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			MAGDALENA ‘MAGDA’ DUDA 

			in conversation with Mary Talent and Nicky Vanderaa

			When you are nearly one hundred, you can’t expect to be 100%! 

			When Magda first visited her son Wolfgang on his rural property at Merbein, Wolf said she was very busy with the broom unsuccessfully trying to clear away the spiderwebs. We didn’t have to spend very long with Magda to realise that she was a busy townie, born and bred, but Daddy long-legs were one of the few things that seemed to get the better of her. She was never idle and for many years worked long hours in busy city factories.

			In the mid-1950’s she was reluctant to move out to St Albans which at that time was the most distant suburb to the northwest of Melbourne. There were only three bungalows in Shirley Street which was a gravel roadway. They overlooked farmland with abandoned basalt quarries. She also commented that her granddaughter has moved to woop-woop (West Wimmera). “I couldn’t live there. You would have to go forty kms to the shops. What happens when you forget salt or pepper, or something you need?”

			She may have lost her sight, but her mind is very active, and she regales us with stories and conversations from seventy years ago as though they happened yesterday. To add to this Wolfgang has supplied us with a treasure trove of his meticulously researched family history, complete with documentation and photos. We marvel at how many documents were kept. Then we read about every person fifteen years and over having to carry identity cards everywhere in post-World War 2 Germany.
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			German Identity card Post-World War 2 
for Magda Kialka nēe Schmittner

			Now for Magda’s story … 

			On November 21, 1944, Magda and her family sheltered in their basement while 274 Lancaster bombers of the RAF dropped 1360 tons of explosives, incendiaries, and mines on the town of Aschaffenburg in Germany, flattening their house and most of the town. The targets were railyards and an armoured vehicle assembly plant. The family would not have survived if it hadn’t been for strong basement walls. Her father Karl had done all the building by hand. The basement was a cellar in the footprint of the house and consisted of several rooms. The walls of the cellar were the foundations of the rooms. These walls were 800mm thick and the house walls above were 350mm.

			Karl, and Magda’s mother Barbara, were very hardworking people. The house which had taken ten years to build and pay-off was demolished in just twenty-one minutes by the bombing. Friends were killed. The wife and children of the baker for whom Magda had worked for a year after leaving school were killed. They were close friends.

			Her father Karl was an apprentice fitter and turner when, at the age of seventeen, he lost fingers back to the first knuckles on his right hand in a work accident at the local paper factory. He then became a general labourer. He was also a champion wrestler, despite the hand injury. He was invited to compete in Canada where he might well have had a future in the sport. His wife Barbara did not want to go so they stayed in Germany.
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			Karl Schmittner aged 19 (1915)
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			Magdalena Schmittner, 
first Communion 1933 from the Duda family collection

			Magdalena Schmittner circa 1937, eighth grade cooking class, 
photo taken by her teacher, from the Duda family collection
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			The parents’ income was not enough to buy a block of land so that they could build a house for their family. Barbara was a seamstress and Magda remembers her mother teaching her to make buttonholes.

			Karl had always helped his neighbours with haymaking or picking fruit. One of these neighbours asked Karl what was worrying him, and he told her that he would never be able to afford a block of land to build a home. This neighbour had her land surveyed and insisted on giving Karl and Barbara a block of land. It was then they were able to build their house. The family moved into the finished house in 1935.

			The address was Johannisbergstrasse 27. Magda was eleven years old. Until then she had always shared a bed. She was twenty years old when the bombs fell. After the bombing, Magda, her parents, and sister Elisabeth moved into their grandparents’ home. American troops were put in charge of the clean-up. Reusable bricks were saved and stacked on site. Sadly, Magda’s father died two years later, and the house was still not rebuilt. Karl had queued for building products until he got too sick with an ulcer. He had been told that the only way to get them was to provide the building master whose name was Kress with cigarettes and Schnapps. Magda’s mother did dressmaking work for the local tobacconist so she took her pay in cigarettes. Magda says, “I don’t know where the Schnapps came from?”
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			The Schmittner family in 1935, L-R – Maria, Karl (father), Elisabeth, Magda and Barbara (mother) family home at Johannisbergstrasse 27 in 1935.

			Despite this they received very little. Occasionally a bag of nails. They needed bricks. Magda worked at cleaning the salvaged bricks.

			Her sister, Elisabeth, was five years older. She worked as a private secretary in the office at the paper factory and would not help because she didn’t want workers’ hands. 

			“One day I had a gut full”, says Magda. “I was in a line-up and when I got to the front I was told, “We’ve got nothing for you today Ms Schmittner”. I put my hands on my hips and I said in a loud voice, “It’s good enough for you to take cigarettes and Schnapps from my father and he is now seven weeks in the cemetery, and you have given us nothing, I know what’s going on!” She turned around and stormed out and other people still waiting clapped her on the back and told her “You’ve got guts girl”.

			Elisabeth came home for lunch that day crying. She had heard from her boss at the papermill what had happened, and she said she was ashamed to have a sister like Magda. But their mother supported Magda. She said, “There’s nothing wrong with her. She works bloody hard”. Then Elisabeth told their mother what Magda had said and their mother said, “She told the right thing. She didn’t lie. It’s not your boss’s business. It’s family business. She did the right thing. She is cleaning the bricks, not you”. 

			Later that day a letter was delivered to her mother authorising the family to collect 2000 bricks from the brick factory. That is just one of many stories that Magda has told us about when she had clashed with authority, put her foot down and stuck by the truth.
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			Magda’s mother Barbara Schmittner nēe Trimbach

			Now, what was to be done with the 2000 bricks? “I was twenty-one then. There was no man in the house”.

			“Oh my God I don’t want to think back”, exclaims Magda. Two years earlier at the age of nineteen she was the only person in the clothing factory, or in fact in the whole town, to be struck down with typhoid. Her job had been to use heavy steam irons on the army uniforms and the steam must have created the perfect conditions to activate the bacteria in infected fabric. “I was put into a special infectious unit in the hospital. They thought I wouldn’t make it. I lost all my hair. I was lying there for four weeks with a 40-degree temperature”.

			She fully regained her strength, although her hair would be thin for the rest of her life. To add to her responsibilities, Magda had married Fritz Kialka and their daughter Karin, was born on May 8th, 1945, the day the war in Europe ended. Karin’s father did not stay in Germany. It was up to Magda to organise the rebuild.

			Magda says, “We had to pick the bricks up from the factory, ten kilometres away. I had to look for a truck and a truckdriver. I helped with loading the bricks. Then I found two Yugoslav bricklayers. They made a contract with my mother”. Magda laboured on the site, mixing buckets and buckets of mortar, and bringing them and the bricks to the men. She was aware how much time she was saving them, and she told them they should take something off the bill for all the work she had done. They refused. Then they asked if they could have some of the coffee beans her family was receiving from family in America.
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			Magda with her first-born Karin, July 1945

			Magda replied “You want 250 grams of coffee beans? You think about it. You don’t pay me for my work, and you want on top of it coffee beans?”

			“You get the money that my mother agreed with you and that’s it. You’ve finished two days earlier. Now you can get extra work from someone else”.

			Magda learnt the tricky art of mixing the plaster to cover the bricks. “The man who showed me how to do it was amazed at how well I did the job with no help from anyone and not stopping to eat and keeping on stirring when drinking a coffee”. He said, “You can come on building sites with me, and you will earn more than you do here”. I said, “I believe you. I earn nothing here!” Magda went on to organise the joinery for the kitchen and the windows. She used her own savings to complete the kitchen. Her sister Elisabeth queried where the money came from but when she heard she did not offer to contribute. No. 27 was a good house again.

			There was another sister, Maria, who was six years older than Magda. She had gone to live with her Uncle Mattias in the USA in 1938 when she was twenty years old and Magda fourteen. Mattias was Karl’s youngest brother. Their parents had both died when Mattias was only thirteen and Karl and Barbara had brought him up. So now he was in return providing better opportunities for Maria. 

			Magda missed Maria. She recalls being punished by her mother for not eating her peas and carrots which she said tasted awful. Her mother gave her the same peas and carrots two days in a row until her father queried what was happening. He said he didn’t like the peas and carrots either and Magda’s mother should go back to the old way of preserving. It was Maria who crept into the kitchen when their mother was in the garden and broke a crust off the bread to put under Magda’s pillow. After Maria went to the USA, she and Magda did not see each other until Magda visited her forty years later. Elisabeth had very little to do with the rebuilding of their house, but she acted like a bossy older sister when they moved back in. Magda and her daughter Karin were given one small bedroom.

			It was through an act of kindness that something good happened. Magda met her husband to be, Josef Duda. There was a girl she had worked with in the factory who came from a farm on the border where the people were extremely poor. Because she was dressed so poorly people at her workplace did not want to associate with her but typically Magda did not follow everyone else’s way of thinking. She agreed to help the girl to go shopping for a new dress and when the girl couldn’t make up her mind between two dresses because she only had enough money for one, Magda insisted on paying the extra so the girl could ‘go home happy’. Together they went out on the town to see the Christmas decorations and that was when Magda met Josef Stefan Duda.

			By 1954, living in the house were Elisabeth and her husband Fritz Seidl, Magda’s mother Barbara and still in the original small bedroom, Magda, Josef, Karin, Wolfgang and a new baby girl, Helga. Josef was a master craftsman and he had built many items of furniture for the house. They included two double door wardrobes, a table and four chairs, two beds, smaller cupboards with drawers and a corner bench built into the kitchen.
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			Magda and Josef, 1950
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			A sewing box made by Josef

			Josef also supplemented his income by making furniture for others. He was able to do this work in the basement of the house. To do extra jobs outside of your regular employment you needed a permit. Josef made two doors and five windows for a person living nearby. He and Magda used a small wagon to push and pull the load to the customer.

			Then someone reported Josef to the authorities, and he was summoned to the Works Permit Office. He was told he could not earn more than twenty deutsche marks over his normal wage. Small wonder they were thinking about emigrating. Josef favoured Canada but Magda said it would be too cold, like Germany, so they decided to come to Australia.

			Within six weeks of making that decision they were on their way by train to Bremen, 600 kms away, to board the MS Skaubryn, bound for Australia. They had completed all the paperwork and passed health tests by a sheer stroke of luck. Magda had never told Josef about having typhoid, so he answered ‘No’ to serious illnesses. Other people’s applications were turned down for having been much less sick. Then there were the timber crates which Josef built. They had to be 1000 x 1000 x 800 mm and each family member was allowed one crate, even the baby, Helga.
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			The lid from one of the crates

			The packed crates had to weigh no more than 350 kg. Into the crates they put Josef’s tools, a new sewing machine for Magda, kitchenware, the wooden sewing box made by Josef, clothes and footwear, a two-plate electric cooker and an empty stamp album. Stamps, a passion for Josef, were legal currency so had to be posted to them later. They were allowed to take a suitcase each on board plus one extra one for the three children. Toys for the children were few, some soft toys, a small teddy and small cloth dolls and a few small wooden items.

			So now Elisabeth and Fritz and Magda’s mother had No. 27 to themselves. Magda was not happy that the family sold the furniture made gratis by Josef, all except the fitted corner bench in the kitchen. Elisabeth and Fritz had to go out and buy replacement furniture. Magda and Josef needed all the deutsche marks they could scrape together to cover their costs of emigrating. Added to this was the discovery that it was Fritz who had reported Josef for doing extra work. The fact was that Fritz and Elisabeth wanted the house for themselves. They never paid towards the furniture or the rebuilding of the house. Magda’s considerable contribution was never acknowledged nor recompensed. Further proof emerged ten years later when Barbara died without leaving a will. There was a document showing that Barbara had signed the house over to her daughter Elisabeth less than a year after the Duda family set sail for  Australia. Magda wrote to Elisabeth but never received a reply.

			The MS Skaubryn docked in Melbourne four weeks and two days after leaving Bremen, on August 1, 1954. They were expecting Australia to be warm, and they only had summer clothes with them. Their feather quilts would not arrive for a year because they had to be fumigated. Wolfgang writes, “Mum wore a pair of Dad’s trousers to keep warm”. Magda says, “It was all very different to what we had been told”.

			They spent two weeks in Bonegilla Migrant Camp. Josef had to do a three-day practical test to prove that he was a master craftsman even though he brought certificates with him, complete with English translations. He passed the test with flying colours and the family was transferred to Broadmeadows hostel, alongside the Army training camp. Meals had to be eaten in the canteen. No cooking was supposed to be done in the accommodation. Josef disliked the food so much that he hardly ever ate there, and Magda came to hate the smell of mutton cooking. “The Nissen huts were corrugated iron with no internal cladding, bitterly cold in winter and ‘bloody hot’ in summer. We put our feet in containers of water to cool off”. The rent was sixteen pounds a week plus an extra five shillings because Magda was working. They tried to rent elsewhere but landlords did not want children and one even said three dogs would be preferable to three children! On the weekends Magda would use the two-plate cooker that she brought from Germany, after attaching a 3-pin plug, to make meals for her family.

			By 1956 Josef was working on the Olympic Games velodrome and earning thirty-five to forty pounds a week. In 1958 he worked on camp buildings for the tunnellers on the Snowy River scheme. Wolfgang writes, “I can remember Dad saying, in later years, that if he was not satisfied with the employer or the job, he could leave and was then able to find another job without losing a day’s work or pay”. After two years they moved to a bungalow at 25 Shirley Street in St Albans. Magda says, “We wanted money so we could start building. We went to the Commonwealth Bank, and that manager, a big bloke, said, “No, I can’t give you any money, you have nothing behind you”. I said, “Yes, we do. We have three children”. Then they went to the National Bank whose manager was supportive. They borrowed 700 pounds so that they could build their house around the bungalow while living in it. The bank manager was so impressed at how prompt Magda was with repayments that he told her she could borrow more money anytime. Eventually they did when they needed to put the roof on the house.

			“It was work, work, work!” says Magda. She worked for seven years in the Rowntree Chocolate Factory in quality control. Because of the children she had not had time to take lessons in English on board the boat or at the migrant hostels. A woman called Claire who had to work because her husband had died young, brought her some children’s comic books. She told Magda to read certain pages over the weekend and on Monday she would listen to her read. “And so, I learned English! The trouble with learning English at work was that you learnt the bad words first and you didn’t know what they meant. When you went shopping you had to point at what you wanted. Then the money was the hardest part. One pound, ten shillings, five shillings, twenty pence, ten pence, sixpence, threepence, a penny, and a halfpenny. You had a purse full but there was no money in it”.

			The factory was an hour away by train, so she had to get up at 5.30 to go to work. One day a young Catholic priest made his customary visit to newcomers. He asked Magda why she wasn’t attending his church every Sunday and if she went to church in her country. She said she did because the kids were little, and she didn’t have to work. She could do all her housework on Saturday and go to church on Sunday. Then in typical Magda fashion she told him that his parishioners were not really interested in his sermons but rather in the latest dress or hat their neighbour was wearing. When the priest left after sharing a beer with Josef, he thanked Magda for telling him the truth. “Mrs Duda, you are the only one who told me the truth”. She replied, “Why should I tell lies? That’s the truth and that’s it”. Josef was furious with her. “He wanted the truth, and I told him”, said Magda. 

			There were only three houses in the street and the toilets were in the backyards. The dunny man came once a week to empty them, and twice on holidays. In the beginning, the water supply came through a one inch galvanised pipe which lay on top of the ground and burst in severe winter frosts. They purchased a galvanised rainwater tank. “I tell you it was not an easy start”, says Magda, “but we were happy”.

			In 1956-57 Josef built a brick garage which doubled as a workshop. In 1957 he spent 220 pounds on an Italian combination woodworking machine. That was a lot of money in those days but an essential part of Josef’s plan. In 1959 he drew up plans for 25 Shirley Street and commenced building the house around the bungalow.

			Magda says, “My husband did all the work. Twice he took three months off work. It took five years to get the house we wanted. That was not easy.Oh well, we did it. And people said, ‘You took our husband’s work away’! We didn’t. I tell you the truth. When it was Thursday, Friday, the pub closed at 6.00pm. The bar was full of Australian men with three or four glasses of beer in front of them. And the women were waiting for their money. They had to go shopping. Their kids were hungry. We were working, working. For seven years I had no washing machine, no car and not one weekend off. Only work, work, work. And then slowly, slowly it came”.

			By 1962 the house was finished to lock up stage. Josef had made all the windows and doors himself and now he was making the furniture for their house as well as making furniture for other people.
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			Magda, Wolfgang, Helga, and Karin - 1960

			The formwork from building sites where he worked was sent to be dumped or burned as were the timbers from demolition sites. Josef did not like seeing these items going to waste and often the trucks on the way to the dump would be diverted to 25 Shirley Street. All timbers were meticulously de-nailed, and wire brushed. Then they were neatly stored, to be cut and dressed later, marked with crayons for their thickness. Josef was well organised. He even made use of the crates he had made in Germany to bring the family’s belongings to Australia. Wolfgang writes that they were still at 25 Shirley Street in 2015, acting as shelving. “All possible space was used for storage, but the workspace was not compromised”.

			Magda was working at Rowntree and Helga was in childcare. One day Josef went to pick her up and was disgusted to find her playing in the dirt while the three women supposed to be looking after the children were sitting smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee. He said to the women, “She will never come back. I don’t pay you money for the kids to play in dirt and rubbish. You have been paid to watch them. Auf wiedersehn (Goodbye) – no money this week.” He brought her home and told me to stop work and look after the kids”. That is how a lifelong friendship started with Magda’s neighbour. “The woman next door noticed that I didn’t go to work for two or three days. She was living in a bungalow, and she had three kids.

			When I explained what happened she said, “Bring her over here. If I make a cup of Milo for three or for four, what’s the difference?” When she didn’t want any money, I said, ‘You don’t get the child’. She agreed and with the two pounds a week, she paid off her refrigerator”.  And every week Magda gave her a bag of seconds from the chocolate factory, Kit Kats, and Peppermint Crisps.

			Josef teamed up with the superintendent of works from the Snowy Mountains job and they went to Sydney to work on building the largest mail exchange in the Southern Hemisphere at Redfern. It was decided Magda, Wolfgang and Helga should join him, leaving Karin to look after Shirley Street. The house they rented was at Dee Why by the beach. They intended to send the children to the Catholic school, but the nuns wanted $200 for uniforms and textbooks even though they were going to be there no more than six months. The children started at the State school.

			Two weeks later, on a Saturday, Helga came running in saying, “Mum, the nuns are coming”. They warned me that my children would learn bad language at the State School. I said, “Your children can talk bad language behind your back and bad language can come from home. My children will learn just the same, but they will not have to pray every morning”.

			Josef suggested that Magda could relax and paint the house and do some gardening. Magda was not interested in sunbaking on the beach although early on when they first arrived, she had worn a forerunner of the bikini which she knitted herself. She was asked to leave the beach or cover herself up. She said to Josef, “You don’t know your wife. You think I do the painting and gardening AND pay the rent?  I’m not that bloody stupid”, and she went and got herself a job just up the road at the Bonds factory. As much as Magda was not afraid to stand up for the truth, she was not insensitive to what other people thought of her. She quit the job at Bonds because she felt uncomfortable about what other workers said about her when an employee was sacked for shoddy work which Magda had brought to the attention of management. She says that she was just doing her job but that didn’t make her popular with other workers. 

			After returning from Sydney Magda got a job in the Redbook Carpet Factory in Tottenham. She had worked there for ten years when she asked for a holiday. Her first holiday in ten years! She went to Germany for a fifty-year school reunion. Helga went with her. She flew back to Australia via Long Island, New York, where she visited her sister Maria. By the time she got back to Australia she had lost her voice. That does not surprise us! She reported back to Redbook Carpets but asked for two days off to recover. The bosses were tough in those days. Her boss denied her request, saying, “You don’t need your mouth for your work. You need your hands”. The day after she started back at work, she realised that people were complaining about her getting her old job back when there were people on a waiting list. “Two English girls in particular couldn’t keep their mouths shut”. Magda has told us that she was brought up tough. She did not cry, although she wanted to, when in 2011 the eye doctor told her she would lose her sight from pseudo-exfoliation glaucoma. Wolfgang was with her, and she said he understood how she was feeling. Despite her toughness the boss at Redbook realised something was wrong. He said to her, “Magda what’s the matter with you? Are you sick or something? You’ve been looking sad”. Eventually she told him what others were saying. He said he would fix it and just before lunchtime he told everyone to stop what they were doing. He then said, “I’ll tell you how Mrs. Duda got her job back after her long service holiday. She has worked here for ten years and in the first four years she did not have one day off. She worked every Saturday. Understood!” “They shut up after that”, said Magda. 

			During those four years when she worked on Saturdays Magda was saving the bonus money and the Saturday wages in a bankbook. “My husband never asked how much I was earning so long as food was on the table”. All her money, apart from what was in the bankbook was paying for food and necessities. They had no money for luxuries. Josef was musical and could play German songs of the forties and fifties by ear on the piano and accordion. He had pointed out the type of radiogram he would like to install in the living room when they could afford it. It was top of the range. He would install speakers throughout the house. Without Josef suspecting Magda had saved enough to buy this radiogram at Brash’s. She went there in her lunch hour one Friday and bought the best of the best. The next day she told her husband he had something to pick up from Brash’s. “But I haven’t bought anything”, he protested. “No, you haven’t but I have”, she replied. He was amazed and wondered where she got the money.

			Josef continued to make built-in furniture for 25 Shirley Street. Corner benches had seat lids which lifted to reveal storage space for magazines. Some furniture like desks and sewing tables were made with secret compartments. Josef was indeed a master craftsman. Magda says, “Only the table and chairs stood free in the dining room”. On the way to work on the train or at home at night Magda was knitting or crocheting. She sewed together 600 rondels she had crocheted to make a cloth for the table. Wolfgang writes that she knitted and crocheted so fast that she had to give it a rest to stop her arms getting a rash. She did not need a pattern but would knit for people simply by taking their measurements.

			If needed Magda would be available to help outside. For example, when the yard was dug up to install the sewerage pipes there was at least twenty-eight cubic yards of bluestone to be moved to the nature strip. Magda says, “It was Queen’s Birthday Long Weekend, and I did the twenty-eight yards in three days.” Two drunken fellows came to the door the next weekend wanting to buy the rocks. Josef gave them a slab of beer to take them away. Bluestone did not have the same value to Josef as timber!

			Once Shirley Street was completed the family went on annual camping holidays in their EK Holden Station wagon to Lake Tyers in Gippsland, Ninety Mile Beach, the Snowy Mountains, or Willow Grove (in the Baw Baw foothills). Once again Josef’s ingenuity knew no bounds. He made cupboards and storage boxes that could be flat packed and stored away, and tables and chairs which folded up.
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			Magda cooking in the flywire section that Josef added to the tent

			These holidays did not last beyond 1970 because in January 1971 when Magda had her 47th birthday, the family decided to purchase a bush block at Rosebud with plans to erect their dream holiday home.
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			With the help of their now adult son, the dream home came into spectacular being

			Rosebud is a seaside town on the Mornington peninsula approximately sixty kms from Melbourne and in the completely opposite direction from the quickly developing suburb of St Albans. That made it about a 160 km round trip. Each Friday after work they would load the car and trailer with Josef’s tools and supplies and head across town to stay in a little bond wood caravan while plans and construction were coming to fruition.

			When Magda met Josef, he possessed just two suitcases and some carpentry tools. In one suitcase were his clothes and in the other, his stamps. His lifelong passion was stamp collecting. Wolfgang’s first bedroom became the stamp room with built-in bookcases, drawers and wooden boxes, purpose made. Extra security was provided by shutters on the windows and reinforcement of the ceiling. The music system had an extension speaker in the stamp room.

			Magda’s fingers bled from washing all the clothes by hand before she had a washing machine. The girls at work couldn’t understand why the Dudas wouldn’t buy a washing machine on hire purchase. That was how they furnished their homes in the seventies. They boasted to Magda that every Saturday they would go to the dinner dance. In 1977 the carpet factory was moved to the Philippines and those same girls were desperate to find jobs so they could meet their repayments. They asked Magda what she was going to do. By then she had her washing machine. Nothing was owing. She said she did not need to work anymore. “Bad luck for you”, she said to them. “I’ll have my dinner dance now!”

			Josef and Magda made a trip together to East Germany in 1981 as a surprise for his brother Johann who was turning sixty. “We were there for three weeks but every day we had to go to the police station and pay fifteen deutsche marks each for being in East Germany. Those poor people were under the communists for forty years. For German people it was horrible. They were afraid to talk too loudly in case there were communists listening on the other side of the door. Young fellows trying to escape were shot. For other people when the wall came up, they were separated from family. On one side was the mother and on the other the sister. It was not easy”. 

			Johann was only expecting to see Magda and did not recognise Josef. The following year Johann and his wife Arnhilde visited Australia. It was a huge culture shock for them. “Arnhilde wanted to fill their shopping trolley with multiple items because she did not believe that they would be on the shelves again the next day. Life in East Germany was very hard. You had to queue for everything and by the time you got to the front of the queue there was nothing left”.

			When Josef suggested they sell the Rosebud house Magda was reluctant at first. However, Josef suggested there would be more time and money available to travel if they didn’t have to look after two houses. Magda agreed and the holiday house was sold. Magda tells us proudly that she has five grandchildren and twelve great grandchildren. Sadly, Josef passed away in 1997. A cancer on his lip was initially misdiagnosed as a cold sore.

			Magda made three more trips to Germany, the last one in 2004. From the year 2002 she enjoyed travelling around Victoria with the St Alban’s Senior’s Club. She still lived at Shirley Street for five years when she was legally blind. She knew every inch of the twenty-five squares of that house, and she knew the views through the windows.
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			Magda and Josef with grandchildren Matthew and Melanie

			She could no longer do her three km walk to the shops and back, but she could still take walks around the backyard. The neighbour who minded Helga had long since died leaving her husband to fend for himself. When she was alive, she would urge him to check if Magda needed anything from the shops. He continued to do that as Magda lost more of her sight and became blind. He would pop in for a coffee and a chat, sometimes three times a day. He complained about cooking for himself and would go and get fish and chips to share with Magda while he had a beer and Magda, a shandy. He died within five weeks of being diagnosed with stomach cancer. “Friends are worth more than money”, says Magda.
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			Karin, Wolfgang, Magda and Helga (in the pram) 

			Magda fell and broke her hip in August 2019 and on returning to Shirley Street she soon realised that she needed to be in Aged Care. Wolfgang and his wife Jill organised the move and with the help of Vision Australia, have made the utmost effort to ensure that she has the latest technology in phone, audible books, and music. “The hardest part”, says Magda, “is that I don’t know how my surroundings look”. In the multitude of family photos that Wolfgang has generously shared with us the Duda family are all beautifully dressed, many of their clothes handmade by Magda. These days those energetic hands that were once so skilful at constructing, cleaning, cooking, crafting and caring, sit gently idle in Magda’s lap.

			She was declared legally blind in March 2015. She misses this ability when once she could see to sew, mend, knit and crochet. “You can’t expect when you are nearly 100 to be 100% good. Everything breaks down one day. I can’t complain. The only trouble is sitting here, and you can’t do nothing”.

			That is not strictly true. Over a few hours, with her very active mind, she has created for us a picture of those nearly 100 years. She is indeed a strong woman who was moulded by need and ambition to make a better life for her growing family in a faraway country. 
Mary and Nicky. 
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