Old Memories of Birkenhead

 and Chelsea

 by Olive Neal.

born 4 July 1903. died 20 Nov 1977 mar Sheldon Kindley.     Daughter of Moses and Marianne Neal.

My father and Mother lived in Union St Auckland City in the late 1890's, 

They then shifted to Hobsonville where Dad worked in the Pottery, until the Chelsea Sugar Works started to operate. We then moved to one of the little houses that the Sugar Company had built for its workers. The little cottage became too small for seven children, so we moved to a house at the bottom of Telephone Road, named because of the first Telephone to be connected to the sugar Works. The road is now called Rugby Rd.Charlie my brother was born there.

There were three shops at the top of Rugby Rd. The Barber with a striped pole. The grocer, where we used to get a big bag of lollies for a penny. A man called Mr Wallis used to come over from Auckland to Chelsea on the ferry boat, to sell clothes and drapery in the third shop. He used to come up our street carrying a big suitcase in each hand. Mum used to buy materials and cottons and give him a cup of tea. He later built a two storied house and shop, he lived there until he died. The shop still stands, but has been converted into a Restaurant.

There was also a Chinaman, who used to come over in the ferry boat to Chelsea. 

He used to come up Rugby Rd carrying two big baskets of vegetables on a pole on his shoulder.

I went to Northcote School for the first time from Rugby Rd, Ernest Alfred Ivy and myself, went through Le Roys Bush, over the bridge at the bottom and up the hill.

In the winter the bridge was flooded and the water was over my head. My brothers carried us over on their shoulders.

We shifted from Rugby Rd to Mokoia Rd, No 100, next door to where we built our home. There my grandfather Bentley lived with us. I loved him very much, he died there at the age of 87. He was Major John Daniel Bentley of the English Army, so he was accorded a military funeral. His coffin was carried on a gun carriage, draped with a British flag and drawn by 4 horses. A volley was fired over the grave, which is in the Birkenhead English Cemetery. There is no headstone on the grave.

While we lived in Mokoia Rd my brothers and I went to the Birkdale School. There was a horse drawn bus which used to leave from the first Birkenhead Post Office every morning. It was like a big box, with canvas sides that used to flap in the wind, and a couple of steps up the back. The driver sat up top with his big whip. on wet days we would ride to school. The fare was a penny. By the time it got to us it was so full someone had to sit outside with the driver.

Our milk was supplied by a Milk float. A funny little cart with wide flanges on the sides, and shelves on the inside for the milk cans. The cart was horse driven.

When the Chelsea Sugar Company got properly established, they built a Ferry and Coal Wharf. Where the large boats used to bring the raw sugar to be processed. we often used to have some Sugar Cane to suck. Dad used to get some off the boars.

They then started to think of the Social side of the Works, and formed a Social Committee. My Dad used to wear a large rosette of Blue and White ribbons.

Once a year they used to have a Sugar Works Picnic, it was a very big event for Birkenhead. The Sugar Company would hire a Ferry Boat, it would pick up passengers from Northcote to Chelsea. The ferry boat would nearly always be the Condor, a boat with two funnels and a wide deck. It would steam into Chelsea coal wharf [ before the Ferry Wharf was built ] with both funnels smoking and covered in bunting. All flags flying and a band playing on the top deck. It was a wonderful day for all of us. 

We would go down together helping to carry what we could. When we got down there, Dad would come striding up the wharf to meet us with his blue and white colours flying. I used to be so proud of him.

When everyone was on the boat, we steamed up the harbour, all flags flying and the band playing to Motutapu Island. There was a wharf there then, with a path around the shoreline to the picnic ground. We used to rush off to get a good place, by the fresh water stream, because we had to get water from there to boil our "Billie" for tea. After that the fun would start. There would be races, tug of war, guessing competitions, lollies scrambles. One man would dress up in big sugar sacks and they tied dozens of bags of lollies all over him. We used to have to give him a start and then chase him to get one. I was too little to get one for a while, but my brothers used got me one. 

Coming home on the old Condor we used to dance to band music and sing songs. Happy Days.

When the first World War started, the Military took over Motutapu Island for a War Base. The picnics continued at Pine Island, now called Herald Island where Shell and I won a prize for dancing. The picnic was also held at Browns Island.

When we left the house in Mokoia Rd No 100. My parents bought a home from the Chelsea Sugar Company for £900 for the house and grounds. It was opposite McGoverns Store as it was called then. It was always known as Paddy McGoverns shop. He always wore a very high crowned hat when serving in the shop, now known as the Mokoia Dairy.  

My family, Albert, Charlie and Grace lived in our old home opposite Paddy McGoverns until they became too old to maintain the grounds [in their seventies] They then bought a new brick home in Orewa. When my father died, aged 64 yrs the Sugar Company were very good to my Mum. The house and property became freehold. Dad had worked 6 days a week from when he first started with them.

When we shifted from Chelsea Village to Telephone Rd, [as was called then] My family had to carry all their furniture and belongings over "Duck Creek" bridge, which stretched across the beach to the bottom of Telephone Rd. The bridge was just two planks wide, and my brother Ernie fell into the water while he was carrying one of the beds. Our house was the first one on the left coming up from the beach. Later on Sam Pugh built a house below us.

My brother Ernest played in the first football team. Their jerseys were Green and White. Chelsea Sugar Company has played a big part in our family's life.

When my father used to work on a Sunday in the office on the Coal Wharf, Mum used to put a hot dinner on a plate, covered over with another plate and tie it up in a tea towel and fill up a billie with hot tea. I used to run from the top of Mokoia Rd to the Sugar Works, so it would be hot for Dad's dinner. It was no effort in those day's. There were three other shops built at the top of Rugby Rd after a few years. Peason's Drapery shop across the road from the first Post Office built in Birkenhead. Civil's on the left hand corner of the street, a grocer's shop. And a little towards Highbury, Stott's first butcher shop.

While we in Rugby Rd, Mum used to go out helping the sick. One day while she was at a confinement, Albert who was about 2 and a half, found a bottle of Brandy, that was kept for emergencies. He drank some and needless to say he was drunk. 

When Mum came home, he said "Brandy likes little boys".

The American Fleet visited Auckland Port about 1907. I remember my Mother taking us to Northcote Point to see them steam up the Harbour, it was a great day for us to see the War Ships. Mum dressed Ivy and I up. I can't remember the colours of our dresses, but I remember I had a little blue grey straw hat on, with a ring of blue and pink flowers on it. It was shaped like a poe.

That day we had to sit quietly on the bed, because Mr Wallis called and Mum couldn't pay him, and take us to see the War Ships.

I remember another time Ivy and I had new dresses, crushed strawberry pink, and my father stood me on a box to look at me. He then put his arms around me and hugged me. Dear Mum and Dad how I loved them.

When we lived in Mokoia Rd we used to go to the silent pictures in the old Forresters Hall opposite where the Birkenhead Council is now. 6 pence downstairs, one shilling and six pence upstairs.

We used to sit in the front row, and clap like mad when Mr Lanigan came in to play the piano. He used to sit on the stage at the side of the screen and play at top. He wore a dark suit and white shirt, with a high collar up ti his chin, with wings turned out. He had a big black moustache curled upwards. Coming home from the pictures we used to run like mad to beat the night cart man. If we didn't beat him we had to hold our noses. We didn't like that much.

There weren't many organised sports in the early days, but we used to go down to Duck Creek and swim. Mum, Ivy, and I in a dress. Albert riding on Mum's shoulders and Dad used to give us a ride on the "Jigger" through the Sugar Works, when we went down on a Sunday.

We had lots of fun and were never bored. They were simple times but we were happy and loved. Lovely memories. My father was always on the Committee on Picnic Days.

                                                Olive Kindley.

