of the towns in Western Australia. 

Doug I think it was because talking with other communities they used to tell the story of 
when a new teacher came into town, the lads always knew so they would go and 
size her up. 

Max We were curious and we used to just wait and see what arrived each year. 

Doug So, a lot of them became farmers’ wives and that sort of thing? 

Max A lot of them became farmers’ wives. There was quite a few and in later years - 
some of them went back to teaching because they lived here and they had the 
experience as the teachers so they used to teach. But it was all fine. Well, we went 
through, had no homework. Never had homework in the whole time until I went away 
to Narrogin Ag School and then only when we used to be on the week that we were 
on school duties and not farm duties. We used to have prep for an hour at night. 
We’d go over after tea and to prep and have a little bit but during our years the 
seven years here in Gingin, we never had any. We never had any homework - we 
did all our work at school and out of school hours was time that we spent doing what 
we wanted to do. 

Doug So, there were two big rooms at the school. How many teachers were there? 

Max Just two. 

Doug Just two so, one for each room? 

Max Just one in each room. They used to, at times, they sent a relief teacher.  

To digress a little bit a few years ago - only probably five or six years ago - we used 
to go to Broome each year and I’m a person that likes to have a bit of a chat to 
people and we were up in Kununurra. We were staying in Kununurra and we were 
having a cup of tea or coffee at one of the farms up there that used to serve 
refreshments and we were sitting there having our coffee, my cousin and I and our 



 

 

wives and there was a lady sitting by herself having a coffee. Anyway, we were 
talking and she was sitting at the next table and I said ‘hello’ and introduced myself 
and we started to talk. I asked her what she was doing and she said ‘well, I’m 
staying in a friend’s place up here. I’m writing a book’.   

Anyway, she asked me where I lived and I said I live in a little place called Gingin 
about 80 kilometres north of Perth.  And I said ‘you probably wouldn’t know it   - 
have never heard of it’.  And she said ‘heard of it. As a matter of fact, I know exactly 
where it is because I was what they call a teacher and that they used to send out to 
get some practical experience’. I can’t remember what their term was - what she was 
called - but anyway to cut a long story short, it turned out that she was there and  
she was the teacher that came that was doing her prep or whatever it was she was 
doing. She was the one that came the year that I was starting school the first year 
that I was there and I’ve been trying to remember her name. She introduced herself 
at the time but I hadn’t sort of thought about it until I started thinking about what we 
were going to do today and I thought to myself, that was an amazing story and I 
should tell you about that because she knew exactly where it was. But to think that 
after all those years I just happened to come across her and she knew exactly where 
Gingin was.  

Doug Can you remember her name?  

Max I can’t remember her name I’m sorry. I tried and I tried but I just haven’t got any idea. 

Doug You talked a little bit about your family.  Tell me a little more. Now, your mum lost 
her first child didn’t she still-born? 

Max Yes. 

Doug Then there was you? 

Max Yes. 

Doug Were there any other children? 

Max Oh yes. Then there was my sister Marilyn she was born four years later in 1941 and 
then I had a brother who was born four years later after that in 1945, Brian. So, there 
was Max, Marilyn and Brian Fewster.  

Marilyn, she got married to a young chap Ron Christianson who lived over here in 
Lefroy Street, straight opposite where we lived.  They got together and got married.  
They lived here well all or most of their lives. They grew up here with us.  

There was Maureen and Rosemary and there was one more2. I should remember 
but anyway there were four of them and Marilyn married Ron and then Brian my 
younger brother, eight years younger, he married Gina Sharp and Gina’s mother she 
was Lang Hancock’s sister.  

She was a Hancock and so Gina and Brian lived here in Gingin. Well, Marilyn was 
here nearly all her life.  Ron worked on the PMG so they were camped out a lot in 
the bush when they were putting the telephone lines north. Their marriage split up 
and Marilyn worked for many, many, many years down in Greenwell’s Store 
because Wally Greenwell - Alan Greenwell that owns the shop now – Alan and 
Margaret - Alan’s father was a cousin of ours, Wally Greenwell, he came out from 
England and he bought the shop off old Mr Giles in 1948. I think that was when he 
bought the shop and they’ve been there ever since.  Marilyn must have worked there 
for nearly 25 to 30 years. Brian the young brother, he was a very good shearer and 
he took over 1,000 acres that we had which was half way towards Guilderton on 
Cowalla Road called The Pinnacles, which Dad owned. Dad and his brother bought 
1,000 acres each out there on Cowalla Road as bee sites for their bees. 

 
2 Possibly Maxine. 



 

 

So, Brian took that over and was a shearer and then he married Gina there.  Gina’s 
mum and dad, they were ready to retire so they went out to Guilderton and they 
virtually swapped the property that Brian was on out at The Pinnacles and they 
moved out there - or moved out to Guilderton and took that place and Brian and 
Gina came in and they went on to the property at the end of Cheriton Road that Mr 
and Mrs Sharp owned. That was Gina’s mum and dad. So that’s where Brian was 
farming there.  Finished up as a very, very good farmer. 

And when he finished up they sold that and moved up on to the Brand Highway up 
to Twin Brooks. He bought Twin Brooks off John Harper. 

Doug You had a very small number of brothers and sisters.  What was family life like? 

Max Oh well it was great.  I was only five or six when the war started and family life it was 
sort of - well I don’t know how to really sort of say - it was such that we had 
everything we wanted or we needed.  Mum and Dad were always very happy. We 
were a very happy family all together. We were a very close family because all Dad’s 
and Mum’s family was all virtually - a lot of them - were all still living in this close 
area. Our family life was spent at both Mum’s family’s side and Dad’s family’s side it 
was all like one big family really. I mean we felt comfortable going to any of our 
uncles and aunties on both sides.  As a kid I used to spend holidays over at my 
Grandfather and Grandmother’s place and family life was always very, very good. 

Doug What did you do as a child? What did you get up to? 

Max Oh God I’ve got all sorts of things. As I say, our school life, our school days, was 
made up from nine to three and that was it. School was over when we finished so we 
just spent a lot of time for hours and hours down in the brook catching cobblers and 
water rats and gilgies down there with our bait   - pinch a chop from Mum’s fridge 
and a bit of string and grab the old colander and be down there on the brook laying 
on the edge of the stream with a piece of chop hanging on a string with the colander. 
We’d watch the gilgies come up and wait till they really started getting their claws 
into the chop then, slowly bring them up and put the colander underneath them and 
come home with a little dish of gilgies. We would cook them, cook them ourselves.  

And cobblers exactly the same. We’d have our old bamboo stick with three or four 
feet of fishing line on there with a hook on it. We’d come home, tear home and dig 
some worms and down we’d go to the brook. We knew exactly where you could 
catch cobblers in the daytime. Most of the time when we’d go cobbler fishing as a 
group. We’d go at night time because the cobblers would be out but in the day time 
they’d be all underneath logs that had fallen over the stream and they’d be hiding in 
underneath.  

Doug Are they fish that like the dark? Are they nocturnal fish, are they? 

Max They’re cobblers. 

Doug Yes, but they come out at night time do they? 

Max Oh yes, but in the day time they used to be tucked up in hiding and we used to drop 
our line there and let the water take it underneath the rushes and sticks and we 
could hook them. We’d pull them out and we’d break off a forked stick - and thread it 
through their gills and come home with a stick full of cobblers and poor old Mum 
used to say ‘not another lot’. She’d cook the cobblers. 

Doug How big were these fish? 

Max Oh, around about - well in my language - you get nice ones a foot or 14 inches long. 
We only used to keep the big ones, we used to put the smaller ones back when we 
caught them, but we’d come home with a string of 10 or 12 cobblers on it at night. 

Also, we used to catch water rats.  We used to have little areas on the brook where 



 

 

we’d go down and we’d have the traps - the old rabbit traps - and we used to wrap 
rag around the jaws of them so they didn’t damage the pelt when it caught the rat 
because we used to set it with bait. The rats used to catch mussels and gilgies and 
they bring them up on to a log and they’d sit on the log and they’d eat them and 
that’s where we’d set our traps. 

There was a chap, one of the young fellows I remember, Ashley Darch, he was good 
at it. He had some really good spots and he was right into this catching water rats 
and he used to get quite a lot.  They’re very, very expensive pelts and you used to 
skin them and then peg them out onto a board. 

Doug Ah, so you caught them for their pelts? 

Max Caught them for their pelts. They were like beavers they were. Water rats had  
beautiful pelts a bit bigger than a rat and we used to sell the skins to Wilcox Mofflin 
that were the skin merchants in Perth that used to buy them in 1946/47 when we 
were catching them. I think they went up to around about a 140 shillings a dozen 
which was £7 a dozen which was a lot of money in those days. 

Doug It would have been. 

Max They’re still down in the brook today, but they’re protected now of course. Nobody is 
allowed to touch them now. 

Doug You talked about catching gilgies. Did you get yabbies as well? 

Max There’s no yabbies in the brook. 

Doug No yabbies? 

Max Not to my knowledge.  The only thing in 1966 we bought some marron home from 
the Shannon River when we were down there with the bees and we bought a lot of 
little marron home and we put them in the brook. Up until then I’d never seen a 
marron - we’d never caught a marron - in the brook, but over the years they’ve 
obviously enjoyed it here and there’s a lot of marron in the brook now. 

Doug Alright so apart from spending your time fishing and catching water rats in the brook 
what else did you do as a kid? 

Max We rode - we had our bikes - we rode bikes everywhere all around Gingin, of course 
it was all just gravel roads.  Where we are here now, this was only a lot of cleared 
paddocks.  Where we’re sitting here now was just a paddock that we used to run 
cattle here and Dad used to run cattle on the blocks here.  We had the blocks on the 
bottom side of the road.  

We used to make our own fun. One story I can tell you - my friend here Graham 
Butler who lived in the little old house that’s just at the back of here now where we’re 
sitting, that’s still there, the house that Uncle Paddy (we called him Uncle Paddy) 
and Aunty Millie because they lived next door - neighbours and they really weren’t 
any relation to us, but that’s how we referred to everybody was Mr and Mrs and 
because they lived close they became Aunty Millie and Uncle Paddy. Their son 
Graham and I we were over here on the top of the hill and we were having a trying 
out. We had an old truck tyre and one would fold himself up inside the truck tyre and 
the other one would push him along and away we’d go.  Anyway I had Graham in 
the tyre going pretty well, and it was quite a steep hill going down on to Lefroy Street 
there from the top of the hill just here, and I was rolling and getting more confident 
as we went along and he was pretty comfortable wrapped up inside this big tyre. 
Anyway, we were getting away pretty good and, all of a sudden, he started getting 
away from me and down he went, down the hill and he bounced over the edge of the 
verge on to Lefroy Street and he hit the fence on the other side and catapulted 
himself out of the blooming tyre. I thought I’d killed him, he was lying there. I thought 
he was dead and I took off. I didn’t know whether to go and report that Graham was 



 

 

dead or whether I should just hide.  Anyway I tore down and he got himself up and 
he was howling and where he’d hit the fence he had some skin off him and a bit of 
blood was running down his arm. Anyway I thought ‘crikey’ so I took him back home 
and his mum give me a real dressing down for that. All those sorts of things.   

And we used to, as kids, we carried shanghaies - gings as we called them. We 
carried them with us virtually nearly all the time we had a shanghai hanging over our 
shoulder. 

Another day, it was just after Christmas and Graham had got a new bike for 
Christmas and we were coming along Lefroy Street here and I’m trotting along 
beside him admiring his bike and I said to him, ‘hey Graeme let me have a ride’ and 
anyway no, he wasn’t going to let me have a ride on his new bike.  Anyway he went 
off down the road and he came flat out back towards me, coming back along the 
road and all he had on was his shorts and nothing else and his shanghai was over 
his shoulder and, as he went past, I went to try and grab him and as I grabbed him 
all I grabbed was the shanghai prong and the rubber stretched out and slipped out of 
my hand. And it hit him right in the back of the ribs there and off the bike he went. 
Fell off the bike and went tearing off back home to his mother and there was me 
hiding and waiting.  

Anyway, she came down, walked down to Mum’s house ‘where’s Max’ she said ‘I 
don’t know, he’s not been around’.  She said ‘well, he’s just hurt Graham. He’s got a 
great bruise on his rib and fallen off his bike’. I was in real trouble when I finally 
came home. Mum said ‘you’ve got to be more careful’ and I said ‘well, we were just 
playing but he wouldn’t give me a ride on his bike and anyway things just happened.’  

Doug Now, you talked about the war.  You would have had memories of soldiers being in 
Gingin? 

Max Yes. They were all camped, down on Dewar Road, straight opposite where the golf 
course is today. They were all camped there.  Actually, I was only five or six when 
they were here but I can remember lots of them coming around.  

They used to come around for tea.  Things that we used to like but did not have  
because Mum and Dad were all on rations. They had coupons for different things 
like all the food that they could get and their fuel and all this sort of stuff and the 
soldiers, they used to come around for tea, but they’d bring all sorts of tins of fruit 
and stuff like this that Mum couldn’t get during the war. 

Doug So, your Mum and Dad they were on rationing and the soldiers used to come and 
bring some food? 

Max They were all on rations. They used to bring the food to Mum which she’d cook. We 
had our own chooks and our own meat, but they used to bring all these things.   

I can vividly remember one of the things that were the lollies they used to bring for 
us and the ‘chewies’ they used to bring. They had packets of ‘Pal’ chewing gum - 
little square pink chewing gum - and I can remember they used to bring us around 
these little packets of Pal chewing gums and lollies when they’d come around.  

Actually, Dudley Brand was one of the soldiers. I remember he taught me to ride my 
bike.  He used to come running - he’d run along hanging on to the seat of the bike - 
because we had no trainer wheels on a bike when we were young. They weren’t 
even thought about.  So, he used to run along and he taught me to ride.  Finished up 
letting me go and away I went. But he was one of the soldiers and that was one of 
the things that I really remember - him teaching me to ride a bike. 

Doug Why did they have soldiers based in Gingin? 

Max I’m not really 100% sure, but I think they thought that the Japanese were going to 
come down the coast and I don’t know whether they thought that Gingin was far 



 

 

enough away from Perth where they thought if they had some soldiers based here it 
would help. There were a lot of them. There was the 10th Light Horse which I think 
was the squadron that was camped here. But whether that’s why they had them 
based here and whether they thought they would sort of head them off before they 
got into Perth, or not, I’m not sure really why they were based here.   

We had two airfields. We had one over here at Mooliabeenee and we had another 
one up the Brand Highway just before you get to Beermullah. There were two air 
strips there which they used to use. They had the air-strip and then they had a place 
like a big loop around the back of each air-strip where they used to have places 
where they could store planes that were away from the main airfield at Pearce. So, 
they were there.  Those air-strips are still there - virtually they’re still there today. 

Doug They were like dispersal? 

Max They could take aeroplanes away from Pearce and have them based here and they 
had them camouflaged. They’d land them on the strip and then put them right 
around this area around the track that went around the back and they used to hide 
the planes in there.   

And they had dances. Mum and friends would put on dances for them. Oscar Dewar, 
he was the first one that used to supply music for dances. I’m sure it was. I know it 
was Oscar that used to supply the music with his gramophone and his old 78 rpm  
records they were called. The big old ones. He used to have them and he’d come 
and he’d set up in the old hall and they had a real good time. All the ladies, all the 
wives, all the mothers and things they’d never danced so much because all these 
boys they’d want to dance. I can remember Mum going with Dad and they’d go off to 
the dances and Dad would be battling to get a dance with Mum because all the 
soldiers were waiting. 

Doug All queuing up? 

Max All going off and all the women thought it was really good having plenty of partners. 

Doug Good on them. 

Doug Okay, now you mentioned going to Ag School at Narrogin? 

Max Yes. 

Doug When did you go there? 

Max I went there in 1952/53.  

Doug So, you were there for two years? 

Max Two years, yes. 

Doug Why did you go to Ag School? 

Max Well, I did my Grade 7 here and I’d sat for an exam during the latter part of that year 
to see if I could get into Narrogin Ag School. But anyway, I left school at 14 and 
didn’t get an invite - didn’t get a placement down there - and so I left school and I 
joined the Post Office. I’d got a job in the Post Office delivering the mail. Ernie Carter 
was the Post Master and he gave me a job delivering the mail at the Post Office. It 
was just before Christmas and those days everybody sent Christmas cards and so 
there was hundreds and hundreds of Christmas cards coming in virtually every day. I 
used to ride my bike around here with the bag and some days it would take me two 
trips around because I couldn’t fit it all in the bag on the front of the pushbike.  

And it was hot and some of the ladies that I used to spend time with. Old Miss Horan 
at the end of the Lefroy Street, she used to have a cup of tea and everything waiting 
for me when I got there with my bag full of mail. We’d have a cup of tea and I’d get 
back and anyway, I lasted there until Christmas time from when I left school and I 



 

 

was there for a few weeks after Christmas. Anyway, I wasn’t happy there so I went 
and I got a job up at the railway station as a porter. 

Doug That’s in Gingin? 

Max In Gingin, at the station and because those days all the stock that was carted away 
from Gingin was all in the railway carriages and all the sheep and all the cattle and 
everything virtually came up into Gingin on the train.  The train was the main thing 
there wasn’t any roads. The road to Midland was just so bad, that there was one 
carrier who used to do a trip once a week and then there was one of my old uncles, 
Ralph Hill, he had a truck that he used to take to Perth too, but nearly everything 
came up on the train and there was passenger trains and all such services in those 
days. 

Doug It was a pretty regular service then? 

Max Oh yes, absolutely. Every day. It was big time. 

Doug So, the train came from Midland? 

Max Yes. 

Doug Did it go beyond Gingin? 

Max Oh yes. It went right up to Walkaway. 

Doug Didn’t go to Geraldton then? 

Max Yes, well, Walkaway and then finally it went into Geraldton and it eventually   went 
right through to Geraldton. 

Doug It was obviously a bit of a lifeline then was it? 

Max Oh yes. One of Mum’s brothers Bill, and his wife Eileen, they were the Station 
Masters at Mooliabeenee. There was a railway station in Mooliabeenee and one of 
Mum’s other brothers was the guard that used to ride in the guards’ van every day 
on the train going up and down. The train would pull up and Uncle Harry would jump 
out and unload all the stuff on to the platform and wave his lantern out the side when 
done to tell the drivers of the train that he was finished and away they’d go. 

Max And that’s when we’d sort it all out and put all the parcels in their different spots in 
the room where they were kept. 

Doug The train used to bring what, newspapers and that sort of thing is it? 

Max Everything, yes. 

Doug Did it bring the mail as well? 

Max Yes. 

Doug So, it was sorted at the Post Office here in Gingin?  

Max Yes, it was taken down to the Post Office and sorted down there. That’s exactly as 
far as I can remember. That’s where it all came into town. 

Doug Talking about the Post Office was there a telephone service? 

Max Yes, but it was a telephone service. There were girls on the exchange where if you 
rang up, you’d ring the number and give it. The girl would ask you where you 
wanted, what your number was and then she’d ring the number and plug you in and 
you’d talk and then finish. Quite a few of the young local girls, that was their job, that 
gave them employment. I can remember my cousin’s wife, Ann Printa, she worked 
there. That’s where he met her. She was one of the telephonist girls. 

Doug So, it was a manual exchange and it was located at the Post Office in Gingin? 



 

 

Max At the Post Office, yes.  

Doug Do you remember how many lines there were? 

Max No. I would be guessing. I wouldn’t know how many lines. 

Doug I ask the question because I interviewed Bill Shaw and he worked for the PMG but 
he started as a telegram boy at the Post Office. 

Max Oh yes.  

Doug On the subject of telephones and that, what about electricity? Did you have that in 
the town? 

Max Cyril Riley owned the shop - the IGA shop that’s down at the bottom of the hill there 
at the brook, now the IGA store which was - and Cyril Riley he owned that and the 
power station. He was the first one that put on the electricity and the power house 
was in behind the shop, just tucked in behind the shop. That’s where he had the 
generator. 

Doug So, he ran it did he? 

Max He ran it. He ran all the wires round town. All the poles and all the wiring went 
around the town and it was pretty primitive, but very effective. Some of the old wires 
that used to connect to houses. Two wires went into every house and I can 
remember over here at Hughie King’s old house, the wires got to the point at the 
finish, where they were pretty saggy and the poor old birds used to come and they’d 
settle on one wire and if there was a few of them there and there was a bit of a 
breeze blowing it used to start rocking and then if the wires touched one another, 
there’d be just a heap of feathers fly up and there’d be another leg hanging on one 
of the wires. But he supplied the power for the town and then he finished up and he 
sold it to a chap by the name of Bill Fitzgerald and he took over. He built a new 
power house and the power house was right there where the tennis courts are there. 
Just near the police station. Where the old tennis courts are now, the big power 
house was there. He upgraded the whole thing and he ran it for years and years until 
the power came up from Perth. 

Doug That was the SEC?3 

Max Yes, the SEC arrived and they bought Bill Fitzgerald out. 

Doug When would that have been? 

Max Oh God I’m just trying to think. Would have been in the late ‘60’s or early ‘70’s 
because it was still there a long time - quite a long time. Well, we were married in ’59 
and the power was there. We used to play tennis there - we had a good tennis club - 
and the power house was right alongside, so it would have been in the late ‘60’s or 
mid ‘70’s I reckon. 

Doug Right. So, the power house used to have what - diesel engines? 

Max Yes, great big Ruston diesels. With great big flywheels that were 10 feet, or eight 
feet, in diameter. You used to wind them back against and then they’d start them up 
with compressed air and once it spun over and fired once then away they would go. 

Doug You could always remember it can’t you? 

Max Oh yes. The noise was there constantly in your ears and you just well had to 
consciously listen for it because you just got so used to it being there. 

Doug Yes. Was the power on 24 hours a day? 

Max Yes, it was. When Cyril Riley first put it around the town I don’t think it was shut off. I 
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can’t remember but when Bill Fitzgerald had it then it was 24 hours a day. 

Doug What did you do for water? 

Max Well that was the other thing. Our water was pumped up from the brook and I was 
going to tell you about the irrigation drain. 

Doug Tell me about it. 

Max Well the irrigation drain was - because the brook is dammed up at Cheriton as you 
are aware - there’s a dam up at Cheriton and so there’s quite a big expanse of water 
up there behind the dam. There was a big drain that was dug from the dam and it 
came right around between the brook and Cheriton Road. It came through Cheriton 
property and then through Strathalbyn which belonged to Alex Edgar and the drain 
came right around. A big drain that they dug which was about three feet deep and 
about three or four feet wide and it came right around until it got to where Edgar 
Street goes down where Lefroy Street starts. It goes down to the brook and there 
was a bridge there that went over the brook to go up to the shearing shed on 
Cheriton.  From there it hit Lefroy Street where Horan’s property was. The two Horan 
sisters lived there then. I don’t know who built it. I don’t know how it was built, but it 
was a cement drain and they dug the drain and cemented it all.  

It went right through about half way between Lefroy Street and the brook. This drain 
ran right along Lefroy Street until it went back into the brook or finished up at the 
finish of Lefroy Street before at Brown’s property - Roy Brown’s place - and it went 
along there because the whole area from where Lefroy Street started right along 
was all orchards. It was all orange orchards and peaches and plums and it was all 
irrigated out of this drain. 

Doug So, how did they get the water out of drain then? 

Max Just by having sluice gaps in the thing and they used to flood irrigate 

Doug Open the little sluice gate?  

Max Lift the sluice gate and let the water out. It was so good that there were windmills 
along and they used to pump. I can remember we used to pump out of that drain for 
years and years and but there was a need to maintain it. I can remember as young 
kids, Dad and all the people that owned the land like Alec Collett and Hughey King, 
about every three years or so, they’d have to clean the drain from the brook from the 
dam up on Cheriton. They used to have to clean the drain out to where it got to the 
cement drain. The cement drain was always clear but the other part used to grow up 
with rushes and stuff and they used to be in there for quite a few days chopping and 
pulling all the stuff out like watercress. 

Doug Be a messy old job that would? 

Max Oh yes, and us kids used to be there running along the side picking up all the wild 
life and getting all the little fish. All the different little fish and the gilgies that were all 
in the grass and the cobblers. How they didn’t get stung with cobblers Lord only 
knows because they used to be up to nearly their waist in places in the water. 

Doug Cobblers are nasty beasts, aren’t they? 

Max Ooh yes. Very, very painful if you get stung with them.  But they used to pull all this 
rush out and we’d be fossicking around because there were all sorts of little fish in 
the brook. They used to clean that out about every two to three years.  

But that irrigation drain was a real feature there for years and years and the whole 
thing existed solely for orange orchards and fruit. 

Doug Who did the drain belong to? Was it the Shire? 

Max I don’t know who. Really it just belonged to the land owners. Well, I know the only 



 

 

ones that did any maintenance with it or anything like that were the ones that owned 
the blocks of land where it went through. 

Doug So, probably the land owners themselves? 

Max Yes, but I don’t know. I never found out who actually built the drain and cemented 
the drain.  

When I was a kid, I went through and I’ve remembered all there was in this whole 
area inside the brook from where Brockman Street runs up past the post office and 
up past the old PMG4 shed there where the church is now. Well from where 
Robinson Street started, right around here, right around the brook, Robinson Street 
and Lefroy Street, and then you go down Daw Street down past the school and then 
along the bottom, the road that goes along past where the kindergarten and the 
preschool is down there, was in this whole area. There were 32 houses - that’s all 
that was in there when I was a kid and I went through and I’ve written them all down 
and I’ve got them all. I can tell you the 32.  

Doug Okay, so there were 32 houses then, Max. Tell me a bit about them. 

Max Well from where Lefroy Street starts down at the bottom of Edgar Street, where it 
goes down on to the brook, so where Lefroy Street starts, we had Lilly and Eileen 
Horan lived in the little old house that’s still there today.  There’s not much of it left 
now but it’s there. Lillian was the secretary of the Roads Board for years and years 
and years and her sister Eileen was just a home maker. Neither of them ever 
married and but Lillian was the Roads Board secretary and she did the whole of that. 
Eileen just lived at home and they were a couple of sisters. 

When we were kids, I only knew the names of all the men, all the husbands, 
because to us as kids, they were all ‘Mr and Mrs’ and we only referred to them as 
‘Mr and Mrs’, so I never knew the Christian names of hardly any of the wives.  

But, anyway, you started there at Lilian and Eileen Horan and then the next house 
along was Joe Riley’s which is not there anymore.  And then there’s Joe Bandy 
whose old house is still there. The old Bandy house is still there today.  And then 
there was Cyril Riley, who owned the shop and the power station down there. He 
lived there and he was the next one along.   

Then Hughey King was the next house which is still there. It’s Mrs Bandy’s old 
house in Lefroy Street. It’s still there in all its glory.  I don’t know what he did as a 
job, but his wife Mrs King she was the local nurse - she was the sort of the midwife 
who delivered all babies. 

Doug Like the District Nurse?  

Doug Okay Max now, you talked about Hughey King’s place I think or you were about to? 

Max Yes, well, as I was saying Mrs King she was more or less the nurse that looked after 
us all. Then there was Roy Jones - Roy and Jessie Jones - their house is still there 
it’s the little cottage. That’s Roy and Jessie. Jessie’s cottage that’s still there. Bob 
and Margaret Massam, they run that as a little B&B. 

Then there was Wally Bagley. That house is still there. Been virtually renovated, 
done up a bit, but it’s still there. And then Alec Collett. That old home is just over 
there on Lefroy Street, still there. And then there’s Dad’s - our old home.  The young 
chap, young Adrian Harley, is just restoring that right back to exactly as it was when 
we had it which is nice and it’s looking really good.  Then Paddy Butler moved to our 
house.   

Then there’s Dot Dewar’s. That’s still there being lived in and Dorothy Dewar from 
down there then the next one right from there up here, Len Troy’s was the next one. 
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That’s Rex Cooper’s on the corner there now. It’s still the original home that is still 
there but he’s built a big place adjoined to the back, but left the old home all out the 
front. It looks really nice.   

Then there was Roy Brown. Their house is still there and then you come around and 
then there’s old Mr Innis’s house. Nolan’s bought it off Innis’s and that’s still there.   

Then you’ve got Steve Brown and that home’s still there. And you’ve got Mrs Riley. 
The old home has been demolished and it’s not there anymore but she was the next 
one just at the beginning of Robinson Street.   

 And then you’ve got Nelson Fewster and that old home is still there and been all 
restored back to what it was which is really good.   

Then you went right from there round to Bill Cottrell’s on the corner and the old 
home is still there, but it’s been renovated and done up.  Then you’ve got Alf Collett 
whose old home is not there anymore, but that’s where I finished up for 22 years. I 
lived there for 22 years in the house that was built there by ……. Greenwell   after 
Alf Collett’s old one was knocked down. 

Then you have got the next one. That’s a vacant block now but Dick Butler lived 
there. That was an old home.  And then you’ve got George Butler and that home’s 
gone now, been demolished and the new one’s been built there.  

Then you’ve got Bill Anderson and that home’s also gone and Tom Hatch that’s the 
old one down there that’s just being restored on the left-hand side in Lefroy Street. 
It’s being done up now. It’s in pretty disrepair at the moment but it’s still there.   

And Wally Greenwell, that is the house, is still there on the right-hand side and then 
you’ve got the big old home, Herbert’s and that was one of the big old homes. That 
was really one of the showplaces of Gingin. Had their own tennis court and the 
whole works there.   

Then you’ve got Hudson’s they owned the next place. Then you had Sam Fraser 
which was along on Robinson Street and that old house is still there. Murray Hyne 
has got that now and he rents it out, that but it’s still in its original shape and form.   

You got Ray Shaw and that one’s down at the bottom below the school. It’s not there 
anymore. It was knocked down and there’s a new home been built there.  But then 
the next old home alongside was Mrs Whitty and she lived in there and it’s still there 
today.   

And then you’ve got Dane Jones and they’ve done a bit of work on that one, but the 
original old home is still there. Ralph Hill is the next one along below the old tennis 
courts. He married my Mum’s sister and he had the truck that used to do trips to 
Perth and bring stuff back to Gingin for people that wanted anything brought home. 
He was the one that dug the big hole up on the top of the hill here where the water 
tank is - our water tank in town. He used to employ a couple of blokes and he had an 
old flat-top Ford truck and they used to dig the green sand out with shovels and 
picks and shovel it on to the truck and then drive down for 300 or 400 metres to the 
railway line and shovel it off back into the railway carriages and send it off to Perth. 
They used to sell it as green sand. 

Doug What was that used for then? 

Max It was used during the war as a water softener. I know that when he dug it out of  
the big main hole there and that he used to send it off to Perth. I don’t know where it 
went to but then the University used to bring their groups of students up finding 
fossils. They used to find all sorts of fossils in the green sand where he was when he 
dug the hole out. They found all sorts of things like shells and seashells and 
skeletons of fish and all this sort of stuff so it must have once been under the sea. 



 

 

Doug Sounds like it had been under water at some time?  

Max It would have been under water some time I think. 

Max But that’s a bit of a guess. It was Ralph who lived there.  And then the next one was 
Clara Campbell. She owned where Nobby Dewar, Robert Dewar, now   owns the old 
home and he’s done that all up and it’s still in its original state. It’s really nice.  And 
then you had Sid Burrows. His house is not there anymore but there is an old home 
that’s been put up when his was knocked down. But he was the next one.   

Then there was old Mrs Gordon who lived where the CWA rooms are now.  She, 
Mrs Gordon, presented the house to the CWA when she died. She left the house to 
the CWA here and that whole home is virtually still there but it’s the Arts and Crafts 
Group use it now. 

Doug Yes, I’ve seen it. I’ve noticed that. 

Max From there we had Roy Ashworth and that’s the old home that is the offices. That’s 
where the bank is now and the old building alongside where George Gifford restored 
the old home that he’s using there as his offices now - for the mining company I think 
have got it now. But that’s the original old Roy Ashworth’s home.   

Then the next one was Horace White’s and that’s where all the shopping is where 
the hairdresser and the gymnasium and all that is now. 

Doug The new buildings? 

Max That was a lovely big old home there on that corner and that was Horace White’s. 
He was the baker, our town baker.  

That made 33 houses in this whole area and then there was the Police Station and 
the Post Office and that was the only other two buildings that was.  

Max But that’s the lot. 

Doug So, why did they call it the police paddock? 

Max Well, it was called the police paddock because this is where they had a fence  
where Edgar Street goes across. They fenced the brook from down here at Lefroy 
Street to the brook over here below Robinson Street. They had a fence across there 
and they used to run all the police horses in there when the police were all mounted 
on horseback. They used to run their horses in here and that’s why it was called the 
police paddock. 

Doug So, when you say their horses - what this is from Perth? 

Max No, they were stationed here, the local ones. 

Doug Just the locals? 

Max That was before my time. But that was the story that we got. As far as we ever knew 
it was called the police paddock. 

Doug I’m sure you’re right.  You also mentioned a hole being dug near the house probably  
for an air raid shelter or a bomb shelter? 

Max Yes, well, just 50 metres over here, there was a great big water tank and that whole 
area here was quite a thick thicket of red gum trees and everybody during the war 
we had to - all the different families had to - have bomb shelters. I can remember my 
Dad and Uncle Paddy here next door, they built theirs, they dug their one together 
and oh, dear me, it was a job digging it. I can remember it as if it was yesterday. We 
were there as kids but they had to dig this blooming hole. It was about eight feet 
deep and it was about four or five feet wide and it was about 15 or 20 feet long and 
then you walked in to it.  

They had it all covered over with logs and bush covered over it and that was what 



 

 

we had. If there was any sign of bombing planes coming in during the war, 
everybody had to run for their bomb shelter. 

Doug So, you headed for the trench?  

Max Yes, head for the trench. I can remember us as kids, we used to play in and out of 
that all the time playing in it. 

Doug Yes, you would.  

Max Thank heavens we never had to use it for the purpose for which it was built. 

Doug Did it ever flood? 

Max Oh, it used to get water in it, yes. It used to get water in it in the winter time. 

Doug Probably end up full of snakes in the summer time?  

Max I don’t know but, as I can remember it, they had a door on it so when you had to go 
in there and shut the door it was pitch black. 

Doug I can imagine. 

Max Yes, but it was. 

Doug Big adventure when you’re a kid though?  

Max It was a good place where we used to play. 

Doug Good on you.  You and I have been looking around while we’re having a coffee and I 
notice lots and lots of trophies so you’re obviously a very sporting family? 

Max Yes. 

Doug Tell me a bit about that Max. 

Max Well from my point of view I was naturally, I suppose, able to play sport. I never 
played anything professionally, but I could always play the sports like tennis and 
football. Never played cricket because the cricket wasn’t really going when I was 
growing up. The cricket club - Dad was a very, very involved. He loved cricket, but 
Brian and I were a bit of disappointment to him because we never went on with the 
cricket.  But when we were growing up, we had badminton in the old hall and we had 
netball for the girls, which was called basketball in those days. We had tennis in the 
summer time and football in the winter.   

We didn’t have a golf course when we grew up. That came many years later. There 
was a golf course - a nine-hole golf course - that Dad and them built when they first 
came here, but that was on private property and it finished up and sort of fizzled out. 
So that we never had a golf course here for many, many years when we were 
growing up.  So, virtually tennis and football were the summer and the winter sport 
and we played badminton in the hall.   

We played cards. I can remember we used to have euchre tournaments. We used to 
play euchre and we’d have tournaments where you’d have four or five tables of four 
people.  You’d go down at night and I can remember Mum and Dad going - mainly 
they were the ones that used to go down - and they’d play a round. 

Doug They’d get pretty serious, wouldn’t they? 

Max They’d get really serious. The night was made up if there was five tables, then as 
you won, if you won this table, you moved on to the next table and the first couple 
that could get around the five tables was the winner for the night and they used to 
get pretty serious. 

Doug Yes, I know.  

Max Olga, my wife, she was a very good tennis player and she was a beautiful basketball 



 

 

player - or netballer.  She won the Country Week. All the teams from all over the 
state came for Country Week and she was the grand champion. She was the fairest 
and best player for quite a while. She won the overall title once, but just about every 
time, every tournament she went into, she’d win.  But she was very good. If she’d 
have been living in Perth, she would have played state netball for sure but I picked 
her up, she got married at 17 and came and lived here ever since. 

Doug Your children played sport, did they? 

Max Yes. Bronwyn went to Perth for Year 11 and 12. She went to college at Saint Hilda’s 
to do Year 11 and 12 and she was a really good netballer. Both the girls were very 
good netballers, but Bronwyn went to Perth so she got picked up down there. She 
finished up being the Captain of the Under 21 state team and she really did well with 
her netball.  Very good tennis player and she won the Country Week tennis as well. 

Donna she was a very good netballer, but she was home here, so she didn’t have 
the same opportunity that Bronwyn had, but she was very good netballer and very, 
very good tennis player.   

I coached the tennis - I coached the ‘kids tennis’ for 23 years in the town with the 
help of Suzette Wedge as she was. She helped at that time and I had different ones 
helped over the years. 

Doug So, who was that? 

Max Well, Carolyn Brodie-Hall was one. Young Darryl Butler, he was one of my first 
students and, when he grew up, he finished up to be a pretty good tennis player and 
he finished up helping coach.  

We had a lot of kids that we coached and unfortunately a lot of them haven’t gone 
on with tennis. But if they ever wanted to, it’s like riding a bike once you’ve learned 
the basics you can always go back to it. 

Doug Well, it’s not a bad game for keeping fit and social activities? 

Max Oh no. It’s one of the best games of the lot, tennis. Then Brendon he was just a 
natural sportsman. He never played or went through what most of them go through 
with WAFL and the Under 18’s and all this in Perth. They picked him up straight up 
from here from Gingin. The Eagles. He went down first to West Perth. They came up 
from West Perth to get him to go down and play at West Perth and The Eagles 
picked him up.   He was picked for the Eagles first pick in 1995 at the draft. He was 
the No 3 pick in the draft. There was the 1st pick which was already organised so 
there wasn’t a 1st pick and then The Eagles had 3rd pick and he was their first pick. 
Apart from a lot of very bad injuries, he would have probably done better or played a 
lot more games than what he did, because he had two knee reconstructions and he 
had all sorts of injuries. He enjoyed it but he’s paying the price now with his knees 
and injuries, but I suppose if it all happened again, he would jump in and do it 
exactly the same. 

Doug Well wouldn’t they? That’s right. 

Max At that age they’re virtually not touchable. They’re invincible. They don’t reckon that 
anything will happen and I suppose we all went through that same era. 

Doug He played for West Perth, did he? 

Max He played for West Perth. He’s a life member of West Perth. He played in their three 
premierships in ’95, ’97 and 2002 - I think were the three premierships that West 
Perth played - and he played in all of them. We got some footage of all that. Got a lot 
of old DVD’s that they used to make. We’ve got them all stacked in there. 

Doug Good on you. 



 

 

Max They all did very well and they were all very good and never a foul. They played the 
game for the absolute thrill of playing and didn’t complain. They took a loss just as 
graciously as they took a win. 

Doug That’s what being a sportsman’s all about isn’t it? 

Max That was. That’s what it’s all about, yes.  

Doug Alright now, we’ve gone for about an hour and a half Max so I think that’s probably 
enough for one day.  

So, what I would suggest we do, is we stop now and then I’ll come back and we’ll 
continue another day. 

Doug Now the date is the 12th of July and I’m continuing with the interview of Max Fewster 
at his home in Gingin.  Max we’re sitting out on your back porch in the sunshine. 

Max In the sunshine. It’s very, very enjoyable. 

Doug Beautiful day.  Now I wonder if you would tell me about the story of the Fewster 
Family Band, how it started, how it came together, and what it did? 

Max The band was formed as a bit of a necessity to the community.  I’ll give you the 
history of where it started. How it came into being and what was happening before 
the band was formed. The band was formed because Oscar Dewar - who was the 
local electrician auto-electrician - he was very, very interested. He enjoyed his 
gramophone and he was the only sort of band music that was going in Gingin.  I can 
remember as a kid, Oscar getting all his gear set up in the hall on a Saturday 
afternoon. He had all the records that comprised all the tunes that were used for all 
the dances - the old-time dances. We used to do the Pride of Erin, the Waltz Oxford, 
the Maxina, and the Quick Step, the Gay Gordons, and he had all the records that 
played all that tempo of music for all the different dances.  

I can just about hear it now when he used to set them going. He’d announce the 
dance and Mum and Dad and all of them would be up on the floor in no time. In the 
late ‘40’s we had Hazel Flugge - that was her maiden name but she married one of 
the locals, Denny Riley - she moved to town and it was no time before Dad realised 
that she was a beautiful pianist. Oscar was at the stage of his life where he was just 
about ready to retire and would be quite happy to let somebody else come in and do 
the dances.   

And so Dad, not having any musical training and never been taught an instrument 
but used to carry three mouth organs with him everywhere he went just in case he 
got an invite to have to play one, because the mouth organs were all just in the key 
of C, G or F. They’re the three that he had.  

He could knock a tune out of just about anything in a very little while, but not 
professionally or nothing - really good. He could play the drumsm so he played the 
drums and Mrs Riley, as I always referred to her as, she played the piano. And that 
was the band. That was where the Fewster Band more or less started with Dad, and 
Mrs Hazel Riley playing the piano. My cousin Colin Fewster used to play with her 
before I came home from school.   

Absolutely, she was one of the most beautiful pianists I’ve ever heard. She could 
read music and she could play by ear. She was just amazing.  Anyway, that’s how 
the band was formed, but then to be forming the Fewster Band that went on to 
develop, somebody else had to learn to play the piano and my cousin Colin, she 
taught him to play. She taught another chap by the name of Neville Riley and he 
finished up with a big band in Perth later on in his adult years when he left Gingin, 
and she also taught me.   

Unfortunately, she was only in her early 50’s when I started learning and she 
developed cancer. I’d been learning for just about eight or nine months when she 



 

 

was diagnosed with cancer. She used to teach me the music. I didn’t do too much 
hard music because I could play by ear the songs that she used to give me to play. 
She used to run through them.  

She’d run through the song that I had to learn for the week and I’d tear home after 
she’d gone from the lesson and I’d remember what she’s played and I used to play it 
by ear. And then I’d go off cobbler fishing and doing all the things that I should not 
have been doing. When I should have been playing the piano, I was doing the things 
outside that I was enjoying as a kid. 

Doug So how old were you then Max? 

Max I would have been about 11 or 12.  Anyway, she got sick very quickly and because  
she knew I could play by ear with my right hand, she quickly taught me a chord 
system with my left hand that she had developed, or used, which was quite good. I 
picked it up pretty quick and so I went on with that.  

She was possibly only 53 when she died of cancer, so I didn’t have too many more 
lessons.  I would probably have been about a year to a year and a half I would have 
learnt from being taught by her. 

Doug That’s no age to die is it, 53? 

Max Oh well, my wife’s sister died at 53, and my brother died at 53, and Dad’s youngest 
brother died at 53 - all with cancer. 

Max So, it was just one of those years where we were pleased to get through it.  But 
anyway, I went off to school and I played the piano down at the school a little bit. We 
used to have sing-songs down at Narrogin Ag School and I remember going over to 
the common room one night, after we’d had a few nights, you know boys of our age 
15/16 year old in 1952/53 you probably wouldn’t get a group of 16-year-olds to sing 
around a piano, but we used to, down at the school.  

We had one young chap who was the most unlikely looking musician you’d ever see, 
came over a couple of nights after we started and he said ‘I can play’.  And I said 
‘what do you play’ he said ‘I play the violin and I said ‘where is it’?  ‘Oh, I brought it 
just in case we needed it and we had any music’.  So, he went over and got it and  
he used to play over in the common room with me at the school. Anyway, that was 
getting away and digressing a little bit from the band.   

Finally, she gave it away and I started playing with Dad. Dad and I started and that’s 
where the Fewster’s came in as the Fewster Band. Colin the other cousin that lives 
just next door here, he played the piano and he played the piano accordion as well. I 
was on the piano. He was on the piano accordion and Dad was on the drums and 
that was the band that we got started with.  Dad and I played before Colin came.  

Dad and I played for quite a while. It was where I met Olga. She was only a 
schoolgirl at the time. She had two sisters and her mother. They were Yugoslavs 
and the mother used to love music. They had a dairy farm at Bullsbrook and she 
never got out very much at all. She never got anywhere much so she used to come 
to all the dances that used to be around the area with the three girls. She used to 
come with them just to get out of the house.  

Anyway, Dad and I were playing down at Bullsbrook, at the old hall at Bullsbrook 
which was situated right where the IGA store is in, right in Bullsbrook near the hotel 
there. We were playing there and a young chap by the name of Bert Neal told me 
about these three lovely girls that used to come to all the dances. He said ‘I’ll point 
them out to you when you are playing’. So I was up on the stage playing for the 
dance and he was standing at the door waiting to give me the nod when they arrived 
and anyway they came in and he went ‘there they are’. Anyway, I finished playing for 
the dance and he jumped up on the stage and he said ‘what did you think’?  And I 



 

 

said ‘ooh, yeah, that one there’s nice’ and he said ‘well you can’t have her she’s still 
going to school’ and I said ‘well, that’s the one I reckon’. And the rest is history. 

Doug So that’s the girl you married? 

Max That was the girl I married. We went together for a while. She was still at school 
when that night came along, but I knew her and we started going out when she was 
only 15. I met her, saw her, when she was 13 and decided that that was the girl I 
would like. We went out for four years and she was just 18 and I was 22 when we 
were married and we just about got to 60 beautiful years and she passed away on 
Boxing Day 2018.  

Doug So how old she when she died? 

Max She’d just turned 77. She had just turned 77 in the November.  But that’s digressing 
again. 

To go back to the band we, Dad and I, played and Colin joined the band and then 
Dad slowly backed away from it.  He used to still come to all the dances and do a 
couple of dances, but then Colin’s brother, David Fewster, he’d never had drumming 
lessons or anything either, but he could keep very good time so Dad gave David a 
bit of a tuition and David took over and so he was the drummer.  

David and Colin’s sister Mavis, she was also taught by Mrs Riley to play the piano. 
She didn’t like playing for the dances much, but she used to play occasionally. She’d 
come up and she’d play a couple of a barn dances or a something like that so Olga 
and I could have a dance down on the floor.  So that’s how we became the Fewster 
Family Band. 

Doug So, it was literally the family wasn’t it? 

Max It was all the family. Olga, when she was 15,  went down to Perth to sing. She never 
had singing lessons, but she was a really beautiful singer and Norm Wrightson down 
at Canterbury Court in Perth had the big band. 

Doug Oh, the dancing school? 

Max Well, Norm Wrightson’s brother ran the dancing school and Norm Wrightson had the 
orchestra that played at Canterbury Court. 

Doug I remember that.  

Max I don’t know how he found out, but must have heard something about Olga singing - 
and she was only well, she wouldn’t have been 15 - and he asked her to come down 
and sing in the band.  So, I used to take her down every week. She’d sing Thursday 
nights down at Canterbury Court and when we were going together, I used to go 
down and take the three of them, the three girls, the two sisters and her down to 
Canterbury Court and we’d dance all night and she’d sing in the band.  So that’s 
where she got her experience. 

When she was 16, Bobby Limb and Dawn Lake that used to be here, they were 
singers and dancers and put on shows, well, they had a big competition down at His 
Majesty’s Theatre. A singing competition I suppose it was. Olga was only 16 and the 
prize was a contract over east to sing. Anyway, there was another girl that was much 
older than Olga and she was picked as first prize, because Olga was too young to 
take away. She didn’t want to be away because she was still going to school at that 
stage and so she came runner-up in the competition. That was one of the highlights 
of her life when she won that. 

Doug Did she sing with Wrightson’s band then? 

Max Yes, she sang with the band for two years and then, when we were married, as a 
wedding present Norm Wrightson bought his orchestra up to the old hall at 



 

 

Bullsbrook where we had our wedding dance. It was an open event to the whole 
district, the dance, was. There was about 300 or 400 people there. 

Max It was a  great night. The little stage on the old hall could hardly fit his band on it but 
it was a really great night. 

Doug I bet the old hall shook that night then? 

Max Yes, it sure did. It was excellent because we played in it quite a lot of times over the 
years because our band played all round the district. We didn’t venture into the 
metropolitan area very often, but we did a few shows later when the band was well 
known.  

The band had different ones come in and join us over the years that wasn’t a 
member of the family, so we had another story with the band.  When we met one of 
the people, the saxophonist, that played with us for many years - we were playing 
again at Bullsbrook - and Dad and I were playing just by ourselves and we’d just 
finished playing a dance and this guy jumped up on the stage and he said ‘you 
fellows couldn’t use a saxophonist could you’?  And I said ‘oh my goodness, where 
is he, what can he play’? This bloke said ‘he can play anything and I said ‘well, send 
him up’. So, up the middle of the floor came this bloke with a sugar bag over his 
shoulder. Him and this bloke that had jumped up on the stage, they’d come up on 
their motor bike from Midland and he had his saxophone in a sugar bag on his 
shoulder sitting on the pillion of the bike.   

Anyway, he came up and took his saxophone out of the bag. The box was in this 
bag, and unwrapped it and undid the case and got it out. He screwed the 
mouthpiece in and gave it a bit of a blow and he said ‘what are we playing’?  And I 
said ‘what do you play’?  He said ‘anything you play’ and I said ‘serious’?  And he 
said ‘yep’. 

Anyway, I said ‘well we’ll play a Barn Dance’ so I started playing this song. I forget 
what it was now, but it was a good old Barn Dance song and this beautiful noise just 
came out and echoed right through the hall - his saxophone was just beautiful. His 
name was Max Sparks and Max played with us for year and years.  

We had another when David gave the drums away and we had another bloke from 
Perth who was playing with another band somewhere and he must have been where 
we were playing one night.  Anyway, we got to know him - he jumped ship. His name 
was Kel Sinclair and he was a good drummer. He had been taught and he was a 
real good drummer.  Kel joined up and when David gave it away and he played with 
us for years and years and years. 

Then we had another join us. Dave Wilson was a guitarist. He moved into town, he 
married one of the local girls - one of the Masters girls - and he played. He sang a 
little bit and played the guitar, so he joined us and he played with us for a few years 
as well. So, the band went on. It would have been a good 40 years the band played. 

Max David, Colin and myself and Olga, because as soon as we got married Olga stopped 
singing down at Canterbury Court and came into the band and she sang for years 
until the band finished. She was the main one. She organised all the tunes and all 
the songs and what dance we were playing. She’d get up to sing a song and she’d 
tell me what it was and I’d play the introduction and completely forget what song she 
told me and start playing something else and she’d query me so I used to get into 
trouble quite often. 

Doug I can imagine you would. 

Max She’d look around with this look on her face as much to say what are you playing?  
She sang with the band from when we were married right up until the band finished.  

We opened the new hall in Meekatharra. 



 

 

Doug Meekatharra? You went that far? 

Max We drove all the way to Meekatharra and opened the brand-new hall that they’d just 
built. We also went to Mount Magnet and opened the brand new hall there. The old 
hall at Mount Magnet got burned down and they built a new one. Olga’s sister lived 
in Mount Magnet where they owned the store, the local deli, so we went up and 
played for the opening ball of the new hall in Mount Magnet as well. 

Doug How far did you go then? 

Max Well, Meekatharra was the furthest. We played for a big ball for the Catholic Church 
out on Windimurra Station right out of Mount Magnet in their shearing shed.  

A funny story about that.  We got there and Kel the drummer undid his drum kit and 
he’d forgotten the foot pedal for the bass drum. He was devastated. He didn’t know 
what he was going to do. He didn’t think he’d be able to play - he wasn’t playing - he 
got quite upset.  Anyway, the handy-man from the station said ‘don’t worry. I’ll mock 
something up’.  So, he took an old billiard ball and he drilled a hole in it, put a bit of 
steel rod in it, hooked it onto a piece of board with old rubbers off a truck tube and 
taped them on to this foot pedal that he made with this billiard ball stuck to it and put 
these rubber straps on. Anyway, Kel looked at it and he said ‘I’m not playing that’ but 
anyway, we played for a dance and he did his snare drum and his cymbals and stuff 
but no bass drum. We played the next dance and I heard a ‘boomp, boomp, boomp’ 
and by the time the night finished, Kel was really rapt with this blooming foot pedal 
that the old bloke had made.  He said ‘I’m taking that home with me’.  He never used 
it again to my knowledge, but he took it home as a something to remind him.  

Doug Well, it would have been unique wouldn’t it? 

Max Oh, it was absolutely incredible how he just fitted it to the bass drum - where they 
tension the skins and that’s what he fastened this thing to - and it worked… It 
worked really good. 

Doug I was involved in Rotary in Kalgoorlie and we had some great dances in shearing 
sheds. 

Max We didn’t play for too many in shearing sheds. We played for two or three but that 
was the furthest one right out right out east of Mount Magnet. 

Doug Windimurra? 

Max Windimurra Station. 

Doug That was the furthest you went? Did you come north and west of here then? 

Max Yes, we did. Bullsbrook, Lower Chittering, Muchea, Wannamal, Bindoon, Gingin. 
That was virtually all because in the early days, that’s how all the organisations 
were. That’s the only way they raised any money - the CWA and the Red Cross, 
football club, the netball club. Every organisation held at least one big ball a year to 
raise money and to get a band to come up from Perth it was too expensive. Because 
we didn’t charge too much, they made a good profit out of dances we played for. 

Doug You sound to me as if you were busy nearly every weekend? 

Max Nearly every weekend we played somewhere. 

Doug That would have been a Saturday night would it? 

Max Yes, Saturday night. When we first started, you weren’t allowed to go after twelve 
o’clock. You weren’t allowed to go into Sunday morning because of the church 
influence and so all the dances for years used to finish right on twelve o’clock. We’d 
play the medley and God Save The Queen at the finish and it was over. 

Doug Twelve o’clock that was it? 



 

 

Max Twelve o’clock, that was it, but then that lapsed and some nights we’d play until 
blooming three and four o’clock in the morning.  You’d get to twelve - because you’d 
take the booking from eight until twelve, but then it would get to nearly twelve and 
they wanted to keep going, so they’d jump up on the stage and say ‘can we have 
another hour’ and sometimes by the time you got packed up and got away from the 
hall it was two or three o’clock in the morning and then you had to drive home from 
wherever you were. 

Doug You’d get home as the sun came up? 

Max Absolutely. Later on, when the children grew up, I had two girls that were playing 
netball. One was playing tennis in Morley in the State Under Sixteen squad and the 
other one was playing at the Matthew’s Netball Centre.  She was a netballer and she 
played State netball, so we used to get home from playing for a dance on the 
Saturday night and crawl into bed for an hour or so and then have to be up, get into 
our tracksuits, wake the kids up, get them into the car and off to Perth. Olga and I 
would get them to the place and then we’d get in the car and put our head back and 
have a bit of a sleep.  We did that for weeks. Now I don’t know how the hell we ever 
used to do it. 

Doug Well it’s the sort of silly thing you do when you’re younger isn’t it, Max? 

Max Oh, it was incredible. 

Doug Now, you will have a selection of recordings of the band I’m sure? 

Max Well, not too much otherwise. It’s very sad that. What I’ve got there is of Olga 
singing, but in those days, we didn’t have any recording equipment. It was just really 
sad because we had some terrific nights. 

Max You get 200 or 300 people in the hall all dancing and all having a great time. 

Doug Well, if you do have some stuff, I’m sure if you were to offer it to the Oral History 
Project, they would value it? 

Max Well I’d just love to have something, but to be quite honest Doug ,the nearest I’ve 
got to Olga singing in the band is the tape that the recording that I’ve just had. We 
found one old tape and it was hardly audible. You could hardly understand it and I 
took it down to a place in Malaga and they’ve done it up and it’s quite good. They’ve 
done it really good.  

It’s really good, but it’s just one that was where Dave, Dave Wilson, the guitarist he 
came around here one night and we had a session and put down an old tape - just a 
cassette tape - and I found that in amongst all the dozens of tapes that Olga’s done 
in there. The music that she’s taped off records and I played it and I thought ‘God, 
that’s all it had on the old cassette was Olga’. Anyway, I took it down to this place in 
Malaga and they’ve done it up and it’s really good. That’s the closest thing I’ve got to 
Olga singing in the band. 

Doug Good, well, it would be nice I’m sure to have Olga’s voice in the archive? 

Max Yes. 

Doug So, you might remember that? 

Max Oh well, I’ve got this tape and there’s a copy of it anyway they could have a copy of 
it I’ve just made.  

Max  As the years went by, and people weren’t leaving their houses on a Saturday night 
so easily, the band slowly just died away. 

Doug Now Max, I’d like to just talk about your children and their schooling, so would you 
tell me a bit about your children please? 



 

 

Max Well Bronwyn, the three of them actually, all did their primary school here at Gingin. 
It was the school here. Bronwyn went on for Year 11 and 12 to Saint Hilda’s in Perth.  
She virtually left home when she was 16 and she’s never ever come back to live at 
Gingin again.  She went through Year 11 and 12 at Saint Hilda’s and then went to 
University. She’s a physiotherapist. 

Doug Saint Hilda’s was a boarding school? 

Max Yes, a girls’ boarding school in Perth. So, that was Bronwyn’s education and she’s 
now been a physiotherapist in Perth, well, all her life. She’s also one of the top 
Feldenkrais experts in Perth. She does the training and holds classes with another 
lady that’s down there. Bronwyn is one of the top ones down there.  She did this 
course, took four years and it’s, I suppose, another branch of physiotherapy and she 
does that from home.   

Donna the second daughter, she did Year 7 here and did 8, 9 and 10 at Bullsbrook. 
She and Bronwyn did as well. When I say she did all her Primary School, she started 
High School, and she went to Bullsbrook. 

Doug So that was District High School? 

Max District High School in Bullsbrook. 

Doug And went to Year 10? 

Max Went to Year 10. They used to go down on the bus every day and come home.    

While Bronwyn was there, she played netball. Her and one of the other girls at the 
school were picked in the State netball side at Bullsbrook and they played State 
netball when they were Under 16’s and then, as I say, she went and finished up in 
Perth and never came home.  She went on to University and was renting a house 
with three other girls that were at University with her. We decided that if the three 
girls would come with her and we could find an old home, we’d buy it and they’d 
move in there and the girls’ rent would pay for the house. So that’s what we did and 
she still lives in the same old house today that we bought when she was 17. 

Doug What did she study at University? 

Max She studied physiotherapy. 

Max This is the eldest daughter Bronwyn. Donna she went to Year 10 at Bullsbrook 
District High School and then she went down to the Midland Tech. 

Max She wasn’t interested in study. She didn’t want to go on to anything at uni, she was 
more than happy at home. She went down to the Midland Tech and did nearly 12 
months down there and came home and got a job with Doctor Brian Williams, who 
was the local doctor. She was his receptionist right up until she was married.  

That was really good for her. She really enjoyed the work here with the doctors. She 
was with Brian Williams and when Brian died, he died of cancer of course, and not 
very old. 

Doug I notice a lot of people in this area have died of cancer, haven’t they? 

Max But anyway, that was Donna’s education which was all done locally virtually in 
Bullsbrook and then home. 

Max Then Brendon, he went through to Year 7 here and then to Year 10 at Bullsbrook. 
He didn’t want to go on then to University. He was mainly interested in sport and all 
this sort of stuff. That was Brendon’s forté. Anyway, he went off to Midland Tech for 
12 months doing a bit of mechanical work and boarded down there with his grandma 
in Midland. He did about 12 months down there and then decided that he wanted to 
come home. So, he came home and started with me.  

He worked down with Gordon Tomlinson, the mechanic in Muchea, for six months 



 

 

but   he didn’t really enjoy that because he’d rather be out in the open. So, he came 
home and started working with me, with the bees and the farm, and then when he 
was 20, in 1994, he went off playing football. He was approached by West Perth to 
come down and play at West Perth and the Eagles saw him, or they came up and 
said that they were going after him.  

He was going to be their top pick in the draft which he was. He was the Eagles top 
pick, number 3 in the draft in 1994 and he spent from ’94 until 2002 - seven years 
down with the Eagles and then he did two years with the Dockers. He left the Eagles 
and went to the Dockers for two years. Finished in 2002 and then went back and 
played for West Perth again for two or three years and he won three Premierships 
with West Perth which was pretty good.   

Max Then he came home and has been with the bees ever since.  When he went away 
playing football, Bev Gresele’s young fellow, Brad Gresele, a local kid that he knew  
they grew up together and went to school together, he’d just finished his heavy 
diesel mechanics course down in CJD in Perth and he came home and that was just 
when Brendon was taken down to play footy, so Brendon said ‘well why don’t you go 
with the old man with the bees’ and Brad said ‘I’m not going near those stinging little 
devils’. Anyway, he succumbed and he came and within a few weeks, he was 
hooked and he was with me all the time Brendon was away and he became a very 
good bee-keeper and he and Brendon have been working together ever since 
Brendon came home.  He and Brad they are now running 1400 bee hives, but we’ll 
get on to that when we talk about the bees. 

Doug Well, I think we’ve naturally moved into it haven’t we really?  Tell me a bit about the 
bee keeping industry then? 

Max Well to start you right off at the very beginning in the early 1920’s when the family 
was starting to go into bee-keeping, Dad’s uncle, he was the one that came out from 
England in 1897, he was a bit of a bee-keeper and he had a few bee hives and Dad 
was one of six boys in the family of 11. Altogether there were five girls and six boys 
and they had the small property down in Muchea just north, just where the Ti West  
mineral sands plant is.  

The old property is still there where they settled and they split up because there was 
not a lot of land. There were six boys and there were three of them that all took up 
bee-keeping and that’s where they started. But the story is that when they started 
bee-keeping and then to sell the honey - my grandma, she was the absolute 
matriarch of the family, she did all the local midwife work - grandpa, he worked on 
the Midland railway line. When they were building the Midland railway line, he was 
one of the length-runners on the line, but granny was home. She was the midwife of 
Muchea around all round Muchea. People would ring up and she’d be on the horse 
and deliver a baby. 

Doug So, she knew all the babies then? 

Max She did all the births. Delivered a lot of the babies and was the nurse and everything 
in the area. 

Doug What year was it that the bee-keeping started then? 

Max Uncle Robert, that was the one that came out from England, he started it in 1898 
and then the boys took over and all started bee-keeping. There was Dad, Norman, 
Nelson, Vince and Jim, there were the four of the boys, all took up bee-keeping and 
to sell their honey they used to have it on the horse and dray in four-gallon tins and 
take it down to Perth.  Granny would be on the dray with them and they used to take 
it around to different shops and to Charlie Carters.  



 

 

Doug I remember Charlie Carter.5 

Max Well, old Mr Carter, he used to see granny coming when they were coming down 
and because he never had any money, he used to run out the back door when 
they’d come in the front door. He’d get out and then they’d tell him ‘oh, Mr Carter’s 
not in today’.  Anyway, granny worked out what was going on after a while and they 
pulled up a bit short of where Charlie Carter’s were in Wellington Street and she said 
to the boys ‘just wait here, I’m going around the back of the store’.  So, she went 
around the back of the store and the boys went in the front door and went up to the 
counter and asked for Mr Carter and Mr Carter had spotted it and he raced out the 
back door and run straight into granny.   She said ‘good morning Mr Carter’. 

Anyway, they got on really well and then he used to pay her. He only used to not 
want it because he couldn’t afford to pay her for the honey.  

Doug I remember that old store and remember the old floorboards creaking. 

Max I don’t remember it of course. It was well before my time, but anyway that’s how they 
used to have to try and sell their honey before Wescobee - that finished up as 
Wescobee Honey - the honey pool. Wesfarmers was Wesfarmers Cooperative 
Limited, so it was a co-op and there was a group of about four bee-keepers involved.  
Cook Brothers from over in Toodyay and there was three or four others. From what 
I’ve been told, Uncle Vince was one of the four and they approached Wesfarmers to 
see if they could start some sort of a co-op.  Anyway, with help from Wesfarmers, 
the honey pool was established which was a co-operative and that was in 1926 that 
started.  

It went well. It was just the most amazing thing. It was a co-op.  They didn’t buy the 
honey - they had a board of directors and they appraised the honey and the board 
set a price that they thought they could pay for the honey. So, you’d take your honey 
in, you’d get an appraisement and if it was appraised well, in those days seven 
pence a pound or something like this well you’d get that. They’d pay you at the end 
of the month. When you took it in, they’d pay you 50%, so they’d pay you three and 
a half pence a pound for the honey that you took in. 

Then they would take the honey in and they would process it, they would pack it, 
they would sell it and then half way through the financial year, in January or 
February, they would pay you another 25% of the appraised value and then at the 
end of the financial year on the 30th of June, they would wind up what they used to 
call a pool for the year - the twelve- month pool and then if they’d sold the honey at a 
profit, you would get the other 25% that they owed you, plus if they’d made a bit 
more of a profit you’d get a bonus of 2% or 3%.  

That’s how the honey pool worked and our family supported the honey pool 100%. 
The whole family. There were other families.  There was two - the Cooks from 
Toodyay, and there was the MacNamaras from York and in Perth there was Gordon 
Keeley and there was Bill and Peter Stephens also from Perth. 

When I started in 1954, that’s how it ran right up until I came to be involved with it 
when I came home from school.  I provided all my honey to Wescobee for my whole 
bee-keeping life. I went on the Board in 1965 and I was there for 38 years on the 
Board of Wescobee – well, what it became eventually. Wescobee was the co-
operative’s part of it which went out and then they it became Wescobee Honey and 
the cooperative, the co-op side of it, went and it wasn’t an appraisement.   

But we used to set appraisements all the time I was on the Board. We set an 
appraisement that we knew the manager would have to really work to get it. We 
didn’t set it low enough for him not to but it was easy for him to meet a 100% 
appraisement. So that’s how we used to try and make sure that the bee-keeper got 
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the best price that he could possibly get for his honey. 

Doug You would have had quite a lifestyle involved with bees because you must have 
travelled a lot? 

Max Oh yes, we did.  

Doug How did you do that? 

Max Just with the old truck. I’ll give you the transport of bees from the beginning.  Dad 
and them when they started, they used to use a horse and cart and they could only 
get about 12 or 15 hives on the old cart.  They used to have to put the whole horse’s 
head in a bag because the horse wouldn’t go near the apiary. They used to put a 
bag over his head and back it in as close as they could get without the bees 
attacking him and they’d load the hives on by hand. That’s how they transported 
them just around Muchea, because they were all based at Muchea, just down there 
just south of Gingin, here where we are and that’s where all their bee-keeping was 
done. They couldn’t go very far because they had to get there with the horse and 
cart before the sun got up in the morning so the bees didn’t fly off.  They’d have to 
load the bees at night and then take them to where they were going during the night 
and then they would unload them.  

Then they went from horse and cart to an old Ford. That’s the old, old Ford truck that 
they bought - an old half-ton truck with a flat tray and they used to use that to cart 
hives. They used to go from Muchea and then they ventured up around Gingin here 
and down into Lower Chittering a little bit and so they got a little bit further away from 
Muchea once they got the old truck.   

As the years went past, the trucks got better and when I started in ’54, we bought 
another truck. Dad had a chap by the name of Bert Daw working with him while I 
was at school, helping him with the bees and Bert and Dad worked the bees. Bert 
helped Dad with the farm that we had and, when I came home, I took over Dad’s 
200 hives and Bert bought in. Dad went guarantor and we bought another bee-
keeper that was wanting to sell out and he bought 200 hives off him, so we had 400 
hives between the two of us and we went off with working the bees. With the hives 
we bought we then bought another old truck and then we started moving around in 
this area we both lived in. 

I’ve been living in Gingin my whole life, as far as I’ve already said, I’ve only moved 
100 metres from where I was born. 

Doug Yes, you did. 

Max Bert, his parents had the butchers’ shop in Gingin - Bert Daw his name was - and he 
was just a real ‘Jack of all Trades’. He could do all sorts of things which was good 
because our 400 bee hives certainly didn’t give both our families a living, so we did 
all sorts of things.  We did a bit of shearing, and we did a bit of post-splitting, and we 
did some fencing, and with the bees we managed to make a reasonable living for 
both of us. 

We worked together from when I come home from school, for about eight or nine 
years and just after we got married, he then got married and he went his own way. 
He went away and went off by himself in 1965. So I went off by myself and I had 
Ron Pollard. He worked with Bert and I from when he left school for quite a few 
years and he became a bee-keeper and so Ron was with me. Then I had Brian my 
brother. He was a shearer because Dad didn’t have a big property and so Brian had 
to go off doing something else and he went off shearing, but he worked with me 
helped me with the bees as well.  

As the years went on, I had all different young boys. Wayne Butler, who owns the 
bottle shop down here now, he worked for me for a few years.  And Arthur Butler 



 

 

worked for me for a few years, and Ron Pollard worked for me for a long, long time. 
When we finished up Ron had, we were working, 100 hives for Ron as well as 
working my own.  So, I used to shift his bees and we used to extract them just as a 
part of mine. 

Doug So how many hives can you handle? 

Max Well the boys have got 1400 now between the two of them. 

Max It’s just changed so much Doug - bee-keeping - when all my lifetime bee-keeping 
was just producing some honey and a bit of a by-product was bees-wax and that 
was virtually it.  But nowadays they’ve got bees-wax, they’ve got the honey, they’ve 
got pollination services, where they take their bees on to farms. Our boys, they’re 
pollinating the big berry farm out here and they’ve got on to avocados and they’re 
pollinating avocados. 

Doug So, they take the bees out to a location to do the pollination? 

Max The bees are scattered all round the big berry farm out here and they just put them 
around the edges and the bees work in to the berries. 

Doug Do they charge a fee for the pollination? 

Max Yes, that’s all part of it now. They’ve also got pollen. Some of the bee-keepers, we 
don’t do it and the boys haven’t done it, but some do and there’s bee-keepers now 
that just produce pollen. They have pollen traps on their hives and they trap the 
pollen and they sell pollen.  

Then there’s live bees. We export live bees. The boys are now exporting live bees to 
California.  Three and a quarter ton of live bees go away in little packages and they 
go over to set up the hives in the almond orchards in California. 

Doug Why do they take bees from here? 

Max Well because they can’t keep their bees over there. They have got this Varroa Mite 
that kills all the bees. Their hives get wiped out every year and they’ve got to re-
establish them, just before the almond season comes in.  

Max That’s why they want as many bees as they can get hold of and especially from 
Western Australia, because there’s no disease here. We’re virtually, pretty well, 
disease-free here at the moment, which is something that’s pretty unique but how 
long that’ll last, I don’t know.   

But the boys now, getting back to the travelling, they travel out as far as Norseman 
now, down to Shannon River in the south and Ravensthorpe. We go up as far as 
Payne’s Find and well virtually anywhere where there’s a honey flow the boys go 
now. They’ve got bigger trucks now and they can pull trailers they can take 200 
hives at a time. 

Doug You’d have to be pretty well in touch with your environment though, wouldn’t you? 

Max Absolutely. We’ve seen a huge change in the whole landscape and the forests and 
what the forests looked like 50 years ago. Because we’ve been in the forest now - 
the family’s been in the forest now - for 100 years, well over 100 years, 120 years - 
and we’ve seen what’s happened to a lot of the forests with the die-back and 
different diseases that get into the forest.   

Burning. The burning regime that they’re working on at the moment is just killing our 
forests. The hierarchy in Perth will tell you that that’s not happening, but we know for 
a fact that it is happening. The forests are dying because they’re burning the under-
storey out of it all the time and the under-storey is just as important as the big trees, 
because the under-storey provides all the nutrients for the big trees to survive. 

Max The other thing that I’d like to make sure that I put on this oral history is the burning 



 

 

regime that they’re using now where they burn all these ‘light fires’ through the 
forests in the springtime - they’re killing thousands and thousands of little birds. All 
the little insects. All the lizards. Everything that lives in the forest that breeds during 
the springtime, they run their fires through there and they kill thousands. All the little 
birds are killed in the nests.  The mothers won’t fly away because they’re trying to 
get to the little ones and it’s just an absolute disaster what they’re doing to the 
insects and birds and the animals in the forest.   

All the old trees that have got hollows in, where birds and the lizards and everything 
lives in the hollows in the trees, these fires come trickling through and they get into 
these old trees, get into the hollows and it’s just like a chimney and they’re just 
burning them all down. There’s nowhere for them - no habitat for these creatures, for 
the birds and the bees, and for anything else that lives in the hollow logs. They’re all 
disappearing and they just won’t even listen to the people that really know what’s 
going on. They just ignore them. 

Doug Max, we talked about taking bees to the United States to California.  I think earlier 
you mentioned breeding bees on Rottnest Island. Tell me a bit about that please? 

Max Well it’s something that the boys have established with a group of bee-keepers. 
Commercial bee-keepers have got together and formed this association that they’re 
calling ‘Better Bees’ and they’re breeding bees. They’ve got four lines of different 
bees - different bee-keepers have been breeding their own line of bees that they 
reckon is getting better, so they’ve got together as a group and they select their 
breeder queens, which are selected because they breed for colour, for 
temperament, for housekeeping. They’ve got to be clean housekeepers.  

Some queens hives are left dirty. They are not unlike human beings. Some of them 
look after their hives and make sure there’s no rubbish in the hives and they make 
sure it’s all taken out.  Some of them leave rubbish in the hives and attracts ants and 
things like this. 

They take all their debris, anything. The dead bees that die naturally in the hive, they 
fly them right away from the hive so they don’t attract ants around the hives.  They’re 
breeding for honey production of course - that’s paramount - and so with all those 
things in mind, they select their queen mother and they select a couple of drone 
mothers - queens that have got the type of drones that they’re looking for, with 
colour and everything in them.   

The drones are not so important as far as honey production or anything like that is, 
but they just need good coloured drones and they are trying to breed them to the 
exact characteristics that they want the hives to look like and the bees to look like.   

So, they select them and then, because Rottnest hasn’t got very many feral bees - 
there’s hardly any feral bees on Rottnest - they decided or they got permission to 
take their hives over onto Rottnest as a mating area for the queens to be all mated. 

Doug It’s a bit of a quarantine area then is it? 

Max Well it’s a quarantine area. It’s an area where there’s very few feral bees that are not 
what they’re looking for.  So, they’d go over and they’d try and eradicate any swarm 
that might have developed or hive that might have got on to the island during the 
year. They try and locate and destroy them and then the group of bee-keepers all 
select their couple of queens that they’re going to breed from and they take all their 
drone combs - the drones are a different size cell to the worker bee - so they put 
drone combs into the hive that they’ve selected as their drone mother and the queen 
lays them all up straight away. They are all drones because she lays them into the 
drone comb. 

So they all bring them over together on a barge, put them on the island and they 
really breed well over there at the time of the year during the springtime. So they 



 

 

soak the island all the six, say six odd different bee-keepers - they get all their 
drones on to the island so they’re all flying around mixed up and then they all select 
their worker or their queen mothers for the worker bees and they put down a batch 
of queen cells from these queens that they’ve selected as their breeders.   

They put down a batch of cells and they make up - our boys take about 60.  A 
couple of the other bee-keepers take 100 and some of them take only 30 or 40, but 
whatever they want to breed in the way of these breeder queens that they’re going 
to use for breeding all their queens that they use in their hives. 

Doug You talk about numbers there. You are talking about the number of queens, are 
you? 

Max Yes, well the number of queens that they take over to be mated. They put down the 
queen cells here and they take 10 days for the queen - from the time the boys select 
the cell - the eggs that they’re going to use from the breeder queen, they put them 
into these little cells and they put them into a hive that’s queen-less and they draw 
down the cells and seal them over. And so, all the little queens are all in these cells 
and on the eighth day, after they put them down, they make up a four-frame - what 
we call a nucleus hive. They’re just a little small hive that hold four frames - and they 
make up, say we’re taking 60 over, we make up 60 of these little hives and put a 
queen cell in each one. Just one queen cell in each one of these boxes.  

This group of bee-keepers that have got together, they took about 600 last year. 
They load them all on to a truck on the 8th or the 9th day and take them over on the 
barge, put them on the island all around. They’ve got all their drone mothers over 
there on the island, so the island is just saturated with our all our drones. So, on the 
10th day - on the day after they get all these little four-frame hives onto the island - 
queens all hatch. They go out to be mated. The queens have hatched and four days 
after that, we’ve found out now that the queen, because she loves to be in the dark, 
on the fourth day, apparently now they’ve just discovered, that she needs and she 
wants light so she goes out on her mating flight.  

On the 4th day after she hatches, she goes out on a mating flight.  She goes out and 
she flies around secreting this pheromone that the drones can smell and you see 
this golf ball size black balls going around everywhere and that’s a group of drones 
all trying to catch up with the queen that’s flying away from them. And this gets a 
little bigger and a little bit bigger until it could be nearly as big as a tennis ball and 
then all of a sudden, you see this tennis ball just disappear into the air like that 
because the queen, once she’s got a big enough group of drones following her, she 
just flies straight up in the air and the drones all chase her to mate with her. The 
weaker drones fall away, so that’s nature’s way of making sure that the strong 
drones get to mate with the queen and, apparently, she gets mated.  

We used to think she only got mated by one drone, but apparently now they’ve 
found that she gets mated by quite a few - different drones mate her because she 
only gets mated once - and she lays thousands of eggs a day when she’s working 
when she’s on a honey flow back in the hive as a breeder - as the queen that’s 
looking after the hive. She’s got to have a fairly good store of semen and she goes 
her whole lifetime with that. Just that, but it’s a mixture.   

We used to think she only got mated by one drone and we couldn’t work out 
sometimes why some of the bees had different markings on them and they weren’t 
quite as completely uniform, but that was when we used to do at home and we didn’t 
know what they were getting mated with. They could have been mated with 
something out of our apiary, or they could have been mated with a black drone that 
was just flying around, just a feral bee. 

Max They used to have different colours sometimes in the hive. They used to not be 



 

 

uniform and the colour depended mainly on the drones. 

Doug A lot depends on the drone then? 

Max That was only an indication that she’d been mated by something that wasn’t what we 
want her to be mated with, but it’s been a really positive thing. They bring them 
home off the island after they’ve all been mated. We leave them there for another 10 
days after they get mated that’s when the new queen starts laying eggs. So, they 
leave them there for another 10 or 12 days and then bring them home.   

They put them all down on one site the 600 hives - the 600 little boxes - and then all 
the bee-keepers get together and go through every hive and check to see if they’ve 
got a queen back, she’s been mated and she’s laying a nice type of nice even brood. 
Then they have a competition on who does the best - gets the best percentage of 
what they took over - and they have a trophy for the one that gets the best, the best 
mating and result. 

Max But if it’s been a really good year, then they sell these breeder queens.  When they 
go into the hives, when they come back, and when they find them this last year they 
put a little dot - each bee-keeper’s got a different little mark of paint marker - and 
they put a little dob of coloured paint on the back of her head so they can spot her 
easy and they know whose is whose.  

This last year they took them back because they want to start a breeding program 
over east like this one that they’ve got going here and they want to get the DNA of all 
these queens that they’re breeding. So they snip a little bit - well they take half of 
one wing off the queen so she can’t fly, because we don’t want them - the queen 
bees that we’re breeding for as breeders - we don’t want them getting going on to 
the first honey flower they get on to and build up and swarm.  

So they cut a little bit of her wing off and the little bit of wing they took off each of 
these 600 odd queens that they bred, the people came over from the east and took 
them back and they’re doing a DNA test on them all, so they got supplied with a 
DNA result on all their queen bees. 

Doug Tell me, not having been involved with bees at all, how do you manage hives and 
bees and queens and drones without getting stung to bits? 

Max Well that’s one of the criteria for these. What we’re doing we’re breeding for is 
temperament. Temperament means that you can work them and they’re placid. Just 
an ordinary old hive you lift the lid up and normally if you wave your hand over the 
top of the box, they’ll fly up and they’ll just start to sting you, but these ones we’re 
breeding, you take the lid off the box and you wave your hand over like that and they 
just sit on the frames and slowly they just disappear down in amongst the frame.  
That’s one of the real features of what we’re trying to do, is breed hives that are 
easier to handle and to work.  

They all get upset on different things. There are different honey flows that the nectar 
or the pollen seems to make them more sulky than other times. Also in the winter 
time if it’s cold and wet, they don’t like it because they’ve got to keep their hive at a 
constant 72°F temperature and so, in the winter time, they block up any little holes 
and anything like that in the hive so that they can keep the hive warm with just body 
heat.  They’ve got to keep it at 72°F in the winter time and you lift the lids off in the 
winter time and they get quite annoyed if they’re getting cold air in to the hive.   

In the summer time they still have to keep it at that temperature, but they use water. 
They bring in water and the old bees, that’s the last job they do before they die, is  
they bring the water into the hive. 

Doug Yes, I often notice in my own garden that the bees come and get water.  

Max Yes well, they don’t use a huge amount of it to drink, they use it for an evaporative 



 

 

air conditioner. 

Max The old bees bring the water in and the little nurse bees, or the bees that have just 
been born, they’ll fix themselves to the floor with their feet and fan their wings like 
crazy and the old bees will spray the water out in a fine spray and the little bees will 
fan it through the hive and you can feel that it cools the hive in summer time. 

Doug Cools it. Isn’t that incredible? 

Max That’s how they keep the hive cool in the summer. 

Doug But you still haven’t answered my question. How do you manage getting stung? 

Max Oh well you just get used to it.  You never get used to the pain. 

Max The pain is still just as bad but in different places it is worse like in between your 
fingers. And there’s getting a sting in the eye. On the ears is shocking.  The worst 
one I ever had was, I got a bee sting on the top of my eyelid here and the sting went 
right through my eyelid and every time I blinked the sting was on the inside and it 
was scratching the eyeball. We have some horrendous times where you just get 
stung like crazy - hundreds of stings.  But the majority of the time, because the boys 
have got better outfits now, they got beautiful suits that they wear that’s got gauze 
inlets into the front and the back where they can breathe and they can keep cool. 
We used just an old pair of khaki overalls with a hat and mum used to make us a 
head net and we used to poke them into the top of our overalls. We never ever used 
gloves so we used to get quite a few stings on the hands while you’re working, but 
the gloves we could get when we were doing it, they were big old thick things and 
you couldn’t feel things - no feeling, so we never used gloves at all - they’ve got 
better type gloves now. The boys use a pair of gloves now. 

Doug So, you didn’t become allergic to bee stings or anything? 

Max No, but my wife Olga did.  She was absolutely highly allergic to them. 

Doug Really? 

Max Yes, we nearly lost her.  We had just got home one day when she was stung. The 
bees quite often settle on the washing when you hang the washing out and, 
sometimes, you’ll get a bee that stays there and that’s where she used to get an odd 
sting on the finger when she was taking the washing off the line.  She was highly 
allergic so we had to carry EpiPen’s with us everywhere we went. 

Doug So, she’d have an anaphylactic shock then? 

Max Yes. I’m the same with crayfish or crustaceans. I can’t touch them. 

Doug Yes, I’m the same. I can’t. 

Max I got home one day and Olga had had a sting and, luckily, Dulcie was living on the 
other side of the road just here where we lived and she was a nurse. Olga had got 
this sting and I wasn’t home, I was in Perth and she rang Dulcie quickly and Dulcie 
raced over and just as I got home from Perth I saw Dulcie running over and I jumped 
out of the truck because I knew there must have been something wrong and she’d 
had a bee sting and she was just about out to it. 

Doug And she gave her the old EpiPen? 

Max She gave her the EpiPen.  

Doug Which is adrenaline, isn’t it? 

Max Yes, just an adrenaline shot. 

Doug Well, I think we’ve done bees Max? 

Max Yes, that’s good. That’s fine. 



 

 

Doug Okay now, you’ve mentioned that you’ve literally lived in Gingin all your life.  You 
would have seen a lot of changes then in the area? 

Max Oh yes. 

Doug Tell me a bit about that. 

Max Well as I say, when we were growing up in this whole area there was only about 31 
houses around in this side of town. 

Doug Yes, you mentioned that.  

Max And there wasn’t a hell of a lot more up around the hotel in that part of the town, but 
this was mainly the horseshoe paddock. Here was the main area where everybody 
lived. 

Doug And this was the police paddock wasn’t it? 

Max This was the police paddock, yes. All that’s in Dad’s books. An absolutely terrific 
explanation of the whole of this area of the town and he’s written a story about just 
about everything that you’d be interested to know about. It’s an incredible resource. 
And, as I said before, we’re hoping to find somewhere where it can be placed that 
it’s going to be kept. 

Doug Well, certainly the local history project would be interested because I think they 
would also offer it to the Battye Library - the State Library - as well I suspect. 

Max Some of it would have been repeated but it’s Dad’s version of it and he was either 
the instigator or one of the main participants in everything that just about happened 
in Gingin from the late 1920’s right up through his lifetime. 

Doug But you will have seen a lot of changes yourself Max? 

Max Oh yes, well the kids - the children - all had to find different things to do.  When we 
were growing up we were outside.  

The changes of Gingin going from in my lifetime where Gingin was known for Gingin 
oranges, all this area around here. This was all orchards inside all this area.  There 
were orchards between Robinson Street and Lefroy Street. Down to the brook was 
all virtually citrus. 

Doug I remember the Gingin oranges well. 

Max Yes, well they used to promote them. They had their name. Gingin Oranges was the 
best you could get and they’re going back to that now. They’re starting to use the 
same slogan now with the Gingin oranges when you hear them advertising ‘oranges 
straight from Gingin’.  Anyway, it’s gone in my lifetime from being cattle and sheep 
and just a little bit of growing hay for stock feed, not a lot of grain the Gingin area - 
the Gingin Shire - but it’s gone from sheep and cattle. In my lifetime it’s gone from 
that to now where there’s still good, beautiful sheep and beautiful cattle. But it’s gone 
from just virtually where that was the only thing to now we’ve seen the cray-fishing 
industry all start up along the coast in my lifetime.   

We’ve seen the whole of Gingin develop in recent years, because it went during all 
the time I was growing up there was sheep and cattle mainly. Bee-keeping was big 
because bee-keeping was still one of the main things that was going on with the 
family and due to different ones that had worked for Dad and his other brothers - 
there were more bee-keepers in this area than there was anywhere else. Then we 
started to see all the vineyards over in Bindoon and all that.  That was renowned for 
where the citrus was, mainly over there, but the Gingin shire was mainly sheep and 
cattle.   

Now the Gingin shire is virtually the food bowl of just about, not Western Australia, 
but Dad made a prediction 40 years ago that it would be the food bowl of south-east 



 

 

Asia.  Now we’ve got all the vegetables and we’ve got olives. We’ve also seen the 
different ‘get-rich-quick’ things where we had the angora goats and the emus and 
the ostriches and we’ve seen them all trying to do it and they’ve all failed.  

But the Gingin shire now has become just incredible for the amount of fruit and 
vegetables and stuff that’s being grown. It’s huge. We’ve got the berry farm out 
there. We have Taddei’s big huge orchard out on Chita Road.  The berry farm’s out 
there.   

It has just changed so dramatically from what it was when we were growing up and 
going through most of my life. It’s only been the last 20 years that it has changed so 
dramatically.  Up until that time it was virtually just sheep and cattle and not very 
much else. 

Doug You haven’t mentioned any dairy. Is there any dairy industry? 

Max There was. There was a dairy farm on the corner here.  Len Troy had a small dairy 
farm.  Cottrells on this corner of Robinson Street had another. He had another dairy 
and Alec Collett had the Honeycomb subdivision down there - that was all dairy. 
That was Alec Collett’s, he owned that and he and his son, they had quite a big dairy 
there.  They used to send milk to Perth. They’d put it in to cans, put it on the railway 
station, and it’d go to Perth on the train.   

But, yes, there was but they weren’t massive dairy farms they were small. Len Troy 
probably would have milked 20 odd cows and Cottrell would have done, but Alec 
Collett down at Honeycomb, he would have probably milked 60 or 70 cows. Mightn’t 
have been quite that many. 

Max But nearly everybody had their own. We had our own. Where we’re sitting now was 
just a clear paddock and Dad used to run a couple of milking cows. We’d get up in 
the morning and I’d have to milk the cow and then take the milk down and put it 
through the separator and Mum would have the cream. 

Doug So that was for household use? 

Max That was, just about everybody had their house cow for household but there wasn’t 
a huge amount of dairy farming where they used to send the milk away. It’s certainly 
changed now where nobody has a milking cow virtually and the kids today wouldn’t 
know where milk comes from. It just comes out of a bottle in the shop. 

Doug Indeed, and a plastic bottle at that? 

Max And a plastic bottle at that, yes, so they wouldn’t know. 

Max There has been a big change in my lifetime, but as I say, the last 20 years has 
probably been the greatest change it’s been. 

Doug One of the things I’ve noticed consistently in the interviews I’ve done is people speak 
very highly of the Bendigo Bank? 

Max Yes. 

Doug What’s been your interaction with Bendigo Bank? 

Max Well, I was one of the initial four or six people that got together and started it up so 
I’ve been with it since it was started. Tom Cabbasi was one of them. He was the 
main one that sort of pricked his ears up about it and wanted to know more about it.  
He called a meeting and there was six of us went to this meeting and we made all 
the enquiries on how we could go about establishing it.  

While Dad was on the Shire, they tried three or four times during his time of 30 odd 
years on the Shire, to get one of the banks to set up a branch here in Gingin, but we 
never got anything except the Bank of New South Wales, I think it was, used to 
come up once a fortnight, but just did the basic things that banks needed to do but 



 

 

never did anything major.  

But anyway, that’s getting away from the Bendigo. When the Bendigo concept came 
up over east Tom Cabassi happened to be over east and he saw what was 
happening in Bendigo and he made some enquiries, came home and we got 
together. It was one of the real highlights of my life when we achieved the bank that 
we’ve got here now, today.  

Ron Pollard was one of the other ones that was in the group with us and Ron and I  
started going off getting the pledges you had to go and get. It started off we needed, 
I think it was $170,000, they thought we would need to be able to raise from the 
general community and that would give us a seed capital that we could use to 
establish the bank and employ our staff and everything. That would give us enough 
capital to operate that and set the bank up for a couple of years until we got into 
profit.   

We were one of the first in the West Australia and there hadn’t been too many in the 
eastern states established when we started.  The first day, Ron and I went out 
towards Cowalla, out on that towards Moore River - well on Cowalla Road and out 
towards the coast. We went out there to see how much we could muster in the way 
of pledges.  We were coming home that day - we’d been all day - and Ron said ‘I 
don’t think we’ve even made enough to cover our petrol bill today where we’ve been.  
We haven’t done all that well’.   

But anyway, we persevered and we went around, all the six of us all going in 
different directions to try and raise pledges. Anyway, it is a long story. We got our 
$170,000 and then the bank had had a couple of incidents I suppose over east 
where their seed capital wasn’t enough, so they decided that it’d be nice if we could 
get another amount and that we could get $250,000 instead of $170,000.  Away we 
went again and we managed to get it up to $250,000 and just as we got it to 
$250,000, they raised the bar again and they said, ‘well, we think we might need 
about $350,000 to get you in to profit.  But anyway, after the 12 or 18 months we’d 
been working we finished up and got $440,000.  

I think we got about $440,000 we finished up with. 

Doug So what year was this? 

Max We opened the bank in around 1998 or 1999. 

Max And anyway, we raised the money and as a group we got our manager.  

Doug So, you got your bank set up and running? 

Max We hired a manager. We called for applications for our manager.  We did the 
feasibility study. The Shire wouldn’t become involved. They did help. They gave us 
$5,000 to have a feasibility study to see if we could do it. They thought we could and  
the bank thought we could manage it, but that’s the only contribution that the Shire 
at the time made and gave us. We had the feasibility study. They decided that ‘yes it 
was viable, we’d raised enough money, and we could go ahead.   

So, then they called applications for a manager and I think that we got 28 
applications for the job.  Then Bendigo took over and Bendigo went through the 28 
and reduced it back to eight that they thought was possible. Then our committee had 
to interview these eight to see which one we were going to give a job to.   

I can remember when I was pretty paranoid that whoever got the job here in Gingin, 
if they weren’t prepared to live in the town and be a part of the community, they 
didn’t get the job. They thought that that was being a bit discriminative and we 
couldn’t do that.  Anyway, finally we made some enquiries and they said we could 
put on our job description whatever we like, because it wasn’t a government job or 
anything it was a virtually private business.  



 

 

Anyway, that was one of the criteria that we had but the applicants weren’t told that 
was one of the things we were looking for.  The first bloke came in and he was all 
dressed up in his suit a younger guy.  The first thing he said when we had to ask 
was 'if we give you 15 minutes to give us a rundown of why you think you can do the 
job and how you think you can develop a bank’?  And first one came in and he sat 
down and we asked him the question and the first thing he said was ‘well I only live 
at Quinns Rock - or somewhere at Wanneroo - it’ll be very, very easy for me to 
commute each day’. So, he got a cross straight through his name.  I didn’t hear 
anything else he had to say.  Anyway, it got up to the fact that we got the bloke that 
we finished up with - Colin Roach. He sat down and we asked him the question and 
he said ‘well, the first thing I’ve got to do is convince my wife that we’ve got to move 
to Gingin. We’ll have to buy a house in Gingin and be a part of the community if 
we’re going to make this thing work. We’re going to build you a bank’.  And, as it 
turned out, out of the eight he was the one that got the job and so we employed him.  
We didn’t have a bank, so we employed him as a group and he went out and started 
looking for business and by the time we got the bank set up ready to be used, and  
to go into, Colin had been there and he had written up quite a substantial amount of 
business before we even opened the door.  So, we were up and running when we 
started to open the bank. 

We had a big opening and the bank as far as I’m concerned has taken off. It took 
over from what we went through when we were growing up, everything we built in 
Gingin we had, where we wanted to improve the community, was done with busy 
bees and trying to raise money. All sorts of things that we could to raise some 
money.  At the time when we established the bank, it was harder to have busy bees 
where you were establishing things like getting and raising money, carting hay. We 
used to cart hay for all the different organisations. The tennis club, the football club, 
the netball club, the P and C. We all used to cart little square bales of hay and we’d 
have busy bees and we’d be raising money. We built all the tennis courts on busy 
bees, but we couldn’t at around the end of the 1999/2000. It was harder to get the 
young ones to really come to busy bees.  

To raise funds from any government grants or the Lotteries Commission or anything 
like that, you needed to have a third of what you were looking for. You needed the 
third to come from the community.  Well, we got the bank established and that took 
over what we used to raise with busy bees. The bank now contributes the 
community’s third of nearly everything that we’ve done in the last 10 or 15 years. 
Maybe 10 years the bank’s been the backbone. It’s been the major contributor. 

Doug Well, when all’s said and done, it is a community bank isn’t it? 

Max Absolutely, and its success has been great. We’re gauged by the Bendigo Bank in 
the east that Gingin is one of the ones that they show as an example of what can be 
achieved if the community gets in behind it. That’s why it’s so successful here. The 
community has just got in behind it and supported it and it’s been an amazing thing.  
We put close on $3,000,000 back into the community since we started and opened 
it. 

Doug Tremendous. 

Max It’s just amazing. 

Doug Alright, well Max, I think we’ve done it. 

Max Have we? 

Doug I think we have. 

Max Yes, it’s been good and I hope I’ve been able to give you a bit of an idea. 

Doug Ooh you have. 



 

 

Max But there’s so many things that I will think of when you’ve gone that I should have 
told you but we’ve pretty well covered it. 

Doug Well, what I will do now is, we’ll put this into a transcript - into a written document - 
and I’ll get you to have a look at it because I’m particularly keen to make sure we’ve 
got spelling of names of people and places right. Then, in the meantime, if you think 
of something you want to add then we can either add it into the transcript or we can 
do a further interview. Okay? 

Max Yes, that was the only thing that I wanted to know. 

Doug I’ll just finish it now Max so I’ll come back to you with the transcript and I’ll ask you to 
check it. Okay? 

 
 


