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Interview with Lionel & Claire Bowen, Kensington, Thursday 3 April 2008

	1.00 T1
	Introduction

	0.14 T2
	Lionel came to the Randwick area when he was about six. His family moved to a number of rented homes then lived above a shop in Anzac Parade. Rents were cheaper there at 37/6 per week. His parents divorced. His father, was a son of Sam Bowden, tailor at Railway Square where he built his own six storey building and was prosperous.  

	2.56
	Lionel’s mother was a school cleaner and belonged to the Miscellaneous Workers Union but opposed the communists in the union. The family was poor. Claire’s father was a mechanic with a motor bike shop in Wentworth Avenue. He always had work and sold the bikes on terms to young men. Her father sometimes watched bike races at the Maroubra Speedway.

	5.54
	Lionel first attended the Kensington Primary School then the Catholic school. Fees were minimal. Buildings have changed over time. Claire attended the Convent School. She remembers the ‘pubo’ kids who sang out at them across the road. It wasn’t a permanent hostility. Discipline was tough; ‘the brothers were savage with the cane’. All the teachers were brothers and nuns. Lionel went on to study at Sydney Tech where he matriculated. He studied Latin so that he could do law. Studying part time was ‘hard going’ and it was the Depression era. 

	10.18
	Both Claire and Lionel were 15 when they left school. Claire’s mother believed a girl should get a university education. Claire was the only one of her class who went to university; a couple went to Teachers’ College. Claire studied Botany at school so had coaching in chemistry before starting university. She did an apprenticeship, studying in the morning and working at a chemist shop in the afternoon in Gardiner’s Road Kingsford. She walked to work which took about 15 minutes.

	12.06
	Kingsford shopping centre was very different then with five chemist shops and a lot of different shops. Everyone walked to the shops; few people had cars but Lionel had friends, the Phillips boys who had a car. They often went to the beach. Claire’s father always had a car. 

	13.30
	Lionel’s family was poor. His mother Elsie supported her mother and an invalid brother as well as Lionel, earning about £2 per week. She cleaned the Technical College at Darlinghurst and her mother helped at home. 
Lionel’s mother was ‘a bit of a firebrand’ and took on the unionists; she was a member too. She had grown up in Ultimo. Lionel saw his father each Thursday night so there were split loyalties. His father Samuel gave him £1 per week.

	16.38
	Claire’s family always went to Maroubra Beach; sometimes by car and sometimes by tram. The children had bikes, went to the three picture theatres at Kingsford, Kensington. They saw serials as well as the films. Lionel also saw films. Claire played tennis. Marists brothers had handball courts and  Lionel played on the weekend. Claire played basketball, tennis, croquet and vigoro at school. Skipping was big too. There was a male physical culture instructor at the convent. He had a ginger moustache with waxed ends. Claire also had elocution lessons at school.

	19.44
	Both fathers were not Catholics. Lionel’s uncle had brain injury when struck by a team of horses. It was a big burden for Lionel’s mother. His mother cried when she couldn’t pay the rent. His father was an alcoholic.

	21.40
	Claire remembers religious special days at the church and school. 

	22.30
	Claire used to have rides on her father’s motorbike. The Bowens did not get a car until the 1950s, a few years after they married. It was a second hand Holden which had been a Nestlé traveller’s car. That was when they both got their driver’s licences. Lionel had access to a car through the Phillips boys. His mother said he was ‘monkey cunning’. They would go to Narrabeen to camp.

	24.14
	Kensington was safer then and windows and doors could be left open. In those days you saw your neighbours often and talked. Cars have ‘stopped the conversation in the street’. Claire used to enjoy the local dances. They had a ‘sing-song’ around the piano with friends and even played ‘Postman’s Knock’.  Lionel and Claire both learnt to dance at a dancing studio in the city or ‘town’. Lionel got used to town as he got a job in there. Tennis was a ‘big deal’ and they both played.

	27.14
	Lionel bought the Kensington house when he was only about 17 in 1939 and he and his family moved in. Not long after Lionel and Claire married they moved to the Kensington house. Lionel’s mother had started up a nursing home or convalescent home with the need of her brother in mind. She knew a nurse who helped her. After working at Sydney Tech College she had cleaned Sydney Boys’ High School which was more convenient. Claire and Lionel have lived in the house for 54 years.

	30.00
	Lionel and Claire had eight children. Claire did some voluntary work at St Vincent de Paul at Glebe and Woollahra. Kensington has undergone changes with renovations, the shopping centre is now mainly eating places and traffic has increased but the University has made the greatest change. Parking is a problem in their street now but the street remains quiet. When the racecourse was still at Kensington the trams would pull up and the guards would watch the races. Everyone took an interest in the races. The Bowens owned two horses ‘Gleam’ and ‘Semper Primo’. Lionel often went to the races and knew some jockeys through the Bridge family. Tony King was another friend who was a manager at the racecourse. He was married to Paul Keating’s sister.

	34.20
	Lionel belonged to the Labor League. He was elected as an Alderman in 1948. His mother’s interest in unions and membership of the local League contributed to Lionel’s interest in politics. She had also encouraged him to take up law after he took work in a lawyer’s office. When someone retired from the Council was suggested that he stand in West Ward.  

	36.15
	Issues which interested Lionel on the Randwick Council included his support of the Community Hotel and health. ‘Politics is a game’ which makes people want to move on. The party was an important back up in the role of representing the local community. Lionel remembers men like Danny Curtin and others. Lionel supported the establishment of the Book Mobile. Fred Waller lived opposite the Bowens and became the driver of the unit. It was the biggest unit in the Southern Hemisphere, was very successful and fulfilled a need. The depot used to be at Kensington Oval. The Labor Party supported services for the less privileged. Harry Jensen was ‘a great fellow’ and was responsible for a move to establish a school for the intellectually disabled after meeting a woman who was caring for such children in a Daceyville house. The Council responded with the purchase of ‘Windgap’. Jensen was humane and also a good orator. 

	43.30
	The Labor Party was supportive of people with ideas to improve things

	44.00
	Lionel saw State politics as a place for more action. He was absent from home a lot with meetings. The children were all healthy and Claire managed. Claire did join the local League although she came from a Liberal background. 

	45.45
	Lionel’s period in State politics meant that his interests broadened. The University had a great impact on Kensington and helped the Labor Party with student support. The locals also benefitted

	47.40
	Federal politics was like ‘playing in the A Grade’. Danny Curtin retired so the seat of Kingsford-Smith became available. Lionel’s focus was broadened and focussed on standard of living. He went to Canberra from Tuesday morning until Friday night. He stayed in Canberra at the Kurrajong Hotel at first then boarded with Claire’s aunt ‘Ede’.

	50.35
	Lionel’s experience in the Whitlam Labor government and its impact at the local level. Everyone was keen despite the mistakes. One focus was improving education and the contribution people could make. Lionel considers he had ‘a lucky run’ and saw a lot of change. His role as Attorney General suited Lionel. Appointments were important. Often wives would suggest their husbands should have office.  

	57.00 T3
	Kensington today is ‘wonderful place’. Changes include a population that is mainly Chinese, high rise, renovations with population growth and houses worth a million dollars. Lionel paid £1 500 for his house. It is a varied district with many facilities; ‘we’ve done good’.

	1.00.00
	End of Interview


