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			NORMA CAHILL 

			in conversation with Sue Poole 

			If you can count five friends, you have riches indeed!

			When Norma Cahill opens the ‘book of memories’ in her head, she is transported back to the times in her life which gave her the most happiness and contentment. Her book of memories, as she likes to think of it, is so clear that she can find people’s faces, remember events, recall music, and enjoy wonderful art and paintings, simply by turning the ‘pages’. Norma’s eyesight is not as it once was, so she sets great store in her memories. No longer able to read or watch television, Norma’s book can be opened at any page to reveal a wealth of memories which stand her in good stead for a quiet reverie. 

			She was born Norma Dorothea, on November 22, 1930, the third daughter of Violet Vera Wagstaff, whose family came from South Melbourne, and Raymond Frederick Reed, whose family had arrived in Bendigo, from England, during the Gold Rush. 
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			Norma Dorothea 

			Norma was named after her dear uncle Norman, on her mother’s side and Dorothea, after Dorothea McKellar, who wrote our most famous poem, I Love a Sunburnt Country, in 1904. The poem had already swept into folklore by the time Norma was born and even now, reminds most Australians of the connection to our ‘wide brown land’. 

			Times were tough in Australia before Norma was born. It was during the Great Depression and many young men, whose livelihoods were once secure, were forced to leave the cities to find work. Swagmen, as they were called, received food rations from country police stations if they could prove that they had travelled at least 50 miles (or 80 km) in the past week. Many walked thousands of miles looking for work and Norma’s father, Raymond, was one of them, walking from Melbourne to Sydney with his brother-in-law. He, like many others, found odd jobs along the way, sometimes being paid with a simple meal and a lean-to roof over his head. 

			Norma said that her father was never one to wait for good fortune to fall into his lap and when he reached Sydney, he was able to find a job. The family was completed with Melva, now 94 and Joan 92. The family lived in Campsie, a suburb of Sydney, but when Norma was two, they returned to Melbourne. 

			Raymond took up work at Coles and Garrard Optometrists in Melbourne’s CBD, and trained as a spectacle maker. Norma loved her father, remembering him as a witty man whose young daughters would roll their eyes at his ‘Dad’ jokes. She said he was a dreamer – the artistic one - sadly unable to realise his artistic potential due to work and family commitments. 

			The family lived in Nicholson Street, Coburg and while there was not a lot of money, Norma describes her parents as steadfast. There was always food on the table and a sense of security. Once a week, the girls were given a shilling to spend at the local corner shop. Norma still resents that, as the littlest, she was never allowed to hold the money. It was Joan the eldest’s responsibility, and Norma remembers how she could never work out how that one coin was able to be split into three for the girl’s ice blocks! 

			“Mum was not a demonstrative person, but you always knew where you were with her”, Norma recalls. One of her earliest memories is sitting on her father’s knee in the kitchen, with music on the radio and the smell of her mother’s scones in the oven. Norma’s mother was the practical one. A born organiser, she was the ‘boss’. All the major decisions in the family were run past Norma’s mother. 

			Good at sport, Norma remembers her mother playing tennis each week at the local courts. Passing on her sporting prowess to her daughters, all the girls played sport in an era when it was seen to be the domain of men. Norma felt that she inherited the best of both worlds, her ability and love of sport came from her mother while art and a love of the humanities came from her father. She was a good runner and won many medals while at primary school. 

			Music was a large part of family life. They had a gramophone and while her parents collected the classics, the girls had access to good popular music. They all played the mandolin, while Raymond, Violet and an Uncle Reg formed a small band and they would play music at weddings and parties, one year winning a prize on a radio talent quest, despite none of the three being able to read a note of music! Norma and her mother would sing and harmonise, while Violet taught and encouraged Norma to whistle, something she still does when she hears a catchy tune. The family attended church occasionally and the girls were sent to Sunday School. They had family holidays at Daylesford where they took the same holiday apartment every year. 

			While there, Norma remembers walking with her father and her sisters every morning, down to the natural springs near the town and collecting the spring water in bottles. Her father would man the pump to bring the water to the surface and they would all carry the bottles home. In cold weather, the pump would occasionally ice-up and water would have to be poured over it, to free it up. She said lots of visitors from the city collected the spring water which is now bottled by a company and retailed. The water would turn brown from the iron it contained and it was common to see people wandering around Daylesford with bottles filled with brown water. 

			Later, when the girls were teenagers, the family holidayed at Marysville, in Victoria’s High Country. Norma remembers many happy holidays filled with tennis matches, dances, and concerts, bush walking and enjoying the Australian bush and wildlife with her parents. One day a little boy came to the door, clutching a baby bird which he claimed had fallen from a nest, and would Mrs Reed like to buy it? After quibbling about the price, Violet gave him sixpence and the baby magpie became a loved pet. 

			“Dad clipped one wing, so it was always hopping about in a lopsided manner”. Norma said. 

			“Maggie learnt to play hide and seek and would follow different members of the family about inside the house and out in the garden. One day I trod on Maggie’s foot, there was a little bit of blood, and we were both very upset about it”. To her sadness, Maggie never forgave her and would peck at her feet and legs whenever it got the opportunity. One day the girls tested Maggie and Joan put on Norma’s shoes. The Maggie attacked the shoes with gusto but did not peck Joan’s legs! “Maggie never liked me again, no matter how many times I said sorry!” 

			The family always had pets, and although her father was a fastidious person, Violet managed to persuade him to allow the children to have animals. As well as the magpie, they had many different cats at different stages and even a pet lamb. Her father made the girls wash their hands after playing with the animals. He was frightened that they would be infected with hydatids. Hydatids is a parasitic disease which can be potentially fatal, causing cysts in sheep by the ingestion of tapeworms from dogs. Not prevalent today, hydatids, which can affect the liver, lungs and brain was a genuine concern back then, with children generally the most vulnerable. Parents were warned that children should always wash their hands after playing with dogs. Many people born more than fifty years ago still feel a need to wash their hands after touching a dog, due to concerns about hydatids. 

			Attending primary school was a great joy. Norma loved all aspects of school, and she was good at art and English. “When I had finished my work ahead of the other children I was allowed to stand on a chair and draw a mural along the top of the classroom blackboard”. She then drew pictures in coloured chalk. They were mostly Australian scenes created from her imagination. 

			One of Norma’s early memories was traumatic. Her mother had asked her to run an errand. Norma wanted to finish a few pages in her book, so she dallied, with her mother admonishing her from the kitchen to hurry up. Just as Norma was about to walk out the door, she heard a terrible scream and ran to see her mother collapsed on the floor. Violet who had been stirring custard, had reached out to touch an iron to see if it was hot. Somehow, she had earthed herself and was electrocuted. Norma had no idea what to do so she ran to her neighbour’s house who returned with her to help. Norma remembers that she was upset how slowly the neighbour walked, in such an emergency. 

			But together they managed to get Violet up and into bed. She recovered consciousness and was able to speak. On the advice of the neighbour, the remedy was that she was to be fed strong tea with plenty of sugar! Eventually she recovered completely. Norma said her mother was a physically and mentally strong woman. “But I do wonder what might have been if I had obeyed my mother and had not been there to help”, she said. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Norma, the ballerina

			Ballet began when Norma was in her early teens. She attended the Jenny Brennan School of Dance which was next door to Her Majesty’s Theatre in Exhibition Street. She wanted very much to be a ballerina and worked hard, loving every minute of her dance lessons and the company of the other graceful young girls with whom she studied. Bur it was not to be, her mother intervened and the need to get a job to contribute to the family income was considered more important. “Like my father, who gave up a promising artistic career on finding himself married with children, I had to give up my dream of dancing my way around the world”, she said. However, dance has always been a great interest. Norma would organise ballet dance concerts when the family had their annual holidays at Marysville. 

			In later years, she was even able to persuade young men and boys, whose parents were also holidaying at Marysville, to don tutus and perform in some of her concerts! Having always pirouetted around at home, practising steps and movements, Norma still dances every day, either barre work on the handrail which lines the corridors in the home in which she now lives or some graceful steps on her way to lunch! 

			When Norma was fifteen, her mother noticed that she had a small area of decay in one of her front teeth. She had never been to a dentist and Norma’s mother was not about to start paying for one! She enlisted the help of Aunt Alice and without further ado, they took Norma on the tram into the city where a dentist proceeded to take out all of Norma’s top teeth. Her mother thought that as she was going to have them all out, at some stage, she may as well do it then! Norma shakes her head remembering the traumatic event, something which would be unheard of today - removing a healthy teenager’s top teeth in one go! It was all done in the dentist chair, the pain alleviated by injections. But Norma can still hear the cracking of her teeth as they were being pulled. She looks back on it with horror. On the half hour tram trip home, the bath towels which her aunt had brought as a precaution were completely sodden with blood. After three months of healing, a plate was fitted. 

			Norma remembers Mr Loader, one of her teachers in Years 7 and 8. He was almost at retirement age when young Norma came under his tutelage. She feels that he was a great influence on her life. He taught her the finer things of life, not money or riches or empowerment, but a love of art, of beauty and of things less mundane. 

			A humanitarian, compassionate and kind, he was always concerned with people’s welfare. “I was always pleased when he expressed his approval of my work and endeavours.” she said. “Mr Loader was stern but kind, with a turn of phrase that I enjoyed. He had a saying which I have always remembered -If you can hold up the fingers on one hand and count five friends, then you have riches indeed. I often wondered, over my life when different things happened, what would Mr Loader think?” 

			Education for Norma finished after Year 8. While her two sisters had managed to persuade their mother that they should continue at school, Violet thought that young Norma needed to leave, get a job, and start earning some money. The depression was over and there were plenty of jobs available. Norma’s first job was at Myer in Bourke Street. Norma’s mother had seen an advertisement in the paper for young women to work painting lampshades and thought the job would suit Norma who had been drawing and colouring from a very young age. 

			For young women to work in a large department store such as Myer was considered prestigious in those days. Norma loved painting, so she readily agreed. Each day she would catch the tram close to her home in Nicholson Street and ride into what is now the Bourke Street Mall. She began work, painting lampshades - a job which was then done by hand. The pictures depicted on the shades were mostly floral and each artist was given pictures of scenes, flowers, often roses, which they would copy. Norma said while the work was not original, she often could not resist the temptation to add a little flourish of her own! 

			When the management wanted her to move into the ladies’ wear sales, she quickly decided that serving in a shop wasn’t for her. Her mother then noticed an advertisement in the paper for artists to join Kodak in the developing and printing department. At sixteen, she began working on a conveyor belt putting wrapped film into boxes which would be sent along to packing girls at the other end of the belt. 

			The film would be brought into the production area on a trolley as it was still in one long roll about two metres in length and had to be cut into smaller sizes by a machine. Norma used a small block of wood to push the film into position with her left hand. “One day a supervisor noticed me working with my left hand and said I was a mollydooker. I turned and told him indignantly that I was not Molly Dooker, I was Norma Reed, thank you very much!” 

			The workers also had to run their hand over the film as it was being processed to check for any faults. 

			Kodak employed some blind people to do this work, as they were more sensitive to any flaws which may have been on the surface of the film. Mostly this job was done in a darkened room, with green light provided for film which was to be used for aerial photographs and a red light for verichrome, or everyday film. The work was repetitive, but she stayed with it because she wanted to get into the colouring department. 

			Soon her persistence won out and she began her training as a photo colourist. Photo colouring was considered a unique, highly skilled art at that time. Kodak at that time made its own colours and paints in the laboratory. Sheets of card were watercolour impregnated and set into a booklet like a cheque book. Blocks of colour had perforated edges so that the colourist could tear them out. “All you needed was a wet brush, a water bowl and your ‘cheque book’ of colours”, she said. “I found it fascinating, and I learnt so much”. 

			In 1946, Norma left Kodak and went to work at the Art Graf Company in the CBD, mainly because she knew that this company coloured with oil paints, something which Norma was determined to learn. Colour film was finally introduced in 1952. She learnt to paint in oils, and it was a talent which stood her in good stead for the rest of her life. Through her elder sister Melva, Norma met her first boyfriend, Bert. Melva subsequently married Bert’s brother George and a couple of years after, Norma married Bert, so the two sisters married two brothers. Two daughters, Julie and Robyn, made their way into the world and Norma gave up work to put all her energies into raising her precious girls. She was married to Bert for about 13 years, but Bert had served in the Second World War and as was common with many returned soldiers, suffered greatly from depression and had a nervous breakdown. 

			The family continued the family tradition of going to Marysville for the summer holidays and it was there that Norma met Frank Cahill. Frank was also married with three children, but he and his wife had separated. Norma said that there is someone for everyone and he was the one for her. She returned home but was unable to stop thinking about this beguiling, athletic young man. She had fallen in love with him. 

			After a time, Frank phoned, and she realised that she wanted and needed to be with him. Norma said that it was a traumatic time because she had to tell Bert and did not want him to become ill again. “I felt very guilty and very sad, but there was an invisible force driving me in the other direction.” Norma moved out of the family home, but she and Frank did not live together until they were married – a very quiet wedding but a joyous occasion. 
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			Frank and Norma Cahill 

			“Frank was the love of my life. He was very funny, without really knowing how funny he was. I feel very fortunate that I was given this second chance of happiness with a man who made me laugh, who cared for me and looked after me, who loved my children and was a person I admired and respected. And the best part is that he felt the same about me!” Norma and Frank set up house at Seaford and there began a happy marriage which lasted for 44 years. 

			From an early age, Norma was interested in anything ‘arty’. She delighted in icing and decorating the cakes her mother made for the family. When she was a young married woman in her early 20’s, a friend, Eunice, who often attended the agricultural shows, suggested that she come along and have a look at the cake decorating competition at the Whittlesea show. The next year, she thought she would ‘give it a go’, she entered a decorated cake and of course, it won. Her friend gave her the ‘Bible’, Jean Bowring’s book of cake decorating, and she was soon teaching herself. So began a happy career in cake decoration. Over many years, she won dozens of cake decorating competitions, including numerous ‘Best in Shows’. She was surprised, one year, on returning to collect her Best in Show decorated wedding cake, to find that it had been sent as a gift to Sir Dallas Brooks who was installed as Governor General of Victoria at Government House! 

			Soon she was decorating cakes at home and one day asked the local bakery if she could display some of her cakes in their window. It was not long before the bakery offered her employment, and she spent many happy and productive years working there. 
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			Completely self-taught, Norma made and painted all of the edible flowers on increasingly elaborate and elegant cake decorations which she designed and constructed. She began taking commissions and for years decorated wedding, christening, and 21st birthday cakes. Once when she and Frank were on holidays in South Australia, she met a bride to be who, on discovering Norma’s skill, asked her to decorate her wedding cake. Norma discovered that the bride’s dress was to be lace, so she asked for a sample and subsequently covered five tiers of wedding cake in a perfect replica of the lace, made with icing! The enormous cake had to be sent from Melbourne to Adelaide! 

			Frank was an accountant and auditor with the State Electricity Commission. In the early years of their marriage, they lived in Seaford. After a promotion in 1969, Frank and Norma moved to Mildura. Both Julie and Robyn came to Mildura, where Julie continued with her hairdressing training and Robyn, her final four years of schooling. Norma remembers her years in Mildura as very happy. She liked the notion that Mildura was warm and wondered how she would cope with the red dust storms she had heard so much about. “But then I was always happy as long as I was with Frank “, she said. “Most things were an adventure with Frank!” Still painting, Norma joined the Mildura Art Group and gained lots of assurance there. She said she gave lessons in a small way, and she enjoyed explaining her theories on mixing paints. “I am afraid I used to get impatient with artists who could not tell the minute differences between hues, or the value of colour, whether it was a warm blue or a cool blue, for instance”, she said. While in Mildura Norma worked for Hudaks for a period, decorating special occasion cakes, and she also worked for Zaettas, colouring photographs. 

			Future promotions for Frank meant a return down south. This time Robyn remained in Mildura while she was studying Nursing at Mildura Base Hospital, where she eventually graduated with a Gold Medallion. Julie had decided to travel and told her mother that she was going away for twelve months. As Norma said, “It turned out to be twelve years!” If Norma wanted to see her, she would have to travel as well. 

			Frank had itchy feet and had always wanted to travel so he was keen to join in an adventure. It was not long before Norma was infected with her husband’s and daughter’s enthusiasm and now remembers her travels as some of the most rewarding moments of her life. Julie was training as a steward on Kuwait Airways and living in London. 

			Frank and Norma, with Julie as a guide, travelled through the UK, much of Europe and Scandinavia and even Lapland. But it was Israel and to a lesser extent Egypt, which were the loves of her life. 

			She had lived through a time when the Second World War was still a prominent scar on the psyche of many people and had heard much of the horrors of the Holocaust. Having read, and very much supported, the establishment of Israel as a homeland for Jewish people, Frank and Norma determined to visit Israel. The sufferings of the Jews and the couple’s religious faith made them particularly keen to visit Jerusalem which, in those days, was not a popular tourist destination. Admitting to a particular empathy for the Israeli people, Norma fell in love with the country. She loved the history, the streetscapes, the religious monuments, even the food! Jerusalem still invokes an almost emotional response. She walked ‘in the footsteps of Jesus’ and Israel’s history and culture still resonates to this day. 

			The family moved to Ballarat with Frank’s work at the SEC, and it was here that Norma decided to take her art to another level by enrolling in a Diploma of Fine Art at the Ballarat School of Mines. She said she felt that she had to take her art seriously and not just dabble around and join little art groups here and there. 
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			Norma, the artist 
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			Norma Cahill – self portrait 

			As she had not gone beyond Year 8 in secondary school, she had to complete her Matriculation Certificate before she began. Norma, as they say, ‘romped it in’, and so began four of the most interesting and happiest years of her life. “I gobbled it all up “, she laughs. 

			Majoring in painting, she revelled in the art history which was an important part of the course, the support and encouragement of her lecturers and her ultimate success of graduation. 

			Further promotions for Frank in the SEC, meant a move from Ballarat to the Latrobe Valley where Frank and Norma bought a thirteen-acre hobby farm at Jeeralang, about 170 km east of Melbourne near the Gippsland town of Churchill. The farm was 800 metres up in the hills where Norma and Frank ran a few sheep and felt that they were living in a paradise on the edge of the world. Despite being near a power station, it was a beautiful area with a pristine environment with many birds and other wildlife. There was even a resident koala in the trees near the house. The children, both Frank and Norma’s, were now grown and producing grandchildren, many of whom came to stay at the little farm. 

			In 1981, Norma began teaching at Scope in the Latrobe Valley, working with the young people in what would now be described as Therapy Art. It was here that the Glengarry Art Group or ’Loco Shed’ Art Group was formed. Norma loved teaching beginners and the group had a sense of peace and togetherness which she greatly enjoyed. She believed she gave many young artists the chance to prosper. 

			After a time, mowing 13 acres of grass became too much and Norma and Frank moved to Mount Eliza, where they immersed themselves in the community. 

			Sadly, Frank had begun to develop dementia, which crept up over several years. Norma said they were able to cope for quite a long time, but when Frank began having falls, Norma was not strong enough to lift him up, so she was forced to look for a nursing home. The dementia progressed and Frank died aged 88. Soon after, Norma’s daughter Julie put her mother and some belongings in the car and brought her to Mildura, where she lived for some time at the Rose Village. 

			About four years ago, Norma moved into Chaffey Aged Care in Merbein, and she loves it! “I have security, the staff are professional and caring and the food is wonderful”. 

			In recent years, an Early Learning Centre for pre- schoolers was built behind Chaffey Aged Care and the children are encouraged to interact with the residents in care. Norma has made special friends with Zoe. They have lovely chats and Norma was thrilled to hear that one day, when the children were asked to show and talk about their best friend, Zoe pronounced hers was Norma! 

			Many people ask Norma how she has lived such a long and healthy life and she attributes most of it to her genetics. 

			“My mother lived to almost 90 and I still have two sisters, one 94 and the other 93”, she said. 

			“I am a vegetarian and have always watched what I ate and drank”, she said. 

			“Taking an interest in the world around you, and other people and their stories and keeping the mind active is very important, and having a hobby which sustains, such as art, is vital”. 

			One wonders what Norma Cahill could have achieved had she been born in another era. 

			Perhaps an Archibald Prize finalist, an award- winning textiles designer, a Fine Arts lecturer at an Australian University? 

			We will never know, but it matters little. Hers has been a life well lived! 
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			Norma’s portrait of Frank 
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