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NOTE TO READER

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind
that it is a verbatim transcript of the spoken word and
reflects the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Battye Library is
not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir,
nor for views expressed therein; these are for the

reader to }uage.

Saupt type face indicates a difference between transcript
and tape.

[ ] are used for insertions, not in the original tape.
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VERBAI'IM TRANSCRIPY

INTRODUCTION

This i1s an interview with Miss Flora Bunning for the
Battye Library Oral History Program, made possible by

the grant from the Instant Lotteries Distribution Advisory

Committee.

Miss Bunning was born in Perth in 1903, the daughter of

Helen and Robert Bunning. She talked of her family 1life

and some aspects of her Father's business activity.

After attending Miss Annie Nesbitt's private school where

she learnt piano, Miss Bunning won a two year scholarship

to attend the Melbourne Conservatorium of Music in 1920 and
1921. On her return to Perth she played at private recitals,
did accompanying work, and later broadcast for the ABC.

During the Second World War she played in Army Education
Concerts for servicemen, which led to involvement in Department
of Adult Education concerts after the War. Both these activities
took her to many country towns as accompanist and soloist.
Miss Bunning has had a vital role to play in many of Perth's
musical activities and organisations. She was the Founder
President of the Chamber Music Society of W.A. She has served
as a President of the Music Council of W.A., of the ABC's

W.A. Subscribers Orchestral Committee, and of Musica Viva
Australia. Miss Bunning has been an executive member of the
Festival of Perth Committee and its music sub-committee, of

the Friends of the Festival Committee, and the University Music
Society. She has also been involved in work for the Art Gallery

Society and for the National Trust.

Miss Bunning was interviewed on July 30th and August 29th 1984

by Ronda Jamieson. There are four tapes.
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BUNNING Tape 1 Side

My full name 1s Flora MacRae Bunning and I was born
in Forrest Street, East Perth (that is below the
Roman Catholic Cathedral) in 1903.

And who was your Mother?

My mother was a Highland woman, her name was MacRae,

and she lived most of her life in the Highlands of
Scotland. She was born in Glasgow but she lived in

the Highlands for a long time in a place called Kinloch-
rannoch and she married my Father in, well, I suppose
1902, and came out here. Her first stay was spent

in Forrest Street and then in about 1904 or 1905 we

came down to Peppermint Grove, and in about 1906 we
bought this house in Mosman Park which is now St. Hilda's
School. We had about 3 or 4 acres of land, then we had
cows and horses and fig trees and the front was all
paddock. Next door was bush where we used to pick wild-
flowers and down in front there was a great wheatfield,

I think it belonged to the Sampson family, and there

was Mosman Bay, but we couldn't walk through the wheat-
field to take a short cut to the river because they had

a caretaker there who used to walk round with a gun and
stopped us trespassing, and the only way was

to go down a sandy lane, a black sandy lane to get to the
river. - pefore that we used to be in Freshwater Bay
and we used to spend our mornings in the holidays
just in the river, diving off a sunken boat and diving
off the Scotch College boatshed. We had a very easy,
very simple youth. We might have gone to Perth perhaps

a couple of times a year. A lot of people had tennis
courts then, now they've all been built on, but we used
to play a lot of tennis, go aqver to the beach, go down to
the river, go out crabbing in the evenings and boil the
billy on Freshwater Bay on the sands and just have
kerosene tins and a SO yvery simple, beautiful life. We

were. very lucky. No children could live like that

today.
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How many were there in the family?

My Mother was my Father's second wife. He had two by

his first wife and five by my Mother.
What are their names and do you know their dateof birth?

Oh, I can't quite. I was the eldest and then my brother
Charles. I was 1903, he would have been 1905. My
sister Jane would have been 1906 - they had them
regularly in those days. Then my sister Angie and my

brother Tom. When I was seven there were five of us.
Well, Gavin, I hoped... Tom as you call him ...

Is Gavin.

Is Gavin, and he was born in 1910.

X

Was he? That adds up.

Right. So within seven years. And what were the names

of your stepbrother and sister?

Gena and Joe.
And who was your Father.

Well, he was Robert Bunning, and his father was a builder
in London. I know my niece has done a lot of research
on the family and evidently he built quite a lot of the
old churches in London. Not St. Paul's, nor any of the
more famous ones [Laughter], but he did do a lot of
church building, and my Father, he was the builder for
the Trinity Church in St. George's Terrace here, and he
had, oh, I can't remember all his family, but we didn't
have many relatives here; nor have we now. They are

scaﬁtered round and we haven't kept in touch with them.
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What was he like as a father?
Oh, very gentle. He was a gentle man always. My mother
was the strong one. Well, he was strong, but mother was

the one who 'held the whip' as it were, and my father's
strongest expression (he never swore) his strongest

expression was "Golly!: [Laughs] Golly!
How much did you see of him growing up?

Oh, a lot. He used to catch the train. In the early days

he'd catch the train up to Perth. Our office and mills

- were in Wellington Street then, and he would catch the

train up there and catch the train back in the evening,
and always in summer he would play with us. We had big
lawns and things and he'd go chasing us around and just

be one of us. There wasn't a great deal of social 1life
then. He was never a society man, ever, because he was

a simple man. They'd give dinner parties and things like
that, but they'd be home during the day a lot, or my
mother would. Of course, in those days we also had
servants, but my mother was a good Scot who liked the
family to be very capable and do everything in the house.
She was never happier than when we were sitting down doing
the family darning, or else when she was having a party we
would help make the cakes and have the groaning table!

[Laughter] So it was a very uncomplicated existence.
What servants did you have?

Well, when wé were younger we had a nurse, and we would
have a cook and housemaid, and a laundress. We had a full
time gardener. At one time our cook married the gardener.
She became quite a character, and then after a while she
came back as our laundress and she used to come and visit
us, oh, until she was getting on for 70 or 80 I think.

We always helped. We weren't waited on much, well,
naturally, with seven then; seven, with mother and father
in the house. So, we always made our own beds and

helped with the cooking if there were anything special on.
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But then, our maids used to be our friends too. There
was nothing we liked better. I remember one cook who
married one of the old families, Caporn, Sam Caporn she
married, and she had a little house in East Fremantle,
very narrow, and she had a kangaroo down at the back and
we used to love to go down there and see the kangaroo,
and to see old Charlotte (which was her name). And then
we had two sisters who were house and parlour maid, and
they lived in South Perth and we used to love to go with
them for picnics at Como on Sunday. In the end one of
their brothers became Secretary of Bunning Brothers; he
was there for years and years and years. We loved being
with them. Also we used to think we treated our servants
well. This Nellie and Nettie, I remember, they shared one
little bedroom. When we had nurse we had the nursery and
we had a all our beds out on a verandah which went all the way
'around the house and it was partitioned off a bit, and we
always slept out there. There were five of us in the
nursery and the nurse shared the nursery, and when I
think of it, poo¥ dear, no privacy. But they were happy.
Amazing, isn‘t it? I think they probably got thirty bob

a week or something.
Did all the servants live in?

Yes. Not the gardener, of course, he lived nearby. But
most people had live-in servants. When I say most
people.... you see they got, what, thirty bob a week T
think they used to be paid. We did have a great big
kitchen which was comfortable, but they wouldn't have
their own sitting room or anything. Well, see, here we
haven't any mansions with terrific servants' quarters

as they have in the Eastern States, so they didn't have

beautiful sitting rooms of their own or anything.
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RJ So the servants would have ate in the kitchen, would they?
FB Oh, yes.

RJ You spoke of cows. Were they cows that were milked?

FB Oh, yes. The gardener used to milk every morning and

every evening, but my brothers used to get a bit
indignant because in weekends if he were off they
would have to milk the cows and they didn't like that,
but they had to do it.

RJ Did any separating of cream go on?

FB We had a great big range and great big shallow basins,
like that, and we always used to have a basin on the
range and get the scalded cream off that. I remember
we used to have the old ice cream churn, a wooden churn,
and you had to have salt and put it all round it. we
had .a cook who used, to make a lot of ice cream for us in
those days. She would make it in the afternoon and then
she would sit on it because if we came home from school
we tried to steal it you see. [Laughs] So she always
used to sit on this wooden churn to save the ice cream.
[Laughs] We got very fond of most of our Servants, oxr
maids, whatever you called them then.

RJ If we could just cover a few aspects of your Father and
his business activities. There has been an article
written about him and his life in early days by Jenny
Mills, and she refers to "times of acute financial stress
as Robert raised money to improve milling methods and

]
v " - . 3
introduce new machines. Was this noticeable in your

family life?

FB Not to the children because in those days the children
weren't told very much, and so I don't remember anything
of that. I do remember later on, during the Depression,pbut

F - L . .
L. MILLS, Jenny. "Fifty years in Business in Western Australia. Robert

Bunning : a Profile", in Early Days, Vol.8, Part 6, 1982, p.81.
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that was general, of course, and we didn't have servants
then. I can remember people coming round asking for
food and, of course, we could always give them that, but

we couldn't give them jobs. I do remember that.
And what happened when you didn't have servants?

Oh, we all helped. My Mother was very capable and then
my step-sister was always a great help, and we were all
able to do things for ourselves then. You see, money
didn't matter in one way. These days the young have to
have so many possessions, expensive possessions. We
didn't have anything. Well, I suppose the boys had a
cricket bat and we had a tennis racquet. The boys used
to make crystal radio sets, that was our most sophisti-
cated radio, so as I said there weren't the demands then.
Oh, you were talking about the business worries. T

don't know when the Charles Street thing was built, but
the business in Wellington Street was burnt down and

then we moved over to Charles Street, and then I remember
that fire. One day my Father was iung up to be told that the
place was on fire andwas absolutely gutted. That really was
a terrible blow. But I can remember my Father then, as

I said he never fussed, because at home we had two family
portraits of his grandparents and my Mother always hated
them. So in the end he took them up to the office in
Charles Street and they were hanging I think in the
boardroom there and I went up with him. We watched the
place smouldering away and burning to bits, and he just
turned to me, he said "Well, Bun, at least the

ancestors have gone." [Laughs] And that's all the

comment he made.

That was quite a disaster because the company was just

recovering from the Depression at the time. !

Yes.
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Even after that, that didn't make him depressed or

difficult to live with for a time, or something?
No, no, ever. No, he was very equable.

Right. The company, of course, owned timber yards in
many areas, and there were saw mills as well. I

wondered if you ever saw much of these operations?

Oh, yes, we used to love to go down with my father.

We had one in Argyle. I remember
visiting there. In the early days we had one in, it's
Mount Helena now, but in Lyons Mill, he bought. That
was one of the early ones and we loved to go up there,
by train, and spend the day with Mr. and Mrs. Graham.
He was the manager. We used to go down to Argyle,

and Lyalls Mill, that was the bigger one out of Collie.

They were always days we enjoyed.

You then had moves by the Bank of New South Wales to
foreclose on your father, and there were several months
of the firm being investigated by an auditor who
eventually "reported that it was quite sound." !

Yes, yes, that was very bad because we had always dealt

with the Bank of New South Wales. They had a very

difficult manager then, and he wanted to foreclose, which

would have ruined what had been a good business. My
brother Charles.... he was in Melbourne at the time, but
my brother Tom, who was a very young man, he went and
interviewed and got the overdraft taken over by the

E. S. & A. Bank, which was something for a young man

in those days, and, of course, things have, touch wood,

gone well ever since.

Do you remember your father being hurt by that episode?

Thid.
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No. At that stage we didn't know about it. This was,

what year was that? I can't even remember the vear.

It was the morning after the fire that the Bank of New
South Wales first rang. So that would be 1933.

Then, as I say, Tom, went to the E. S. & A. Bank, who
took over the overdraft and so saved the firm really.
And since then it has grown. I think my Father would
have been very proud of his sons because they have been
in it ever since, and their sons are there now, and I

hope some of the grandsons will carry on.

Your Father was very active in various bodies such as
the Timber Merchants Association, and was one of the
founders of the Employers Federation, and I wondered
if you have reason to know what his attitude was to

unions.

To youths?

No, to unions. Union activity.

No, I don't remember. He didn't talk about the business
much to us, maybe to the boys, but not to us. We were
ignorant of these things, which was sad that we weren't taken
into more confidence in that way. But that's how it was
with parents and children often, then. Yes, we weren't
encouraged to do things. I know many of my contem-
poraries went to University and that sort of thing, and
I was at the Conservatorium, but I remember my sister
and I once saying to my Father could we go and get a job
in the office or something like that but he didn't want
us to. He didn't encourage us to have our own career

or anything, so we weren't amongst the more forthcoming
young who insisted on a career. I did teach viano for
some years after I came back from theAConservatorium,

but just in a minor way. I soon gave it up.

Ibid., p.82.



RJ

FB

RJ

FB

RJ

) L
2.

Ibid,

BUNNING
9

Did he give you a reason as to why he didn't want you

to do anything?

No. I think he just liked us to be at home and have

the family all round him.

During the Depression your father leased Garden Island
and he had ambitions to turn it into a real holiday

resort for, well, ordinary people.
Can you tell me anything about that project?

Well, I can remember when he was launching it, and. T
remember going for a picnic there. T think they must
have leased a boat, and we had a lot of our friends and
we all boarded this boat to go over to Garden Island.

It wasn't a bad day going over, I don't think we had
many who were seasick. We always remember that because
the man who was managing - we had a restaurant there and
he was going to manage it - had been the lessee of the
Freemasons Hotel in Bridgetown. He was a friend of my
father. We all got there, and there was this beautiful
luncheon laid out on trestle tables, and all the salads
with white of egg cut up on top of the salads: " B B"
for Bunning Brothers he'd put on every salad! [Laughs]
That was a lovely day, but it fizzled out, I don't know
why. It was just one of those things that didn't come
off, which is a pity, I suppose. Oh, of course, it then
became Royal Navy, didn't it? The Australian Navy.

Yes. Mills makes the comment that, "Throughout his 1ife
Robert Bunning maintained the respect of his workmen and
colleagues. He had a keen sense of humour, and whatever
the circumstances, dark or depressing, he was ever
cheerful." That was a quote from W.C. Thomas .2 -

Would you agree with those comments?

D83,

W.C. Thomas in Mills, ibid. p.S8l1.
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FB Oh, yes. Certainly. He never seemed to VAYY. At
home he was very equable. As I said, my mother was
the stronger one, but she was always trying to urge him
on to do more, but we would hear her rather haranguing
him I suppose, and he would just carry on and take no

notice. [Laughs]
RJ Do more in what way? What did she want to see done?
FB Oh, I think she would have liked him to have been more

socially conscious and it was she who was more ambitious
in that way. He couldn't have cared a tuppeny damm
about who people were, or what, as long as they were
good people. My mother.... in those days many trades-
people.... Now my father never belonged to the Weld Club.
He never wanted to, but he wouldn't have been accepted
then because he was in trade. All the graziers, the
doctors, any doctor got in, the lawyers, people like
that, but many people, if they were in trade, wouldn't
have been accepted. Nor would they accept Jews. I know
various people who didn't join, who wouldn't have been

accepted. Not now, I don't think. [Laughs] Which is
a good thing.

RJ There is a most moving tribute quoted by Jenny Mills
taken from The Daily News on the occasion of the death
of your father, in which the writer pointed out that
there was so much more to Robert Bunning than his
business achievements, and he writes of his far-sighted-
ness, his understanding, his genial sympathy, his
straightforwardness in speech and outlook, and so on,
and we will quote that particular exXtract. It is signed
by someone who calls himself "Befriended". 1l

Ibid. The full quote is attached, this transcript p. gg.
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No, I haven't a clue as to whom that would be.

I was in London when my father died. I was studying
music in London, and my mother came over after his
death to be in London for a little while, and we came
home together in early 1936. So that I wasn't here,
and I wouldn't know who that was. I don't think we
ever found out, but at any rate it was a very lovely

tribute to him, and very true.

I was curious as to whether, because he has used the
term "Befriended" did your father appear to take

particular interests in people, and perhaps help them

a little?

Oh, he would certainly help them with advice and if he
felt they were worth it he would certainly give them
help. So many of the people who worked for him were

very loyal and were in the firm all their lives, and

we have many old, very loyal workers now who have been

in the firm all their working lives, and we like to think
that there is till that feeling in the firm of loyalty

and pride which he certainly instilled.

End Tape 1 Side A
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RJ Just to round off that side of your life, your Uncle
Arthur, of course, featured very firmly in your father's

activities, particularly early in his life, and I

wondered what he was like?

FB He too was a gentle, quiet man, and he had had an
accident. He didn't have the ability of my father
because I think this accident when he was younger....
I don't know whether his head was injured, but he
wasn't quite as bright. Not that I mean he was not
bright, but he wasn't such a personality at all. We
always laugh about him because his wife - they had no
children - and his wife, Aunt Evie, my mother never
liked very much because Aunt Evie was a rather smart
lady with very fair hair and mother always used to call
her "the fair haired one" because she always used to
be talking about "my golden hair." She was very vain.
Even when she was old she used to say, "But I've still
got my golden hair." [Laughs] She was always referred
"the fair haired one." [Laughs] They are still

to as
the houses my Uncle Arthur built. One is in

there,
Claremont and, of course, they were very well built

and beautifully finished. I haven't seen the Claremont
one for donkeys years, but I believe there is a carved
wooden freize with fruits and vegetables on it.

Then another one in McNeill Street, which is still
lived in by people called Rigg, and Uncle Arthur built
that and the Riggs have had it ever since I think.

A lot of lovely timber work, naturally, or should be!

[Laughs]

RJ In your family life, to what extent did music feature?
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My mother was really a brilliant pianist, and she had
that wonderful gift of.... she could go to a musical

show and remember the <funes and come home and play them.
when we were young I always remember especially in the
winter evenings we used to get into our pyjames and

then have a romp round the drawing room as it was called
then, because mother could play all the Highland Reels,
and Policeman's Holiday; all the popular tunes then.

And that was a regular thing with the whole five of us
galumphing round the drawing room. She had this
wonderful sense of rhythm, and when we used to have small
dances in the house, the dining room, or hall would

be cleared of furniture, and quite often mother would
play for us. For slightly bigger dances there was a
woman called Mrs. Miller. She lived in Fremantle and
she used to play for all the small dances because we

often used to have them in homes. About 14, 15 and 16.

Sorry, when you say 14, 15 and 16, are you meaning the

years?
Age.

Right. This was young people?

Yes.

And how many would be invited.

oh, 30 or 40; 20 or 30.

and were you taught the dances beforehand?
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