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			MALCOLM COX 

			in conversation with Tracey Forbes

			Marching to the beat of his own drum

			As a boy, Malcolm Cox’s aspiration was to be a jockey, but his mum Mollie wasn’t at all keen about this plan – he had the stature for it, but the family’s connection to horse racing must have left a less than positive impression on Malcolm’s mother. Mollie’s father, George Dally, had been a horse trainer at Glenelg, in South Australia – Malcolm doesn’t know why mum steered him away from this lifestyle, but it was an era when you did what you were told without question and Mollie’s thoughts on the subject were perfectly clear … “No son of mine is going to be nursemaid to a horse!”

			It may well have been the memory of his early years that drove Malcolm to map out his future and the determination to work hard to achieve it. Malcolm’s father, Robert Cox, knew the meaning of hard yakka having worked in the Broken Hill mines from the age of just twelve. Then, as an adult he provided for his family – wife Mollie, son Malcolm and Malcolm’s seven siblings by running his rag, bag, and bottle rounds in Port Adelaide; collecting and reselling what others rejected.
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			Robert Cox wasn’t the ‘Steptoe and Son’ horse and cart type of collector – rather he used a wheelbarrow to collect his trash and treasure, making good money from his sales, particularly from recycling bottles for cash. It was indeed tough work – but this was how Robert fed his family.

			Malcolm recalls his childhood as a happy and carefree one. A highlight was Saturday afternoons at the pictures with his mates, where five pence would get you in to see the latest cartoon and western double with perhaps a little left over. It was a rowdy business with all the youngsters stamping their feet loudly on the floor of the picture theatre as the dashing hero rescued the poor, but good looking, damsel in distress! Growing up in Alberton, Malcolm could wander for miles, or trek on his pushbike, without being bothered – exploring the nearby swamps and collecting tadpoles. He thinks he wasn’t on much of a curfew – he just needed to make sure his adventures didn’t make him late for dinner. He considers that his childhood of those days, regardless of some difficulties or hardships, allowed him much more freedom and independence than the young people of today enjoy.

			Foregoing his dream of sitting in a saddle as a jockey, Malcolm chose a drummer’s throne, learning to play the kettle drum in the Alberton Primary School Band. When it came to choosing an instrument, the choice was easy – why would a young lad choose a flute when he could learn to play the drums?

			He didn’t realise that those early music lessons were the beginning of a thread that would run throughout his life. He continued his drumming as he moved up to the Woodville High School – luckily the family lived near the railway line in Alberton which made the trip to and from school quite easy. Alberton Railway Station was one of the first railway stations to open in South Australia.
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			By the time he was sixteen, he was a fully-fledged dance band drummer. Malcolm says he must have been ‘alright’ – I imagine he was a little more than just alright given he drummed on for twenty years. The ‘no name’ band shifted and changed as players moved in and out of the band. Originally it was just piano and drums, but it grew to be much more. The band’s early days were spent playing at football club socials where those attending were less interested in dancing and more intent on exchanging their vouchers for a beer or two. In those days buying beer after closing hours wasn’t legal but buying tickets or vouchers at a social function was – somewhat like a raffle – these vouchers were then exchanged for beer. Working lads would spill out of the local bars after the ‘six o’clock swill’ having drunk as much as they could before the ‘last drinks’ call. The football club socials were an attractive option for those who wanted just one more beer. Those early days playing at the football ‘swill troughs’ were an eye opener for the band members, with plenty of rough and tumble resulting from a little too much of the amber fluid. Malcolm drummed on regardless!

			Of course, playing in a dance band wasn’t going to be Malcolm’s main or only employment – from the age of 16 he worked for Dunlopillo at their Hindmarsh office and warehouse. Dunlopillo produced foam rubber and plastics for use domestically and in construction. It was here that Malcolm began his love affair with motorbikes. He was able to use the company bike to go out on a measure and quote job. He loved it. At just sixteen it was a real treat to be able to ride around the streets of Adelaide on a bike that he would otherwise not have had. He would have loved to race motorbikes, but his parents were not quite as enthusiastic, and in those days, as Malcolm says, “You did what you were told”.

			Malcolm went on to buy his own motorbike – a Panther. He was to own and ride motorbikes for twenty-nine years.
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			The history of dunlop foams harks back to the inflatable rubber tyre inventor, John Boyd Dunlop (1840-1921). Back then it was all about bicycles. In 1931, the first Dunlopillo mattress was made by Dunlop foams. The company went on to create seating for transport including aeroplanes. 

			As time went by, the band picked up more work playing at weddings and events, and it was drumming that brought Malcolm to the attention of a young lady named Dorothy. Dorothy’s girlfriend had taken her along to a dance to see the drummer she had heard so much about. What the girlfriend didn’t realise was that Dorothy and Malcolm were already acquainted, their families having lived close to each other as the children were growing up. As was quite often the case in those days, their parents knew each other quite well which meant their romance was trouble free and met parental approval. Their reunion wasn’t quite all smooth sailing though with Dorothy telling her girlfriend that Malcolm was ‘a bit stuck-up’. Dorothy would attend the dances Malcolm was playing at, sitting at the side of the stage – his very own ‘groupie’.

			An engagement followed in 1954 with a September wedding two years later. Malcolm recalls a fair, sunny day and a church selected because it had a very long aisle for Dorothy to walk down. They had a bridal party of six and two hundred guests. Their honeymoon on Kangaroo Island cemented that spot as a favourite family holiday destination in the years to come. When married, Malcolm happily added a sidecar to his Panther so that Dorothy could enjoy a ride in comfort and style. But Dorothy wasn’t a sidecar sort of gal – choosing instead to travel on the back of the bike, holding tight, with helmet firmly in place. Malcolm’s family expanded quickly with the arrival of three little ones … Trevor, Christine, and Sue. He and Dorothy had plans to go travelling later in life. It led to the decision to be ‘early’ parents so they would be fit enough to travel later. Malcolm talks of his three children as being good kids – no strife.
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			He says that you “Bring them up, tell them the right things to do and then turn them loose and hope that something sticks!” Malcolm was still playing in the band at this stage – working for Dunlopillo during the day and playing the drums at the weekends. Dorothy would be home with the children while he played in the band, and he remembers having to find a late-night hamburger shop so that he could take home hamburgers for the whole family after the dances. The burgers were meant to be an olive branch. Malcolm was clearly keen to thank the family for being so understanding given his need to spend so many hours away from home. He remembers that some nights they would all still be awake, waiting for their hamburger, and on other occasions, when he was later than usual and the burger shop was shut, he would be in real trouble after arriving home burgerless. A real family man, many of Malcolm’s pastimes revolved around the children’s sports and hobbies. Sue, Malcolm’s youngest daughter decided she would like to be a marching girl. She was then about ten years old. She joined a group called the Valley Royals as a ‘midget’ – the youngest section. When she moved into the next age group, the Juniors, Valley Royals were looking for a coach and there was Malcolm. His first group of junior girls were quite new to the sport, but then so was Malcolm. He recalls clearly having the girls lined up at practice and him moving behind them so that he could refer to his instruction manual without them noticing. Yes, there was an instruction manual he had to follow to the letter. Coaching a marching team and preparing them for competition is quite a technical process. Judging is exact, with the girls marked on their posture, how they stand, how they place their feet and the way they swing their arms. They had to march as one.

			Competitions are held throughout spring and summer with Malcolm taking the girls to Regional, State and National competitions. Mildura was on the regional competition route with Malcolm and his team paying at least one visit a year. Dorothy didn’t miss out. She was the team’s chaperone, making sure the girls were well looked after when they were away from home and in charge of their appearance before they competed (although Malcolm was very definitely in charge of the boots).

			He recalls collecting their white boots after practice and lining them up in the backyard to clean and Kiwi polish them to perfection. The girls were so new to the sport and Malcolm was keen for them to have a win, to encourage and motivate them to continue to practice and improve. He knew that if he and Dorothy could choose an eye-catching uniform for the girls, they could possibly snare the Best Uniform section of the competitions. So that’s what they did. They shopped around until they found the brightest, most vivid purple tartan. They took the material to an Adelaide dressmaker together with a copy of the judging criteria so that she was able to produce something spectacular that would tick all the boxes.

			They were truly a sight to behold!

			Malcolm and Dorothy in their coordinated suits 
were just as glamorous as the girls
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			Malcolm remembers the first time they marched out in their new uniforms with the sun bouncing brightly off the purple tartan, and the reaction from the crowd. He could hear the ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ as the onlookers appreciated his choice of tartan. He knew he was on a winner. It worked. The team won Best Uniform in all the competitions they entered with their purple tartan skirts, white jackets, shiny white boots, and matching tartan caps. At competition, teams had to present a three-minute march which was set by the assessors or judges, and a further three minutes designed by their coach.

			The routines were incredibly technical with girls having to reach specific points on the field within a certain number of steps and times and each girl’s role was different. Malcolm would spend endless hours transcribing their routines in shorthand on popsicle sticks. A separate stick had to be written for each of the girls in the team. The girls would carry these in their hand while practicing. Of course, these weren’t allowed during competition. Before practice he would place markers on the field at specific points. The girls had to land directly on those markers time after time. Saturday afternoon practice took place on the local school oval. For four hours the girls would work on perfecting their routine. Competition was fierce and judging cutthroat. Malcolm tells of the hours and hours of practice with the team leader, just to be one point short of winning at the State Championships. Being the coach was an enormous responsibility with families entrusting their daughters into Malcolm’s care, whether that be waiting for parents to collect the girls from practice, driving them home if they weren’t collected and of course being the proxy parent on the trips away to compete. Alongside the coaching and pastoral care, Malcolm and Dorothy organised and supported the girls in their fundraising efforts. Perhaps some of Malcolm’s experiences from his youth prompted a few of the fundraising drives … bottle collections and dinner dance social nights at the local pub (two activities with which he was obviously familiar).

			Malcolm clearly remembers the nights when he oversaw the chicken wheel. The older girls in the team would be selling numbered paddles, and when the wheel was spun, if you had the corresponding number, the chicken was yours! The local pub very kindly supported several sporting clubs and charities – much like the Bunning’s sausage sizzles of today. The pub supported various fundraising activities throughout the year. The funds raised were used to subsidise the team’s trips away. All of this came with the challenges associated with working with young teenagers. By the time the girls had perfected their marching techniques, Malcolm had to contend with their waning interest in the sport and their growing interest in boys! Imagine being a proxy dad to ten or so teenage girls. Was it time to move on? Malcolm and Dorothy didn’t move on straight away, they continued to work with the Valley Royals for three years after Sue moved into the Senior grade. She was an enthusiastic team member and spent many, many nights marching up and down the backyard to perfect her routine.

			Malcolm is sure that their neighbours also followed Sue’s progress closely and that they would surely have enjoyed the marching music which regularly blared from the amplified reel-to-reel player, as Sue kept at it for hours at a time. Christine, Malcolm’s second child and eldest girl wasn’t as keen on sport as Trevor or Sue, but nonetheless Malcolm was a keen supporter when Christine’s girls, his granddaughters, took up calisthenics. Malcolm made every effort to attend their competitions whenever possible, as the proud grandfather. His walls now display some lovely photos of the girls dressed and ready to compete. 

			Although Malcolm didn’t get an opportunity to pursue his craving to race bikes himself, he passed his love of motorbikes on to his son Trevor who was a keen scramble bike rider and competitor. Once again, Malcolm was the present dad attending to all the mechanics of the bikes even right into the next generation when his grandson, Christine’s boy Daniel, took up freestyle competitions. Malcolm stepped up as the team mechanic with the reasoning that “it was a dangerous sport and I had to make sure the bikes were in tip top condition”. Just like the marching boots lined up for polishing, Malcolm recalls three or four bikes queued up at a time in the backyard, ready for servicing.

			With all his work, family and sporting commitments, how could Malcolm possibly fit anything else into such a busy life? He did of course. There was the woodworking night classes, building his own dinghy and much of the family’s customised furniture, wardrobes and cupboards. He even dabbled in model aeroplanes – exact replicas of the full-sized version. They varied from an eighteen-inch wingspan to one which currently sits in his shed, with a nine-foot wingspan. The larger models required a trailer to be transported.
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			Malcolm started working with model planes early in his married life and returned to the hobby in earnest when he retired. He planned and built some models from scratch, a huge job taking many months of work. He also became an instructor in the sport, teaching and assessing other aerobatic enthusiasts. Alongside all these endeavours, there was still time for family holidays. These were often water themed – Kangaroo Island, regular fishing trips, and Easter holidays at Port Victoria. Malcolm loved everything ‘outdoors’ – he enjoyed the sense of calm that came from being in the bush or on the river. He remembers his best catch being a 30.5 kg snapper – a great fish for the BBQ. But he always liked to give the fish a fair go, using just a light line so they had a fighting chance. It seemed that his hobbies always led to something a little more official. Before long he was President of the South Australian Sport Fishing Club as well as a member of ANSA, the National Sportfishing Association.

			Another family favourite was the cruiser convoys down the Murray River, six cruisers travelling along the river in convoy by day and camping at night, either in sleeping bags on the boat or occasionally on the riverbank. This also became more than just a hobby with Malcolm becoming President of a small boating club. He filled in his spare time with the odd game of tennis but is quick to point out that he needed just a little more height to play a better game. Even so, his game was still reasonable. Reminiscing on all these aspects of his life, Malcolm says he is amazed – “I didn’t realise just how busy I was. How did I fit it all in?”

			Malcolm still proudly wears the gold watch that Dunlopillo gifted him when he moved on after twenty years. He left there and took up a position as a Project Officer with the Adelaide Children’s Hospital in the 1970’s. He was initially employed there to work on the build of the hospital and later worked on the transition of the original site into the Women’s and Babies Division of the new Women’s and Children’s Hospital.
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			This wasn’t completed until after Malcolm retired. He remembers the difficulties in balancing the needs of the hospital with those of the construction firms and having to meet regularly with all stakeholders – doctors and builders alike, to work out their requirements and try to keep everyone happy.

			A major component of his job was to liaise with all parties involved, to bring them together and get the job done, while keeping everyone satisfied and managing to meet the project outcomes. He had to manage how the builders continued working on the site whilst adhering to the strict requirements of working in and around a sterile environment. He remembers occasions of having operations happening on one side of a wall and concrete being poured on the other side. Schedules had to be flexible with medical emergencies trumping building requirements every time. The job saw him working fifty to sixty hours a week, but it was a happy environment and a good place to work. At that time there was 2,500 plus staff at the Hospital. Malcolm got to know many of the staff quite well as he had to work closely with them to make sure their new spaces met their needs. Staff would often try to negotiate a few extra feet for their offices or spaces or to have them changed in some way. Luckily the Board fully supported the project team and allowed them to have the final say in all of those decisions.

			It was while working at Dunlopillo that Malcolm’s secretary introduced him to a love of dogs … Samoyed dogs. Her parents bred and showed them and needed to find homes for those older dogs who were no longer fit to be show dogs. Malcolm remembers their first dog, ‘Marjack’, a very affectionate, beautiful animal with a wonderful temperament … terrific with the kids. Marjack was the first of a few of this breed that the family would adopt. One even had a litter which was then passed back to the original breeders. For Sue’s 18th birthday, Malcolm and Dorothy gave her the best present, a Samoyed by the name of Sheba. Sheba and Sue were best mates, and she even took pride of place in a photo with Sue on her wedding day. Malcolm’s love of dogs was yet another interest that he has passed on to his children.

			With one project following another at the Hospital, Malcolm remained there as a Project Officer for twenty plus years, retiring in 1993 at the age of 61, ready to travel the country. In retirement Malcolm now had time to pursue new hobbies. Two that fitted nicely together were photography and travel. He and Dorothy bought a caravan and a Ford F100 to make sure they could travel in comfort. The utility was a massive beast of a car and occasionally on their travels, when they chose to leave the caravan at home, they would sleep in the back of the ute, under the canopy They travelled all over Australia for months at a time. Malcolm remembers a trip through Tasmania and being amazed at the number of fences there that were constructed out of stacked firewood. The beautiful furniture made in Tasmania caught his eye as the wood used was just lovely. As much as they enjoyed their time in Tasmania, he clearly recalls the cold, and the rain.

			A favourite trip was the months spent in Western Australia. It was here that Malcolm’s love of photography took bloom, literally! He spent many hours wandering through fields and paddocks to track down and photograph the hundreds of beautiful wildflowers growing there.
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			He remembers being told about a particular tiny, blue purple native orchid and that he would be unlikely to find any. He found them alright – a lot of them It was his determination that led him to these beauties. You had to leave the car, and walk, and be patient and keep looking. He filled albums with photos of the beautiful wildflowers and would one day dearly love to have them all identified and labelled. Travelling for any length of time comes with its challenges of course and Malcolm talks about the very rugged southeast corner of Victoria and New South Wales, near Bega, and how he ‘did a gear box’. Luckily, they always travelled with a two-way radio to make sure they wouldn’t ever be out of touch. He loved meeting the many different people along their travels and learning about their interests … where they had been and where they were travelling to.

			Malcolm talks of settling back in Mildura as a very good decision. He has his youngest daughter and her family close by and she is a tremendous help to them both. She in turn reflects on her parents as a team, and of her dad as being the person you turn to for advice and help. She still does. 

			After a nasty fall, Malcolm now lives at Princes Court Mildura and considers himself very lucky to receive the care and attention of the staff there. He feels very much ‘looked after’. His room is full of memorabilia and photos of the family, his grandchildren, and great grandchildren. He browses through the Herald Sun daily and occasionally catches an AFLW Adelaide Crows game on the telly.

			He talks about always making choices so that he could enjoy life, keeping busy, having interests that kept him going and never being a slave to his work. Malcolm is very satisfied with his life and has enjoyed reminiscing about all he has achieved – his family being his happiest achievement of all! 
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			When I first met Malcolm, he couldn’t understand what he could possibly tell me that would be of interest. As we continued to meet over the weeks, I think he was surprised by the amount and variety of stories he had to retell. He’s a fascinating man who has led a life full of interesting experiences, a life with his family firmly at the centre. He has been driven by a need to support and care for his family and others and has never shirked at taking on additional responsibilities if it meant that it was helping someone out. I have thoroughly enjoyed my time with Malcolm and have learnt a tremendous amount about what’s important in life from listening to his fascinating memories. I look forward to a continuing friendship with Malcolm and hearing more stories from his very full and rewarding life .
Tracey F.
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