Taped Interview, Newcastle ABC Radio 2NC (late1987)

[The following is the transcription of an interview with Charlie, made by local ABC radio
late in 1987. The interviewer is John Clarke, himself a former student of Charlie’s. The
beginning of the interview was apparently not taped, the recorded part beginning with
Charlie's reply, to an apparent reference during the introduction, fo his "teaching” of
students. ]

Charlie:  Yes. I'm certain that [ haven't taught one. I gave lessons to many thousands but 1
don't think I was ever congratulated on teaching anyone anything.

John: When did you start your long career?
Charlie:  In 1929 at North Sydney Boys' High School.
John: That would be before the bridge . . .

Charlie:  Before the bridge was built. In fact I could claim that I instigated the building of
the bridge, but in fact it had an effect on me because, in those early days, you
couldn't possibly arrive late at school. That would have been the end of the world.
At that time [ was living at Maroubra and teaching at North Sydney and, to get
over there, I had to go by ferry. There were two magnificent ferries, the
Koompartoo and the Kuttabul. It was the Kuttabul that was later attacked by the
miniature submarines in Sydney Harbour. I had to get a tram from Maroubra.
Now if T were running a little late and the Kuttabul or the Koompartoo was
drawing away from the wharf, [ would make a leap of, say, anything up to 35 feet
and land on the deck. I think that the building of the bridge was one of the
reasons that Australia's performances in the long jump deteriorated after the 30's.

John: Your athletic feats were an inspiration to many, do you think?

Charlie: Well I was untrained and fully dressed at that time - you had to wear a three piece
suit. There was no desire to get into that sporting corporation or whatever you
call it in Canberra. You just did it because you didn't want to arrive late.

John: When did you start teaching at Newcastle Boys' High School?
Charlie:  In 1942.

John: And was that where you remained for the rest of your career?
Charlie:  Yes, | stayed there for 36 years.

John: Why the same school for so long?

Charlie:  Because the travelling was easy. I inherited a bicycle (at first I thought it was
going to be a tricycle, but it was really a bicycle). I was so happy with it. I spent
some years learning to ride it, yet I could never dismount properly. To dismount I
had to run into a wall. And I had many happy days at Boys' High because of that.
You see, boys were forbidden to ride in the playground. But I had to ride through
the double gate and into the playground, because to pull up I had to run into the
wall - near the notice board. And each morning it was like the arrival of the bike
riders in the Tour de France. There'd be a large group of boys waiting to cheer me
on and telling me that [ mustn't ride in the playground. It was good fun. Now
even though I couldn't ride "no hands" I could ride with one hand, and with my
free hand T used to make certain gestures to the boys that were cheering me on.
One day I found that there wasn't one squeak from them when I arrived, and [
thought that I had quelled them at last. But as I ran into the wall and dismounted I
found that the headmaster was some 30 yards behind me and that was the reason
for my silent arrival.

John: Did you have any ambition to rise through the Department and become Principal?

Charlie:  I'm afraid not. There were occasions when [ was more or less recommended to
become a Deputy Headmaster, but T couldn't have done it. You see, I fell in love
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with (my job at) Boys' High, it was so easy.

Do you think there's still a role in the education system for selective high
schools?

Oh, yes. I'm highly in favour of that. T blame the parents, the teachers and, of all
things, the Teachers' Federation. I think that in a place like Newcastle there
certainly should be a selective senior high school. You see, Newcastle Boys' High
was a selective high school and so many people were jealous of Boys' High (they
called it "Beardie's Circus" later on of course). The trouble was they were jealous
of the fact that we did have many of the best pupils in the district and I think there
was a lot of jealousy about that. Later on, in the big high schools, languages were
taught by correspondence. At Maitland High School, for example, and once at
Newcastle Boys' High, French had to be taught by correspondence because there
weren't enough pupils in the senior class! If you had a senior high school in the
area, and if there were people who wanted to study Greek, Italian or Japanese,
say, there would be a chance for them to carry on those studies. But, at the
present time, of course, there's no chance at all - except by correspondence, or
something like that.

Did you ever come up against antagonism, from other faculties at Boys' High?
Was there a push for the boys to do, perhaps, the hard subjects like maths?

That happened after Sputnik, which had a great effect on teaching in the high
schools, because from then on most people thought that the only subjects worth
studying were technical studies, mathematics or science. And from then on the
study of languages fell away.

Do you think every child should learn another language?

Oh, yes. More than ever these days, because nearly everyone in Australia, in his
twenties now, will certainly travel overseas sometime or other. It's certain that he
will. Many will get jobs overseas, even if its just for 12 months or so. If they have
not studied some foreign language, even for a few months, they'll find it almost
impossible to learn enough during their stay to get along in the other country.
You see, sometimes the phone goes and the person says "I've just been appointed
to Paris for 12 months, or to Marseilles for 12 months, or something like that, can
you teach me a little bit of French?" And I always say "Did ever you do any
foreign language at all? Have you done French at all, even for a couple of
months? And they say "No, no, no, no, no, no, no". And I say "Well look. 1 think
it's pretty impossible. Perhaps I could just teach you a few phrases." And, you see,
English is so different. Yet they don't necessarily have to study French. In fact, [
suggest that they study Italian because Italian is so much easier. Somebody
confronted with studying French, or Ttalian, or German, or something like that, is
not in the race if he doesn't realise that, for example, in English you have one
word "good". In the other language you have half a dozen words for "good".
You've one word for "went" ("I went", "you went" for instance). In the other
language you have six. So it's too hard for the people just starting off.

You were always considered a bit of an eccentric. Was this conscious, or entirely
natural on your part?

My eccentricity?

Yes.

I didn't know that | was eccentric.

Well anybody who dismounts from a bicycle by riding into a brick wall is a little
bit eccentric!

Oh, 1 see what you mean. Well 1 love French because to my mind many
distinguished French people are eccentric - film directors and so on, and novelists
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and even poets.

I was never arrogant. Many French people are arrogant and they are accused of
arrogance by Australian tourists in particular. But I'll mention later that I had 14
months in Paris and not once did I find one arrogant or uncivil person. In fact,
very often in Paris, at breakfast and other times, they would find out that T was
Australian and I used to say "I apologise for what the English have done to you -
at Trafalgar, at Waterloo - and what they did to Joan of Arc. And I'd also say that
I was sorry about my ancestors, telling them "By the way, I'm descended from a
long line of head shrinkers and cannibals, and I have come to Paris chiefly to
apologise to the authorities publicly for the fact that my ancestors ate so many
French missionaries and loved them"”.

Where were you born?

I was born in Queensland and 1 felt so ashamed because of Bjelke Petersen that [
made enquiries to see if [ could have the place of birth changed by deed poll. But
that would have taken too long, and my horses were running poorly at the time,
so I didn't go on with it. But I was really born in Cairns.

When did you come to Newcastle?

Well I came to Newcastle, fortunately, two years later because my father (who
was a carpenter and cabinet maker) had gone to North Queensland - Stannary
Hills, Mareeba and so on - to build sugar mills. When he came back to
Newcastle, because of the death of his mother, we happened to follow on later, to
meet up with him again.

And when was this? Shortly before the First World War?

Oh, Lord ves. It was 1911.

So you remember Newcastle well.

Oh I remember Newcastle well in World War 1. Oh yes. No trouble at all. In fact,
for example, if you went in to buy a billy can or something like that, they'd say
"Oh no, you can't have it because they've all gone for the troops." And I used to
knit, or rather I used to try to knit, socks for the soldiers overseas, but I could
never turn the heels, and so most of my socks went for yard after yard. I think
they made them into scarves. I'm not sure.

What was it like, growing up in Newcastle at that time?

Well, it was wonderful. See. nobody had any money. Most of us were
barefooted. In fact, I was once threatened with gaol because | was caught
swimming, to the annoyance of the public, at a place out of Georgetown, in the
thick of ti-tree scrub. It was a freshwater creek then. I was wearing tights and we
were raided by the police. I was the only one caught and of course my clothes
were on the opposite bank. [ was charged, dealt with at Newcastle Police Court,
and fined five shillings or two hours in the shade. To appear in court 1 had to
borrow a pair of boots. because I didn't have any. We weren't poor - we were the
best fed kids in Newcastle - but you just didn't have boots, or things like that.
There has been so much change, of course, to the city. Is it still the city . . . ?

Oh, the change is terrific. Newcastle was blue metal right up to Zara Street. It was
just blue metal, chunks of blue metal. We had the old steam trams, of course, but
as kids, if we wanted to go to the beach or something like that, we would hop
onto the back of a horse-drawn coke lorry, which was taking the coke up to Zara
Street. Then, on the way back, we'd get on the back of a lorry taking tallow from
the wharves to the soap works at Mayfield.

There was a lot of fun. You knew every fruit tree in the area and, as usual, you'd
pinch a bit of fruit. But we weren't vandals. I don't think we ever vandalised
anything. If you found a rowing boat in Throsby Creek - they didn't have the
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wharves there then and of course there were many sailing boats there, beautiful
things like the Ethel M Stirling and six-masted schooners - you'd pinch the
rowing boat and a bit of butter box and row around the harbour until the water
police caught you. But we didn't vandalise anything.

I'm sure they probably tolerated that too. Where did you go to secondary school?
Newcastle Boys' High.

That was on the Hill in those days,

Yes, on the Hill, not far from here.

And it's still going as a school building, as a matter of fact.

Yes, they've restored it marvellously.

When did the [ove affair with things French start, Charlie?

Well, it became my hobby (I'm not saying that I'm any good at it), but it did
become my hobby almost from the beginning. I thought, of all the subjects we
were doing at the high school, that French was the best because you could learn
the little bit of French you got in the classroom - you didn't have homework.

Even though you were, and are, considered an expert on French, yvou never
actually went to France until comparatively late in life.

That's right, I was 65 before | went there. The nearest I got to going to France was
to go on board the French ships that came into the harbour, from the Messageries
Maritimes, I used to call them boats, of course, the same as the French do. The
French call them boats, not ships. Well five of them made three visits a year for
four months - they did the round trip. They were magnificent little boats of about
8000 tons, and they carried wool, mineral sand, lead and zinc - and were as clean
as a whistle. The officers on board were just magnificent. They would be on two
trips and then they would have their four months off. In the course of years I got
to know a lot of these officers. I would get a phone call at three o'clock in the
morning from Adelaide saying that one would be arriving on Thursday, or
something like that. Magnificent!

That was the first time [ think [ did attempt to speak some French, and learnt a
little bit of saucy French, 1 suppose. French isn't a dirty language. I've often
boasted that [ don't know of one word in the French language that couldn't be
used in polite society. Not like the present, permissive society when apparently
you can say anything at all, even in front of women. Women these days seem to
swear just as much as the men. which amazes me. But I don't think there's one
word in the French language that can't be used in polite society.

When you finally arrived in France, was it everything that you expected.

Oh, yes, I couldn't believe it. I just couldn't believe it. To begin with, there is only
one high rise building in the whole of Paris itself. I'm not talking about the
outskirts, where they have the high-rise units, out of the city itself. Nearly
everyone lives inside Paris. The buildings are roughly five stories high. They
haven't been altered for a couple of hundred years. The people live in Paris
because the banks, the shops and so on, are on the ground floor. And every few
yards there is a big double door, with a lock, and the people live upstairs. So that
in Paris itself, which is only a small place, you have something like 8 million
people living there. They are all living in Paris.

Do you think Paris is a 20th century city?

Mmmmm. It's what a 20th century city should be, I'll say that. See Sydney, as you
know, is being ruined at the moment. It's a terrible pity. Because even though |
have had 14 months in Paris altogether, it is true that when you come back on a
Sunday moming, and you see Sydney and the harbour, and so on, you just think
"Why did T ever leave?" But it is being ruined. Sydney is being ruined.
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What other interests do you have, apart from French? I suppose 1'm not divulging
anything if T say that the horses have played . . .

Well it is true, I've had two or three loves in my life. I've had French, as a hobby.
race horses, and the old-fashioned two-up. 1 suppose they were my three great
interests.

Recently you were guest speaker at the Boys' High Old Boys' dinner. I bet that
was a fun occasion and brought back a lot of memories for you.

Yes. I was so nervous that I can't remember really what happened. I was terrified.
1 bet you met a lot of old friends.

Yes, I did. Even some of my creditors who were present were very nice to me on
that special oecasion.

There'd be few teachers in Newcastle as fondly remembered as you. Why do you
think that is?

Please, 1 can't . . . [ think that some of them fondly hope that one of these days I
might get them through an exam. See, [ taught in the high schools for forty nine
years and I'd still be there for, unfortunately, [ put my superannuation and long
service money on a horse that ran rather poorly. So, because I ended up with no
superannuation, I had to keep on at the school as long as possible. As I said, I had
forty nine years altogether, and [ was told at the end of my 49th year, by the
Director of Education "You've had a pretty good trot, haven't you? How long
have you been in the schools?" [ said "Forty nine years." And he said "Did you
ever get anyone through the Leaving Certificate, or the Higher School
Certificate?" I replied "Break it down! No. My kids all were sat right in the front
of the exam room. I never had one lucky enough to sit behind a really good kid
from another class." And they said "Well you've had a fair trot."

[The ahove interview was replayed by Newcastle ABC station 2NC on Monday 11 November
1991, following Charlie's sudden death the previous Saturday evening. |



