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mission branches scattered round the edge of our island continent an
island as large as the continental united states flung back on their own
resources for leadership some of the branches withered as not only the
missionaries but many of the local men sailed away to active service with
the help of the men who stayed those in essential occupations the elderly
and the medically unfit most of the branches including ours survived

we children were evacuated to grenfell on february 18 1942 a

wholesale uprooting organized by the mission president grenfell was 240
miles west of sydney distant enough president orme hoped to keep the
children of the new south wales district safe from the inexorable japanese
advance not everyone felt the evacuation was necessary when a few

months later japanese midget submarines penetrated sydney harbour
and shelled waterfront suburbs president orme felt vindicated mean-
while he called plump motherly annie mccoy smith auntie anne to
lead the group and my real aunt and uncle to assist anne s husband was
overseas with the australian army and she and her two children were liv-

ing in a boarding house it was easier for her to leave than it would have
been for most other women in the branch

I1 was only eight and had a broken arm firmly encased in plaster that I1

picked at and crumbled when no one was watching I1 don t remember
being told we were going or the packing or the parting from my parents
I1 do remember the train journey all night in a crowded steam train that
labored up the blue mountains west of sydney down the other side to
lithgow and on across the great western plains now in my mind I1 am in

that jolting noisy grimy train again blackout restrictions are enforced
through the night blinds down and lights turned out when we stop at
nameless stations all signs have been removed to disgorge or take up pas-
sengers and freight or water for the engine some of the older children
sleep on the overhead luggage racks suitcases are packed between the fac-

ing bench seats and we little ones are stretched across head to toe head
to toe tired and dirty fretful and homesick we tumble out next morning
onto the anonymous platform at grenfell when the guard tells us we have
arrived we walk in crocodile two by two twenty seven children clutching
battered cardboard cases down the wide main street to two empty shops
that have been rented to house us As we settle into our new homes that
february day japanese bombs are falling on darwin australia s northern-
most city

auntie anne and her helpers are everywhere at once boys sleep in one
shop girls in the other straw mattresses are stretched side by side along the
ground floor of each shop huge tin and enamel cooking pots and pans are
waiting in the kitchen of the girls home with cases ofpears and apples and
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other provisions donated by local farmers soon we settle into a daily rou-
tine wash in two inches of tank water in a tin basin new south wales in

1942 is in the middle of a fierce drought dress and eat breakfast walk to
school home for lunch back to school home for homework tea sup-
per and games prayers and bed on sundays we have sunday school
with sacrament blessed by my uncle then a long afternoon walk followed
by stories or a sing along the weeks go by american forces arrive in the
south pacific and the battle of the coral sea turns the tide of the war in
dribs and drabs we are collected by our parents and taken back to the city

but the war drags on
looking back I1 marvel at the tenacity of the relief society women in

our branch for six years sick with worry about the safety of husbands and
sons at the battle front they carry the burden of much of the work of the
branch as well as supporting the local red cross they take first aid
courses and prepare surgical dressings they knit warm garments for ser-
vicemen and women in europe and provide comforts afternoon tea and
homemade cakes books magazines and games for convalescent soldiers
billeted in a makeshift hospital in what had been our municipal swimming
pool they pack bundles for britons clothing parcels for victims of the
blitz and dig up their front lawns to plant potatoes when sister gray dies
suddenly her husband at sea with the royal australian navy they take her
six children in and care for them for several years

in my modern day ward the primary children sing a bracket of carols
As they file back to their places a little noisy and excited because it is now
school holidays and almost christmas I1 remember my own schooldaysschooldays

and the excitement of breaking up for the long christmas holidays in

1944 a landmark summer vacation between primary and secondary
school during the intervening days before christmas the shops are
crowded despite rationing and shortages and the days are blazing hot
early on christmas eve dad sends me on several errands to deliver dressed
11 chooks from our own hen run potential christmas dinners placed care-
fully in the basket on the handlebars of my bicycle A haversack on my back
holds home grown lettuce and tomatoes and runner beans crisp and
fresh it is only now looking back that I1 realize that the recipients were the
branch widows and my deliveries were part of an unorchestrated but
unfailing support system of the branch there was no welfare program
not one family in the branch owned a refrigerator or a car or had a tele-
phone if there was a car parked outside the chapel when we turned the last

corner after our two mile walk to church we knew the mission president
was visiting
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my mind reverts to my eleven year old self and contemplates other
sundays other meetings fast day testimony meetings two hours at least
no time limits in those days unvaryingly divided among three elderly

widowed brethren just once in a while one of the three is absent and
someone else gets a turn I1 see my perspiring childish self sitting on a hard
form feel once again my bare legs sticking to the varnish while I1 gaze out
the open side door to where the brennansbrennannBren nans who live next door to the chapel
are drinking icy cold beer on their front verandah they won t go to the
celestial kingdom I1 think smugly I1 wonder what we will have for tea when
we break our fast that evening I1 wonder what will happen to the chapel
when the call comes to gather to zion in america and we all sail away to me
and the other children this long expected event was always just around the
corner though we knew quite well the call wasngasn t going to come in wartime

one of the brothers is up to the part where e is a umble man unhedunbed
icated and not really fit for his aghigh and oly calling of sunday school
superintendent but that the prophet joseph was a umble unhedicatedunmedicated
man too I1 am just getting old enough to work out for myself that the
prophet joseph may have been uneducated when he was called but did not
forever stay that way certainly not for the number of years that I1 have been
listening to this brother repeat these sentiments each fast day two of the
gleanerscleanersGleaners sitting behind me groan im and is umble ide one fumes
how long do we have to go on listening to him it wasngasn t all that much

longer I1 must have been about twelve or thirteen when he caught pneu-
monia and died we all missed him dreadfully testimony meetings were
never the same again but strangely they weren t better without him

at last the six years of war which had seemed interminable are over
the boys boys no longer but hard seasoned men are beginning to
come home from those faraway places unimaginable to australian war-
time children but with names as familiar as the next suburb el alameinkalamein
and tobrukbobruk crete and italy malaya and changibhangi and port moresby and the
kokodahokoda trail no longer do the aged the infirm and the women have to
run the branch

A year after VJ day american missionaries begin to return shipping
is still scarce berths hard to obtain but gradually they come there is great
rejoicing in the australian mission but these missionaries are not quite the
same as their brothers and cousins and friends who were here before the war
these are veterans with a maturity not simply the result of their extra years
but born of their experiences in battle unlike many of their predecessors
their testimonies are strong before they begin their missionary service
we who knew them think there has never been another generation of
missionaries like them
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the branch begins to grow we welcome the new members who come
in a steady stream over the succeeding years more branches are organized
and we children grow up and marry the new converts rather than each
other as we had childishly planned the call never does come instead we
are counseled to remain and build up the church in australia and are
promised that every blessing of the restored gospel will be ours if we do so
most of us stay and the blessings come new commodious brick chapels
with recreation halls and classrooms are built priesthood quorums and
stakes seminaries and institutes and family history libraries are organized
two church presidents and countless general authorities visit and finally
gloriously a temple is built

but we have lost something too I1 sit on the stand and mourn our
missing feeling of community and wonder what we can do to regain it

three wards meet in our chapel now we can t come early to socialize
because we have to wait for the ward before us to leave because of the exi-

gencies of the block program there is no time for fellowshippingfellowshipping between
meetings because another ward is waiting we can t reproduce the after-
church hymn singing sessions round the organ that I1 enjoyed so much as a

child inflated land prices have driven most of the young families away and
street after street has been transformed into low priced medium density
apartment blocks few members of our multiculturalmulticultural ward stay more than
the time it takes them to save enough to move on to a pleasanterpleasannerplea santer area

there must be something I1 can do As I1 ponder the universal message
of christmas I1 know that I1 must reach out I1 must not live in the glow of
what was but try to make today as meaningful as yesterday I1 look lovingly
and with new eyes at my ward members the preponderance of dark eyes and
black hair symbolizing a new australia they are different from the fair
haired blue eyed congregation I1 remember but they are enriching our
country and our culture and revitalizing our ward with their energy and
their testimonies As the familiar christmas scriptures wrap us in love I1

catch delice s eye and she smiles at me and I1 realize that these too are my
family my friends my faith

marjorie newton mnewtontigcomau serves as assistant director of the mort
dale stake family history centre and as teacher improvement coordinator in the
bankstownBankstown ward she is the author of southern cross saints the mormonscormons in australia
and twice winner of the reese award presented by the mormon history association for
both her masters thesis and doctoral dissertation this essay won second prize in the
BYU studies personal essay contest for 1996
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