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			ROBIN STEPHENSON

			in conversation with Robert Fleiner

			A lady with gypsy in her soul.

			One aspect of Robin’s family ancestry is the regular appearance of the name ‘John’… John Proud’s son was John Thompson Proud while his son was Thomas John Proud. But that tradition was to change with his son, William Ernest Proud, Robin Proud’s father.

			A history of John and Alice Proud, written by Stanley Proud, indicates that the family’s journey commenced in Huntingdonshire, part of the Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of East Anglia. This is the area where Oliver Cromwell was born and raised. Residents of this area were strongly opposed to the imposition of the religion imposed by the Crown. Because of their dissent, proper church records denied exact tracing of the family and its movements.

			The history was written by Stanley Proud, the last CEO of Proud’s Jewellers, prior to the company’s sale to outside concerns.

			John and Alice Proud

			But thanks to family records, Stanley was able to establish that John Proud, a bricklayer aged twenty-one, and Alice Ingham aged nineteen years old were married on 21 November 1837 in Collegiate and Parish Church Manchester (later to become Manchester Cathedral).

			John and Alice were prepared to travel as working conditions at that time in Europe were onerous, giving way to a very low standard of living for an energetic couple with one child. The opportunity presented itself to the Prouds when they became aware that an assisted passage to Australia was available if certain conditions were met.

			The conditions to be met are that the men were to be married and accompanied by their wife and children; the age of either husband or wife must not exceed thirty-five years of age; they must be a class of mechanics or farm servants; must be of good character; industrious and with good references from religious ministers and previous employers. Carpenters, joiners, stone masons, and bricklayers are mentioned amongst mechanics. The cost of the voyage was nineteen pounds each for John and Alice and it was born by the Australian Government.

			The conditions on which emigrants were to be taken included: ‘A free passage for themselves and family but they must defray for themselves any expenses they may find necessary previous to embarkation. They will be entirely free in the colony to work for whom they please and on what terms they please or can obtain. Every security will be taken for their convenience on first landing, and information given of the demand for employment in different directions so that people may know what opportunities are open to them’. Hence the term “Bounty Immigrants”.

			It may also be possible that to maximise profits, the ship owners may not have strictly adhered to the above terms.

			After leaving England in pursuit of work they travelled to Australia briefly then on to New Zealand where, as a bricklayer, John assisted in building the old St Paul’s Church in Auckland. At the time they were considered to be early settlers. After two years they returned to Sydney, and then to their next port of call, Santiago in South America, where John was engaged in building several of the early granaries. Here was where Robin’s Great Grandfather, John Thomas Proud was born. Now John and Alice with five children in tow, succumbed to the lure of the gold rush in California.

			One report claimed they were successful in unearthing seventy pounds (nearly thirty-two kilograms) of gold - a good reason to return to Australia as the California gold rush was over, only for another gold rush to start up in Australia. Arriving back in Melbourne the children were quite conversant in Spanish, influenced by their South American and Californian experiences.

			John and Alice were not resting on their laurels because, while in Melbourne from 1854 to 1859, possibly from all that travel and pent-up energy, four more Proud children were born rounding out the uneven number of eleven kids. One was born in England, five in Australia, three in Santiago, and two in San Francisco, USA.

			Around 1860 the family headed off to Brisbane. Imagine the logistics of travelling with two adults and eleven children. Someone in the family must have been an exceptional organiser.

			It’s recorded that John was involved in growing tobacco and cotton in Fortitude Valley. Their home was located in Henry Street, Spring Hill, overlooking the City of Brisbane. It was here that John Proud died in 1872.

			Prouds the Jewellers

			There is limited information at the time of writing Robin’s story as to why, but the sons of John Thomas Proud were born in Sydney, William James (Bill) was born in Surrey Hills, and William Earnest Proud, Robin’s father, was born in Burwood, Sydney. Robin’s father was born in 1903. Other siblings would arrive later.

			The Proud family were established in the building fraternity in Sydney, however during a downturn in the industry, the information available indicates that William James, after leaving school with a mate, decided to try their fortunes in the British Columbian salmon fisheries, signing on as ordinary seamen aboard a barque sailing from Newcastle.

			

			When the ship was some 700 miles east of Samoa, the crew signed a round robin (an anonymous complaint), asking the Master to turn back. At Samoa the ship dragged her anchor and consequently ran aground. William and his mate had to wait a further three months before they could obtain passage back to Sydney.

			On returning home he was employed by Ellis and Lake importers and publishers, later to become a partner in Ellis and Proud importers of jewellery. In 1903 he and his brother were successful enough to open their own store in the Strand Arcade. In 1919 they moved their store to the corner of Pitt and King Streets; with the site later becoming known as Proud’s Corner.

			The Proud family no longer have a stake in the company, and after amalgamations and take overs, Proud’s is now part of a consortium of jewellery companies owned by a New Zealand family.
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			Proud’s corner at King and Pitt Streets, Sydney

			William Ernest Proud (Robin’s Father)

			There is little information on William Ernest, the cousin of John Thomas Proud, except like the DNA of his ancestors, after leaving school he tried to escape to sea, enrolling on a merchant ship, without his parents’ permission, only to be greeted in Newcastle by his father and dragged back to Sydney presumably with some words of wisdom.

			

			Not to be discouraged he later mounted his push bike and rode across the Great Dividing Range eventually arriving in Wilcannia, a distance of 950 kms - bearing in mind that this was the early nineteen

			hundreds! The only information Robin has about his trip is from a school friend who, with the help of her father, established that he worked on her grandfather’s farm in Wellington. Considering the conditions of the roads, the weather and crossing the range, and the maintenance of his bike, the trip must have been an adventure.

			It wasn’t unusual in the early 1900s leading into the First World War and then the Depression, for men to be travelling by bike and in many instances walking, looking for employment sometimes just to survive, or in other cases to help support their family. William Ernest’s journey ended when he gained employment working as a Jackeroo on Mena Murtee, a property owned by John Parker some thirty kilometres west of Wilcannia.

			After settling in on the dry plains of South Westen NSW, something must have agreed with William because he soon met an attractive young lady. The object of his attention was Mavis Leckie, a local of Wilcannia. Mavis’ grandfather and his brother were sinking bores when the station owner couldn’t pay them, so he offered them land as settlement. By the time young William arrived the family owned several stations.

			There is no account of where they met or how, but eventually they were married in Dubbo, where the two families, the Leckies and Prouds finally met.

			A short time later William took up a manager’s position at The Avenue station, some 160,000 acres, and forty-five miles from Wilcannia. Eventually the family was complete with William, Mavis and their four daughters, Enid, Judith, Robin and Wilma. Mavis and the girls moved into Wilcannia, so they were closer to primary school, while William stayed back at the Avenue. Robin’s mother was a shareholder in the Avenue.
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			Robin Proud aged about eight months

			At an early age Robin showed entrepreneurial endeavours, rallying her friends to exhibit their dolls at thrupence each at a Red Cross rally, and again gathering bunches of flowers from a Jacaranda tree in the front garden to sell. She positioned herself between the two pubs, selling the bouquets to wobbly patrons as they left for home.

			After Robin finished fifth grade, she, Mavis, and the youngest daughter Wilma moved back to The Avenue. Wilma was to attend primary school at White Cliffs. Robin recalls all the “kids” in those days drove, Wilma was no exception she would drive over to their neighbours, pick up their kids, then off to primary school and back.

			Wilma spent more time at the station and was familiar with the layout, so much so that when shearing was complete, she would drive the sheep back to their paddock. She was so young and short at the time that she had to stand up to change the gears - the same way she drove to school!
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			The entrance to ‘The Avenue’

			After fifth grade Robin was sent to Marsden Girls’ School at Bathurst as a boarder. This was no problem to Robin as she was an independent and outgoing character, which didn’t sit well with the principal. On one occasion she borrowed a book from a friend so she could finish an assignment, and even though she had the support of the prefects and her friends, the principal scored a black mark against her name. On another occasion after returning from holidays wearing a perm, (a Toni), the principal again scored a black mark against her.

			Robin received a valuable prayer book as a gift from her uncle. Later she reported to the principal that it had been stolen, only to be told not to make a fuss. Robin found this upsetting. Many years later, when with her husband camping in Queensland, she met an old school friend from Marsden who commented that she had stolen a prayer book from someone because she liked the front cover! Robin said nothing.

			The girls attended a school social with boys from the brother school, All Saints, after which Robin received a love letter from one of her dancing partners explaining his thoughts about a romance. Robin was a bit perplexed until she told her friends at school who informed her that they also received a love letter with much the same words. This was Robin’s first experience of romance.
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			Robin in uniform for Marsden Girls’ school

			Life at finishing school over, she returned home for a short time before being enrolled at business school

			at Nowra. It didn’t take long before she concluded that this was not for her, beavering away under this grey cloud. Her feelings of business school were soon replaced with doubt and foreboding when she received a phone call to come home urgently, no reason given except all the return plane trips to Wilcannia had been arranged.

			Arriving home she was informed that her sister Enid had been killed in a plane crash, and her husband had badly injured legs, but their baby and three kids were safe. Enid and her husband lived on a nearby station and had recently purchased the plane and decided to fly to Broken Hill. While awaiting rescuers to arrive and remove her body, family members were not allowed to get close to Enid.
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			Robin’s sadly missed sister Enid Finch

			Her father said in no uncertain terms that it was his daughter, and he was not going to leave his daughter’s body just lying there, so he went there and removed her body. Understandably her loss to Robin weighs heavily and to this day she still has fond thoughts of her missing sister. Eventually, life returned to some normality and somehow Robin didn’t return to business school.

			The 1956 floods brought further hardships. With information scarce Robin rang her girlfriend on nearby Victoria Station to ask if she had any news, and she said she had some … water was up to her knees. Giving the news to her father, he climbed the windmill to observe the floods heading their way, and with the flood isolating their home, their only means of obtaining supplies was with horse and cart.

			One day while walking with friends along the main drag they noticed a group of lads approaching, they stopped and chatted, one lad had his eye on Robin, and she soon discovered he was a wool classer up from Sydney. Her first impression was that he was one of those fast forward city slickers. The two groups walked together until Robin explained it was getting late and started to make her way home.

			

			The fast forward type offered to accompany her home, she agreed, then arriving home the city slicker asked if he could kiss her good night. She, being a lady, politely declined his offer but agreed to meet up some other time. Gradually their friendship developed; his name was Peter Stephenson. Robin laughs remembering the time when the family went to the Greek café for tea, she went over to greet Peter who was sitting at another table with friends. Robin’s father rebuked her for being forward – he said it was the man’s responsibility to approach the lady first.

			Peter became the Wool Classer at the Avenue and at the time the classer was billeted at the main house which allowed their friendship to develop. In their free time they followed their interest in shooting often meeting up with friends. Robin still claims she is a good shot. They went dancing as often as possible, and on one occasion she felt she needed some enhancement and borrowed her mum’s falsies. The dancing became fast and furious until she noticed the falsies were out of alignment, so she removed the offending items, leaving them on the back seat of the car. Driving home in her mother’s car she hit the gate post damaging the back door. Red-faced she told her mum the news, who went out to inspect the damage. It wasn’t the damage that caught her attention but the falsies on the back seat, which left Robin to explain.

			At night they sat at either end of the couch, and when her parents indicated they were retiring for the night that was translation for them to retreat to their separate rooms.
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			A teenage Robin Proud

			Soon the shearing was finished, and Peter’s job was over. That night they sat on either ends of the couch, mum and dad hinted bedtime, and as soon as they left the fast lad from Sydney whipped across the couch and kissed her. Robin wouldn’t comment if she returned this amorous attention so we can presume she did.

			In a short time Peter returned to Sydney to work in the Wool Store, but long distance relationships didn’t sit well with either of them, so Peter proposed to his eighteen and a half year old sweetheart, she agreed, and, after much stalling by their parents, the couple were married and moved to St Leonard’s in Sydney where Robin later gave birth to their first child Roger. After six years living in Sydney and three kids in tow, they decided to up sticks and return to the “Outback”. After a brief stay in Wilcannia then on to Broken Hill, Peter, now unemployed, decided to visit Dalgety NZL for any opportunities. The manager had heard of his history and offered him a job. That was at 3pm and by 9pm Robin became concerned about him. When he arrived home, he informed his family he had a job, an expense account, a car and a house for their use. The job required him to visit outlying stations and entertain visiting dignitaries on a regular basis, leaving Robin to raise the kids.

			She soon joined an action committee advocating for a second high school to cater for the increasing population, resulting in her being invited to meet the headmaster to discuss the issue. It was while waiting to meet the Head that she spoke to several students and asked if they were satisfied with the teacher-to-student ratio, did they know all the teachers’ names etc. The meeting was friendly and cordial, but the new school was not built for another twelve years.
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			The marriage of Peter and Robin Stephenson

			

			Robin noticed that their eldest son was having trouble reading and understanding words. After some help, he was diagnosed with dyslexia, not normally associated with intelligence, but it can be associated with a high degree of intelligence. Soon Robin joined the Mothers’ Club and was asked to attend a teachers’ conference in Sydney with the aim of introducing a six-month remedial teaching program into teaching training. She claims her knees are still sore, because they were knocking so hard when putting forward the resolution in front of so many people. Today she is not sure if it’s been included in teacher training.

			One morning Peter suffered an epileptic fit, thought to be caused by an earlier boating accident which required hospitalisation. As he was unable to drive for some time, the company transferred him to Jamestown in South Australia to revitalise the merchandise arm of the company. So, after eleven years at Broken Hill, most of the family, with the exception of Meagan, who had started training to be a nurse in Adelaide, moved to Jamestown, leaving behind many of their friends.

			The move to Jamestown meant two things, Peter was home more often, and Robin could put her energy into her pursuits. But first the merchandise shed had to be cleared of assorted detritus. This involved all the family, sweeping dust and dirt, filling the shelving with stock and necessary signage and organising the office.

			Robin joined the Crippled Kids Auxiliary and soon became President. One item she brought up was that the auxiliary consisted of five members whose families will eventually leave (mainly because of work commitments), and six locals so they moved to push for greater community involvement, which resulted in the highest membership in the state. They organised trips to the Barossa Valley and Hahndorf, street parades, dining out, fashion parades and organised the SA conference in Jamestown under the banner of “What’s Normal Anyway”. Prior to the royal wedding of Charles and Diana they held a fancy dress luncheon, and Robin went as a royal maid.

			She had time for the school council, and the school master asked Robin if she could organise the school canteen ordering fridges and food, organising parents for rosters and once arranging catering for a four hundred kids’ sporting event. When the family left Jamestown, a paid manager was employed. Peter was doing very well with the merchandise; the company gave several of the top performers throughout the company a week’s holiday to Perth, and he was one of them.

			After eight enjoyable years in Jamestown, Peter was transferred to Adelaide to join the accounts department, but not before the school headmaster gave Robin a reference noting her outstanding commitment to the school and the people she works with.
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			Robin on the right in her royal wedding fancy dress

			The move coincided with the kids growing wings. Meagan had finished her nurse’s training and Paul had joined the Army. Roger was trying his arm at shearing and Cameron starting Officer Training at Duntroon.

			After purchasing a home, life went smoothly, and Robin went on the hunt for a job. Several applications were sent off until she saw a position for canteen manager at North Salisbury School - overtaking 120 other applicants the job was hers. She laughs remembering the roller door at the front of the shop when she started, the kids were rowdy, pushing and shoving, as they are prone to do. However not with Robin in charge - she shut the door, and her assistant said, “Are you going to open up?” Robin replied, “Only when they behave themselves”. It only took two weeks, and the door stayed open. While both had daytime jobs, Peter took on a night school course in real estate which later provided a change of direction.

			They took their holidays camping with friends from Jamestown and new acquaintances from Adelaide at the West Beach Caravan Park. Robin pushed Peter out the door at 5am to get in line for their spot in the park. Peter was still working and able to catch the bus to work. However, he had another problem one day looking for a clean pair of under pants - there weren’t any, so Robin loaned him a pair of hers, a lovely pink, frilly number with lace work down the sides. They must have fitted because when he went to work, he kept a close eye on the toilet so as not to be seen when the need arose.

			Other times the Stephensons journeyed up to the Central Coast of NSW particularly around the Gosford area, this being central to both of their elderly parents and an area they thought might be their next move.

			After three years in Adelaide, Robin said to Peter that they had made enough money for other people, and it was time to look after themselves. After selling up and making all associated arrangements they settled in Gosford. Robin worked part time at Gosford City Council while Peter completed his real estate course, and in between time, they enjoyed a spot of fishing and bowling. Later Peter started working in a real estate office - in Robin’s own words the principal was “a miserable old …” because all of the commission that Peter earned was shared amongst the staff. The office was old and run down with very little appeal to prospective clients but in Robin’s view it was in an ideal location.

			When the business came on the market, they stretched their financial resources and bought the business. Out with the old and in with the new - carpet, furniture and a new colour scheme, along with apprehension and enthusiasm. Robin refined her knowledge and learnt the art of being a receptionist, accounts clerk, commissions and entertaining clients, she maintained a tight ship if anybody entered and the sales staff were out, they were treated to coffee and cake and not allowed to leave until they were satisfied.

			The new adventure had its drawbacks, the main one being they didn’t do a sale for the first six weeks, not quick enough for Robin but Peter was at least on the outside pretty cool. After the first sale and some of their accounts paid, business picked up. Robin reflected on one couple who came to the office, not your normal lot, rough and untidy and she didn’t offer them silver service. Then they walked out after procuring two more properties to add to the other five in their portfolio.
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			Stephenson’s Real Estate Agency in Gosford

			Soon a partner was added to the firm, allowing them to take limited time off by taking short trips with their new caravan. The Stephensons entry into real estate could not be timed better, house prices were up everywhere (no more so than on the coast with retirees and investors) the market was hot. In between breaks it was still a six, sometimes seven days a week proposition. ‘Yes, we were making good money, but we were getting older and although financially secure it was time to think about what we had worked so hard for.’

			They were young enough and still with the energy to enjoy a new occupation as grey nomads. In Robin’s words, ‘You can’t buy time’. Selling the business was no problem with three definite buyers for the business, it was just a matter of accepting the best offer and moving on. Their plan was to keep their home in Gosford as a base then visit as much of Australia as possible, travelling overseas was not their preference. With the house secured and the van packed, they headed north. Along the way they mainly pulled up to free camp sites. Robin explains they were more relaxing, and they occasionally met like-minded people - one couple they befriended continued to accompany them on their journeys.

			Once a year for four months they stayed in Yamba in NSW and indulged in their passion for bowls, buying fresh fish and prawns directly off the boats, and in general enjoying life. However, what’s life without drama, and Robin received a call to let her know that her sister Judy had a hole in the heart and was about to undergo a second operation. The prognosis was not good, so storing the van, they drove to Sydney in time to receive the bad news.
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			Peter and Robin Stephenson

			

			After celebrating Judy’s life, they returned to Yamba, and the roads ahead. Robin reflects that maybe there is gypsy blood in her because she loved the caravanning life visiting those small towns, walking miles to see remote sites and then off again, on a different road, through the Australian bush. After years of living on the move in Australia they decided to travel overseas and visit her sister Wilma, whom she hadn’t seen in over ten years, so it was off to Europe and New Zealand and then home.

			On a visit to their daughter in Queensland, Peter took their grandkids for a drive, and on return they informed everyone he had gone through a red light. Robin had noticed a change in Peter but thought it was mainly related to aging. Robin and Peter had travelled through Mildura on many occasions, often staying at the Buronga Caravan Park stocking up on what’s on offer, and they soon decided that this is where they wanted to live.

			Placing a deposit on a block of land, they returned to Gosford to sell their home. Robin noticed Peter’s health had deteriorated, and after returning to Mildura she was left in charge of building their new home. The new home became Robin’s refuge, as Peter had developed wanderlust, trying to escape its confines.

			On one of his escapades, their neighbours were taking photos of a wedding party on their front lawn and there was Peter in the back row happily smiling away, on another occasion he was found at the back of the local golf course. On medical advice Peter was admitted into Chaffey Aged Care where in 2024 he passed away. Robin misses her partner greatly as she reflects on the wonderful and productive marriage they had.
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			Robin Stephenson

			With her children in Mildura and Queensland supporting her, she keeps herself occupied at the University of the Third Age (U3A) playing canasta, dining out with friends and, as always, loving a chat. Shortly her friends are going to take her back to Wilcannia for a visit to her old stamping grounds. Although the old house has long gone, her old friend, the Jacaranda tree is still standing in the front yard.

			Being the positive and thoughtful person that she is, Robin would like to thank her children and all the people who have supported her throughout her journey.
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			Back row – Paul, Meagan, Roger and Cameron
Front row – Robin and Peter Stephenson

			Author’s note.
I had recently stayed at the caravan park in Wilcannia, a town that has historically been given a bad rap. I found that the park is popular with caravanners, so much so you have to book in; the town is clean, people friendly and the little coffee house serves very nice coffee.
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			Warrawong on the Darling, Wilcannia
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