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By ROD CAMPBELL A Narrabundah snob from the wrong side

NARRABUNDAH is the snobbiest suburb in Canberra.

I'm not talking about that snooty-nosed lot from the upper reaches of the suburb who come out of the woodwork every few years to demand, over the roar of their Volvo engines, that their patch be renamed "Narrabundah Heights".

No, I'm talking about the inverse snobbery which condemns all those residents from the "wrong" side of Captain Cook Crescent to years of second-class citizen ship. The "wrong" side of that eucalypt lined boulevard is, of course, the new side.

I grew up on the wrong side — in Sprent Street — and it took 27 years before I was accepted as a real "Narrabundah Boy". "Grew up" is not totally accurate but I did spend years 10 to 19, and isolated later periods, in different parts of the suburb.

My acceptance came at a St Edmund's — "Sneddies", to those who went there — reunion last year when 50-odd lads from the HSC class of 1967 got together to relive old adventures, check out bald patches and spreading waistlines and to find out if anyone had become rich and famous. Narrabundah Boys don't become very rich or very famous but a few were doing pretty well and one is in Federal Parliament (but he's lost all his hair). The lads from Strzelecki Crescent, McIntyre Street and Tallara Parkway let me on to the Narrabundah Boys table for the reunion dinner. I had been accepted.

Growing up

Growing up in Narrabundah in the 1960s was all about getting a dink home from school with "Chopsy", fighting with the kids from Narrabundah High and avoiding them with the boys from Queanbeyan. They were really tough.

It was about getting strapped for not wearing your cap all the way home from school (who were the old busybodies who spied on us from behind curtained windows at 3.30 every afternoon and dobbed us into the headmaster?), tossing said cap down a drain on the day you finished Sixth Grade, and getting into big trouble for not turning up to watch the First XV in full school uniform.

It was about a game of cowboys and Indians — with "Grub" and "Coke" and "Fatty" — which raged over half a dozen back fences all one afternoon, and riding six abreast on our bikes down Throsby Crescent on the way home from school, daring the motorists to take us on.

It involved delivering papers from the Griffith Newsagency after school for 3/6 a week and consuming most of that princely sum in sixpenny advances for sherbets and gob-stoppers. And it was about riding your bike from Narrabundah to Reid — over the wooden bridge which once graced the Molonglo — to play hockey in dense fog and sub-zero temperatures. It was the Pie Nights for the altar boys from St Benedict's and St Christopher's and the bellyaches which followed an overdose of coco nut ice and chocolate crackles on Tuck Day.

Eventually, it also included the girls from the Catholic high schools at Braddon (now called Merici College) and across the road (now St Clare's). This, in turn, involved a room full of gawky, pimply 16 year-old boys partnering each other as a teacher vainly tried to instil the rudiments of the Pride of Erin and Canadian Three Step into our unwilling minds and bodies. We then went off to our first school dance at the Haydon Centre at Manuka and, after finally overcoming mind-numbing fear, ended up jiving, or doing something, which passed for the Twist, much to the disdain of our teacher-chaperones.

The end of Canberra

We moved into spartan "upper" Narrabundah during the winter of 1960. It was the end of Canberra (and still is) and the end of the world. I'll never forget standing at the bus stop in Dalrymple Street in July as the icy wind howled across the barren wasteland which is now Red Hill. It blew right through you, especially if you were a weedy little 10-year-old with nobbly knees and shorts. Jack Knight, a legend among Canberra bus drivers, drove the Red Hill to-Kingston bus, and I used to stand be side him and operate the doors.

When I first started at St Edmund's, I didn't even know where I lived. It was a long and perplexing hike to find one's way from McMillan Circle to Sprent Street. A boy named Russell lived on the same street and he got the job of escorting me home on his bike. It was my first dink. The next year I got my own bike, a brand spanking new red Malvern Star with back-peddle brakes. Narrabundah Boys made do with back-peddle brakes. We didn't need gears (our parents couldn't afford them, anyway).

As I recall it, we used to behave pretty atrociously on our bikes, breaking every rule of the road and common sense in our exploits. I guess we were no different to the BMX and skateboard riders of today. We were lucky no one got killed, although one kid got badly smashed up and only just managed to survive. We were still mucking around on our bikes (by this time they'd been passed down to a younger brother) in Sixth Form when a horde of us turned up to our last school assembly yahooing and in shorts and with bits of card board clicking against the spokes. We were thrown out, told to go home and come back for an HSC exam when we grew up".

When my family moved to Narrabundah, the high school wasn't there. An immense pine plantation ran down our street and covered the area where the school now is. Beyond it was an orchard (for nicking apples from) and a chicken run. When they started work on the school and the houses in Green Street, down came most of the pine trees and, lo and behold, there, among the fallen trees, stood the greatest collection of sticky hiding places a young boy could ever hope to sec. It was a sad day when the trees and our hideouts got carted away.

We used to play among the granite boulders on Rocky Knob (in the days before Rocky Knoll had been invented), up around the reservoir on Mt Mugga Mugga, and ride our bikes up and down the open drain in Griffith Park and then to explore them underground all the way to Telopea Park. When they built Hindmarsh Drive in the late 60s, I remember haring down the western side, overtaking vehicles, on a tandem. We must have been mad.

I'm sure there was racial and religious prejudice in Narrabundah 28 years ago but I was pretty well oblivious to it. The old taunting rhymes about Catholics and Protestants still linger in the subconscious but I don't recall ever using them or having them hurled derisively at me.

Lots of migrants lived in the suburb, mainly east of Sturt Avenue, but other than a vague garlicky aroma at lunch times, their "foreignness" didn't really register. And I can remember the houses in Looranah Street where the front gardens had been turned over to the cultivation of spuds and cabbages, just like the little market gardens back in Italy. Not being into aesthetic urban landscaping at age 10 or 11 I used to think how lucky they were to have all those vegies on hand.

In my naivety, I must have missed something for it came as a bit of shock when some of my foreign-born classmates, during that reunion last year, related tales of school-days prejudice. As I recall, I had mates who were German, Dutch, Polish, Italian and Hungarian and never knew the difference. We had neighbours from Cambodia and the Philippines and, a quarter of a century later, I can still remember their names, some of our games and their "strange" food. The only kids I recall hating or fearing were dinky-di Australians. 

Rough Australians

And there were some pretty rough Australians in our suburb. Some of them still pop up regularly in the Canberra courts. One apparently died in a police chase in Sydney many years ago. For some unfathomable reason, one of the toughest of them befriended me for a while, taking me under his wing and protecting me from other hoods. He used to win lots of marbles from me — "dibs", as we used to call them — which may have had something to do with it. I didn't realise he was a hood until he showed me how to smash the windows in the scout hall. I was horrified and never had anything to do with him thereafter.

Narrabundah has changed a lot in 28 years. Gone are many of the old pre-fabs from what used to the numbered streets between Matina Street and Kootara Cres cent. As a 16-year-old, I used to deliver the Christmas mail in First to Ninth Streets and recall getting a 10/- tip from the old Russian priest in Matina Street. I was so embarrassed by his generosity — I'm not sure if it was altruism or just a stubborn determination to deny the claims of the regular posties — that 1 spent most of it on a jar of nuts and put it anonymously in the priest's letterbox.

Those humble streets now have more than their share of four-wheel drives and pot-belly stoves. I wonder if their inhabit ants still invite teenage posties in for a cuppa and a piece of cake at Christmas?

You can't ride the drains under Manuka these days and Jack Knight isn't driving buses any more. I don't believe attendance at the First XV game in full St Edmund's uniform is compulsory these days and I bet they don't teach gawky teenagers to do the Pride of Erin.

Most of the kids have moved out to the "new towns" of Belconnen and Tuggeranong and have kids of their own. I'm one of them. But many of our parents are still there, living in the same guvvie houses. The houses are quieter now and the streets would be too if it wasn't for all the through traffic and the trendy little restaurants which have arrived.

I'm not Sure what grandchildren do to amuse themselves these days. Do marauding bands of cowboys still go "whoop" and "bang" and trample flower beds or has that disappeared from my suburb, too?

Gone are many of the old pre-fabs from what used to be the numbered streets between Matina Street and Kootara Crescent.
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