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Betty Dawe, with her husband, started the first dry-cleaning business in Victor Harbor in 
the early 1950s. 
 
Welcome Betty. Let’s start at the very beginning, when were you born and where? 
 
BD: Goodness gracious me! I was born in 1928 in 206 Young Street, Unley. I’ve always classed myself 
as an Unley person because I was born in Unley, educated in Unley, married, the whole works, until I 
came to Victor Harbor to live. 
 
What did your parents do for a living? 
 
BD: We had a shoe factory and that was called Edwards Unley which they made into Ed Unley. It was a 
family concern but I always wanted to work in the office and I used to play in the office on the typewriter 
and muck around but my parents thought it would be better if I went out into the world. 
 
I went to Unley Primary School and then I did a short period in High School but I went to Charteris 
Business College for twelve months and did shorthand, typing and book-keeping. Charteris Business 
College was wonderful. That was before the war period when we had air raid practice, you had to get 
under tables and all this in case. It was a bad period actually. 
 
One little thing was, on stage a lot with dancing and materials were very precious and we used 
cheesecloth and dyed it and paper stuff to make costumes. I was very short and to have a ration book, 
you had to be five feet to get a ration book and I was four foot eleven and three quarters and my 
headmistress, bless her heart, put me down as five feet! (chuckles) I remember that. 
 
I had a lovely job for five and a half years at Unley Council and that was during the war period also. 
Anyhow that’s another story about Unley. I went to Unley Park Baptist Church, my mother and father 
were married there, schoolteachers; and so I was married there. 
 
I came to Victor Harbor in 1949. 
 
Any brothers or sisters? 
 
BD: No brothers or sisters. 
 
You were the sole child? 
 
BD: My mother and father both had big families, so I had hundreds and hundreds of cousins and aunties 
and uncles! 
 
I’m an only child. Your first job was Unley Council? 
 
BD: Yes. 
 
You moved to Victor in 1949. 
 
BD: I was married in 1949 and we came straight down here and took twelve months to build our home, 
the first house in Churchill Road. 
 
Before you get on to that, why did your parents make the move to Victor Harbor anyway? 
 
BD: They didn’t. 
 
Just you. 
 



BD: I didn’t want to marry, I didn’t want to go to the country to live and my husband was going to work in 
the shoe factory but that didn’t eventuate. His father needed a little bit of help in Victor Harbor. 
So that was the main reason for choosing to live down here. 
 
BD: Yes. My husband, before the War worked at Victor Surgical Instruments department but after the 
War everything was changed and he was a singer and he was training to go overseas but after the War 
he had to start again. 
 
Was he a singer professionally? Was he earning a living as a singer? 
 
BD: No, no, but he was going to go to England. 
 
To study? 
 
BD: He was Conservatorium trained. 
 
You mentioned the dancing Betty. Who taught you to dance? 
 
BD: Goodness me! I started at five to learn tap dancing. I did a solo on the lovely theatre in Rundle 
Street, the Regent Theatre. I remember top hat, white tie and tails, tap dancing that was. Then I did 
ballet with Eileen Hogarth. I did calisthenics for many years with Combined Church Clubs Association 
and we went to Ballarat for competitions. Even when the War came that stopped that for a while. 
 
I had a little class myself at the Unley Oval, callisthenics and dancing and then I came to Victor Harbor 
and that’s another story. There was nothing down here but a Youth Club. My father was a gymnast so I 
knew all the technique of it but I never actually did the horse part and tumbling and all that. 
 
Acrobatics. 
 
BD: I never did the acrobatics. I used to tell the children what to do, “Arch your back. Be careful.” I was a 
good teacher but I couldn’t do it. Then we changed and we had a lot of demonstrations on Warland 
Reserve on New Year’s Eve and they had the procession down the main street and all the gymnasts, all 
the boys in their lovely whites, their beautiful white. They had equipment put on Warland Reserve and 
had a real evening concert. I trained the girls with club swinging and rods and a little dance, “Wedding of 
the Painted Doll”. Got them out their sandshoes. It was only for about four years; I used to go up to Mt 
Breckan, they had a big gymnasium at the back when the pilots were up there during the War. I only did 
that for four years and then I was pregnant with my first child so I stopped. 
 
When the children were born and old enough there was nothing here for them so we found a lovely ballet 
teacher and brought her down and now the town’s full of them. All the children can go to all sorts. 
 
That’s right, there are dozens of dance teachers down here. 
 
BD: Yes. 
 
You mentioned earlier that on New Year’s Eve and they blocked off the whole of Ocean Street. 
 
BD: That’s right, they had dancing in the main street. 
 
As well as on Warland Reserve? 
 
BD: There was a big guest house, a three-storeyed guest house in the middle, a big white place in the 
middle of the street. They had music from up there and it was like going to the Town Hall; every 
Saturday night it was dancing at the Town Hall. It was like in the main street and at New Year’s Eve at 
12 o’clock everything stopped and everybody, even if a stranger, we all had a cuddle and if you were 
lucky you might get a kiss! The Mayor spoke and all the dignitaries were up on the balcony and the 
Mayor spoke to everyone. 
 



A few years later, after that, New Year’s Eve was still on Warland Reserve and they were speaking more 
from The Crown but it became a bit dangerous. There was interference with the speaker and it was a bit 
embarrassing for the Mayor and that’s when they cut that out. 
 
They’ve dropped that now of course. Did they have a band in those days? 
 
BD: Not the full town band but they had music. 
 
Didn’t have a rock band or a dance? 
 
BD: Dance type music yes. 
 
Not the rock band type like they have now? 
 
BD: No, no, nice waltzes. 
 
Exactly, in those days we had a bit of style. 
 
While we’re on Ocean Street Betty, what were your early memories of Ocean Street? 
 
BD: The Banks were all there; the Post Office of course, little shops. Bell’s Corner was big; they had 
menswear at one end. After that they had groceries but I won’t go into that history. Upstairs was hats, 
the women wore hats to Church and they had Birks Showroom and Birks would come down with their 
special things, it was quite classy upstairs. Bells are still there but there’s a great history with that store. 
 
The theatre, the theatre of course is still there and for many years, in fact only just recently I realised that 
they took the cistern where you pulled the chain out of the women’s rest room because that was all part 
of the past but now they have to push the button. (Chuckles).  
 
Then they had the Coffee Palace which now is a hardware store and the big guest house and further 
along. Every year it changed but it was the hub of the town. We had people who came to our door, the 
butcher, grocer, greengrocer; and took orders and your milk was delivered of course and bread was 
delivered. Then they would take your order and then come and deliver it and on a Friday afternoon it was 
nearly like going down to Rundle Street, you dressed up a little bit more. Go down Friday afternoon, I 
remember, not necessarily gloves on and all this but you’d pay your bills, and see your friends down the 
street. 
 
Those were the days when people looked good and tried to dress up properly and look smart. 
Your husband’s father worked at Bell’s? 
 
BD: Yes he did. He was asked to come to Victor Harbor very seriously because he was first cornet 
player at Tanunda Band then he was Bandmaster of Angaston Band. He had a Menswear shop in 
Angaston and for him to come to Victor Harbor he had to have employment. They got him a job, 
procured him a job, at Bells in the men’s department. 
 
He was quite a well-dressed man, I’m digressing slightly, when he did come to Victor Harbor and the 
band, he started the first New Year’s Eve procession, down the main street and started the Father 
Christmas. The bandsmen would go up and down and ask for donations of lollies for the children. He 
was a very serious band musician and the band was really built up; it was good.  
 
Now, getting back to working at Bells. Mrs Dawe, my mother-in-law, was a tailoress and when they did 
alterations she would have a 12 lb iron and press garments and eventually, somewhere along the line, 
he bought this little machine that held three garments like a man’s trousers, vest and suit-coat. You had 
to put white spirits in it, which wasn’t water, it wasn’t detergents, and they called it dry-cleaning because 
it was spirit. They turned the handle to the right; then they turned the handle to the left. In latter years 
when they did go in to dry-cleaning properly they used that for water-proofing clothes but that was the 
start in a very small way because he worked at Bells. Then they went to a house in Burke Street, Victor 
Harbor, opposite the Anglican Church, and there was a large shed at the back and he started dry-
cleaning in a bigger way than with this little machine where you turned the handle. 



 
So he bought more equipment? 
 
BD: Yes, yes and a boiler which was fired, something wood. 
 
Timber. 
 
BD: Timber boiler, yes. 
 
That was the boiler for the steam? 
 
BD: That was for the steam for the pressing of the clothes. Dry-cleaning in those days was in a big way 
because fabrics were delicate, women went to dances with beautiful frocks, men had lovely dress suits 
and Lodges; they had their shirts and ties and everything, and everybody dressed up very, very well in 
those days. You just couldn’t wash everything. 
 
That’s when they developed dry-cleaning. 
 
BD: That’s when dry-cleaning, we had so many depots. 
 
Before you get on to that, because that’s the shop later on. In those days, dry-cleaning was a lot 
more work than it was later on when you got better equipment and you got more chemicals. 
 
BD: Yes, absolutely. 
 
When you were in Burke Street, you had the iron burner for the steamer, did you have steam 
irons then as well? 
 
BD: Steam irons, yes for pressing the women’s frocks mainly and the steam press that was used to 
press the trousers and suit coats, woollies. 
 
This was in Burke Street? 
 
BD: Yes. 
 
Then you used white spirits. 
 
BD: White spirits, yes. They still have white spirits; and certain chemicals for certain stains. 
 
Which were different from the white spirits? 
 
BD: Oh yes. 
 
Do you remember what those chemicals were? 
 
BD: Oh, heavens! There were so many, so many. (chuckles) 
 
Too much to ask you to remember! There were lots, so were they dangerous? Did you have to be 
careful about fumes and things? 
 
BD: It’s like the hardware shop where you buy things these days to clean your house but they were; I’ve 
got a book in there on spotting. It’s like recipes. A certain stain like coffee, ink and one of the hardest 
stains was orange cordial. 
 
What about blood? 
 
BD: There’s a certain lily that has pollen and it’s the hardest thing in the world to get out. You know 
yourself with washing things. In those days they didn’t have the detergents, they didn’t have the washing. 



You had your copper and you had your Velvet soap and you had certain things, vinegar and all the carb. 
soda and stuff to try but we had more sophisticated chemicals. 
 
Did you have to be careful of fumes and things like that for your health? 
 
BD: That was alright. 
 
You didn’t have to wear masks or anything? 
 
BD: No, plenty of ventilation.  
 
Fans were blowing around especially in the summer. 
 
BD: Yes. It was a lovely job in the winter. 
 
Gets nice and warm in the winter, yes. Before we get into more about the cleaning and you built 
the business in Coral Street. When you moved into the house here, where you are still; sixty odd 
years later, you mentioned something about the circuses on the Oval just across the road. 
 
BD: Living here was lovely and it seemed as though it was a long way from the Hospital, a long way 
from the Cemetery, it was a long walk from the main street but not now. We had the dirt road and no 
electricity and of course I was a city girl and I had to have a copper and the City Engineer of Unley had 
chosen my fruit trees and they were all planted here. Of course, some animals came in and ate the tops 
off and all this sort of thing. It was all almond trees and we had two big gum trees we had to remove. 
That’s beside the point. 
 
We built and we didn’t have any fences for a while or anything but we were very close to Oval Road. I 
didn’t want my husband to buy the block on the corner in case the River flooded. Of course we did have 
a couple of floods but they go straight down over the oval. In those days there would always be a circus 
come along, perhaps two or three a year. 
 
Two or three a year, not just one a year? 
 
BD: Oh yes. Not just Wirth’s Circus; Victor Harbor was such a tourist place. I can remember lying in bed 
and listening to lions roaring and all these poor animals who were being carted around but in those days 
the circus was full of animals. I have a photograph, black and white photograph, of three elephants in the 
Inman River from Wirth’s Circus. 
 
That’s lovely. 
 
BD: Yes. 
 
In those days the river was probably a bit fuller than it is now. 
 
BD: They take a lot of water off up higher now and then sewerage used to come down and that was 
fixed up; there were all reeds in the river, which silted the river. 
 
So you went to the circus yourself? 
 
BD: Oh yes. 
 
And the kids? 
 
BD: Oh of course. 
 
Do the kids remember that, because they would have been quite young? 
 
BD: Oh yes, some of the cousins would come down. 
 



How marvellous. Betty what was on, was the Oval used for sports then? 
 
BD: Always football, cricket. 
 
Always football and cricket? 
 
BD: As now. Everybody coming, you knew when the siren would go and I like living near the Oval; 
there’s all sorts of activity. They’d come with their cars and they’d get early and sit in their cars all 
afternoon and it didn’t matter if it rained for the footie match – they still do that. 
 
Do you still walk over there and have a little walk around the Oval? 
 
BD: Oh yes, I had a golden retriever and then when he died my daughter had a golden retriever and now 
so many people walk down Churchill Road with their dog and over the bridge. That’s another historic 
story; the ANZAC Bridge was pulled down at the other end and then it was sort of nothing for a long 
time. The people down there were a bit grounded off; they had to go right around but the whole town, all 
the Service Clubs joined together and they built this bridge across for the High School children to go 
down and for the people living down there. Rotary, Lions, the two Rotary Clubs, Zonta, we all contributed 
and physically worked and built that bridge and the town council helped us with certain equipment and 
so on. Then that started, when it finished they said, “Let’s have a dinner.” They called it the Combined 
Service Clubs’ Dinner and that still goes once a year and I haven’t missed one of them. 
 
Really? That’s marvellous Betty. I don’t understand why Council didn’t build a bridge. 
 
BD: We had the Bandstand in Grosvenor Gardens in disrepair; we had this particular bridge here in 
disrepair and they didn’t have the money to fix it all up. They pulled them down. I went to a Brisbane 
Conference for Zonta with Liz Cooper; she was a Councillor for many, many years. We went to Brisbane 
main street and admired this lovely bandstand type thing. 
 
She went to the Council and got plans and permissions and so the bandstand in Grosvenor Gardens at 
present started off with the Zonta girls but the Council paid for it of course. We paid for the tiles because 
the original tiles were all pulled up; I know all this because not only because my father-in-law in the band 
but the dry-cleaning, our Victor Drycleaners that we did build later, was opposite the bandstand and I 
saw it all pulled down. That hurt. 
 
Was Grosvenor Gardens the same as it is now? 
 
BD: The trees were much, I saw the trees planted; they’re huge now. Yes, we didn’t have a pedestrian 
crossing but we didn’t have the population then. The Times office was still there. 
 
But the band gave concerts on that bandstand? 
 
BD: Yes. 
 
Was there one regularly every week? 
 
BD: They used to come round and have concerts Sunday afternoons and different things, yes. The band 
is marvellous really, they come out – it’s all voluntary. Once a year or so they have their big concert 
where they have it in the Town Hall or in the Recreation Centre. 
 
This has happened in your time. They’re a very good band. What’s next on our list to talk about? 
 
BD: We were talking about the dry-cleaning. 
 
We’ll come to that now. You told me another story about how you met your husband, Sid. Tell us 
about that. 
 
BD: He was at the Conservatorium learning, studying singing, he had a beautiful bass baritone voice 
and he sang, I’m a bit biased! I was twelve and a half and my mother had a big operation and my cousin, 



three years older, we came down to Warringa Guest House for a little break, on the train. In those days, 
mostly you stopped at Mt Barker for a cup of tea, steam trains. All the years my husband and I were 
courting one weekend I would come down to Victor Harbor on the train and then another weekend he 
would come up to Adelaide. That’s the only time we saw one another. 
This is before when I was twelve and a half and we were sitting there and my husband was standing, 
there were people in the aisle standing as far as Adelaide to Strathalbyn. 
 
A long way. 
 
BD: A long way and we were sitting there and my mother pulled him by the cardigan or something he 
had on and said, “There’s a seat down here you can sit.” She was knitting away and of course the 
needle flipped up, everybody, they didn’t talk to one another then until they were introduced. The needle 
nearly flicked him and we started talking. When we got to Victor Harbor by that time we were quite 
friendly, he helped us down with our cases, and my father-in-law was there with the dry-cleaning van and 
he said, “Hello Dad, look what I’ve got!” meaning one woman and two young kids and a lot of cases. 
Being a gentleman he took us to our guesthouse. Then he invited us to a musical evening. My husband 
would never sing unless he had a proper pianist, so that was all arranged and we looked at one another, 
my cousin and I, and we said, “Oh a musical evening.” So out Mr Dawe came with his cornet and my 
husband started to sing, oh wow! 
 
How old was Sid, was he a bit older than you? 
 
BD: Four and a half years. 
 
Older than you? 
 
BD: Mm. 
 
So he was seventeen? 
 
BD: Yeah but that was all before the War. We were both in the Choral Society; I didn’t sing but I did the 
dancing and some of the choreography. Then I went to the Victor Harbor High School and did four 
shows with Rob Maumill, he was the Producer. We did Oliver! My Fair Lady, The King and I, that was my 
favourite, and Oklahoma. After that I was on a steam press working all week and I couldn’t go off for a 
week’s rehearsals with the High School kids so I had very sadly to give it up. 
 
Is the painting on the wall in the lounge-room of your husband playing a role? 
 
BD: Chu Chin Chow That was a big production and at Victor Harbor Town Hall there were eighty odd in 
that cast. They had to line up, some of them dressed as servants in different coloured skins, stripped to 
the waist, the men with their big fans waving. They had to line up to get up stairs up on to the stage. I 
believe in England they had people and elephants on stage. 
 
In big productions, yes. Eighty is a lot for the Town Hall. 
 
BD: It was but they did all the Gilbert and Sullivans, the lovely White Horse Inn and all those lovely old 
shows. They’re still doing wonderful work there. 
 
Yes, they’ve been going for sixty years now the South Coast Choral & Arts Society, sixty years 
this year. 
 
Let’s go back to when you started your own factory. You left Burke Street and your husband 
leased the land next to the Nursing Home, which is now the ANZ Bank. This is in Coral Street, so 
he leased the block in Coral Street. 
 
BD: Yes. It belonged to Ivy Martin and her brother. My husband drew up all the plans; there was a 
terrible lot of work, with steam pipes and all new machinery; I’m not into all this. They purchased and had 
built a new boiler instead of having the wood and it was oil. Our friend, Rick Kleinig, up the hill, was our 



Mobil distributor and he was involved, naturally it helped him, his business. They were great friends and 
they got this South Australian boiler built. It’s still there but now I believe it’s turned to gas. 
 
You say the boiler’s still there but converted to gas. 
 
BD: Yes, the same boiler. 
 
Tell us what other equipment you had, you had a steam iron. 
 
BD: We had the two presses. 
 
They were steam presses weren’t they? 
 
BD: Steam presses, yes. When you did ‘spotting’, steam spotting, boards and I believe these days they 
have something like a figure and they put some evening frocks on and just steam them, but in our day 
we pressed them all by hand. 
 
On an ironing board or bench? 
 
BD: Oh yes. Steam iron and not just like a steam iron we use at home, it was all connected up from the 
boiler and we had a big airing room and we called it the Hot Box. Steam came from the boiler and aired 
the clothes. Everything was done in the old days in the good old way, brush the pockets, pre-spot before 
you put the garment in the machine and divide the colours. Naturally cream. 
 
Just the whites and coloureds? 
 
BD: Didn’t put creams in with dark stuff. 
 
With the hot box, I’m not sure about the hot box. 
 
BD: Back to the Hot Box. 
 
Was the Hot Box just used for drying? 
 
BD: Well you didn’t have to dry, they came out sort of dry but airing, the spirit, there was a lot of spirit. 
Sid would never allow us to press anything heavy, like suit coats. You had another little machine where 
any shoulder pads would contain a smell of spirit and you could just put the shoulder pads on this and 
puff them up with the steam and take out the smell. For curtains or sleeping bags or anybody wanting to 
get their blankets dry-cleaned they would all be airing in that Hot Box. I don’t think they’ve got that now. 
 
The Hot Box? 
 
BD: No they haven’t. Not very many cleaners have anyhow; all the old way and the new way I don’t 
know much about the new way now. 
 
Like the use of the new equipment. Just tell us the whole process from when the garments came 
in and you received them in the shop until they left in their packaging. 
 
BD: They would come in and of course you’d have to mark, identify them and then they’d go out, I’m 
trying to think what’s the first procedure. Brushing the pockets of course and you’d find all sorts of things, 
and that’s another story. Handkerchiefs and any little small amount of money like coin. 
 
No notes? 
 
BD: No, no notes. I don’t think we had fifty cent pieces in those days, any how we had this little tin and 
that would be divided up between the staff for Christmas just for a few beers or something. 
 
That would be your Christmas treat. 
 



BD: Hankies, they were dirty, or combs, we discarded those; anything else was marked and labelled and 
I’ve got lots of stories and I won’t go into it but you’d have somebody say they’d left money in the pocket 
or another time, it was always returned, we had very honest staff. Another time I found a bundle of notes 
and of course I rang through to the home and evidently it was the husband it was his little storage place 
in his pocket and his wife answered the phone. She didn’t know! (chuckles) 
 
A secret stash! 
 
BD: Another time they’d say, “Oh I had a diamond brooch I had on there.” I said that there’s no diamond 
brooch we keep those things. I heard later that they found their diamond brooch but they didn’t come 
back and tell me. 
 
That’s so annoying because then you spend the next two months looking for the diamond 
brooch. 
 
BD: That’s right. You brush the pockets and then you examine the garment, find that. 
 
Brush inside the pockets you mean? 
 
BD: No you turn them inside out and brush them with a brush because sometimes there’s fluff and stuff. 
If you had an aviary, bird seed. 
 
What happens after you brush the pockets? 
 
BD: Examine the garment, put it on the marble. 
 
For stains? 
 
BD: Yes, and find out what stains and then you identify the stain and use the certain chemical that’s 
needed and then before, like you do at home, we spray it these days with new things before you put it in 
the washing machine or you should. It helps the stain. Then it goes into the machine in its cycle. 
 
Which machine is this? 
 
BD: The cleaning machine. 
 
That’s where the white spirits is added to it? 
 
BD: Yes. 
 
So it’s like a washing machine. 
 
BD: A front loader and it goes backwards and forwards. 
 
So it’s like a big drum? 
 
BD: Yes. 
 
You don’t know what capacity was, these days the machines are ten kilos. 
 
BD: I can’t remember; it’s a long time ago. It’s thirty-two years since I was. 
 
A huge drum just like a washing machine. 
 
BD: Big. 
 
How many garments could you put in, roughly? 
 
BD: Quite a few. 



 
A lot. 
 
BD: You didn’t overload it. 
 
What was the cleaning fluid in the drum? You put in the white spirits but no water? 
 
BD: No, no water. 
 
Just white spirits. 
 
BD: We had sometimes antique clothing, no, period things. A drum full of widows [clothing?] was found 
from the Scott family and came in and Sid wouldn’t put those in the machine. They were all hand done; 
beautiful stuff. He dipped those in a big drum of white spirits, manually and aired it all off and even the 
girls didn’t like pressing them so I would press those. 
 
Because of the smell you mean? 
 
BD: No, no because they were delicate and inside all hand done; everything, the linings, the 
buttonholes, beautifully made in those days. 
 
Did you still use the steam press to press them? 
 
BD: Yes, yes. No not steam pressed, hand-ironed. 
 
Just an ordinary hot iron. 
 
BD: Yes, steam iron. 
 
It was a steam iron? 
 
BD: But not on the press. You didn’t get very many of those. 
 
After they’d been through the washing, drum cycle, they went into the Hot Air Box. 
 
BD: Yes. These days I believe they have washing machines in a corner. Sid, if he had very soiled urine, 
gentleman’s old trousers stained, he had a stainless steel bench where he’d spot those down with a 
brush, probably with detergent. Nowadays they have washing machines and they wash those first. They 
have to be washed. 
 
Heavily stained stuff you mean? 
 
BD: Yes, urine and stuff like that. 
 
So then they went into the Hot Box for airing and getting rid of the white spirits smell, what 
happened to them when they came out of there? 
 
BD: They were put on racks, sorted and pressed; on the steam press you’d have your trousers, suit 
coats, woollies and most of the ladies’ stuff was always done by the girls with the steam iron. Then 
they’d go into the shop. 
 
Did you also check when they came out to check for stains again? 
 
BD: Spotted, yes but that was before they went into the Hot Box. After they came out of the drum we’d 
go over to the spotting room and spot any stains. Round necks and underarms, a coffee stain or 
something. He would persevere and put them aside and try to get them out. 
 
Then they were just packaged up. 
 



BD: We used brown paper. 
 
Brown paper bags? 
 
BD:A big roll of brown paper and tissue paper if it was special. I didn’t tell you about Burke Street and all 
the depots we had. In those days we had quantities, a huge lot of dry-cleaning came in at very small 
prices for having them done, delicate stuff, touched up. These days with wash and wear you’d only get 
really stained things, like ink, and many, many men’s stuff. I’d be down the main street in the butcher 
shop with something and somebody would say, “Oh Betty that reminds me. I’ve got my trousers in the 
car.” (chuckles) 
 
Good for business! You mentioned depots; you didn’t establish your depots until you were in 
Coral Street did you? 
 
BD: Oh no, no. That was in Burke Street. That’s when we had big depots, mainly General Stores. 
Yankalilla, Myponga, we used to do the football guernseys at Myponga; they had terrible soil over there 
and they would be stained. We had a general store at Willunga, and of course Goolwa, Port Elliot, 
general store at Port Elliot and we had two depots in the main street and one at Harbour Traders in 
Victor. It was all, once they were all sorted out into their depots then they had to be packed and sent off 
in the buses. That’s when the tissue paper came in with the brown paper; that was a big day and I’d go 
over even when the children were little and pack stuff for the depots. These days they still have depots of 
course I think but not like in those days. We didn’t have the quantity. 
 
I think they’re called Collection Agencies now. 
 
BD: Do they? 
 
When you go back to the buses? Were these just regular public service buses? 
 
BD: Yes, yes. 
 
And of course you’d wait until the boxes were full. 
 
BD: Thursday would be Willunga day or something. 
 
How many times a week did you do the collecting, probably once or twice a week? 
 
BD: Only perhaps once a week for further away. I know, like I said, Thursday was Willunga day. 
 
But then you would have the whole week’s supply, in a big box probably, not just one garment 
was it? 
 
BD: I can’t remember all this really. 
 
You’re doing very well Betty, you’re remembering very well. 
 
BD: Well firstly, I didn’t work as much then, my father-in-law was younger and Sid and my mother-in-law 
used to press the girls’ or women’s frocks. That was in Burke Street, when it got to Coral Street of course 
my children were at school and I became much more involved, doing accounts, bookwork and in the 
shop. 
 
You would have hardly any time for anything else. 
 
BD: When Sid was sick I had to take over, he just couldn’t do things. 
 
Before we get on to that, did you sometimes get shrinkage, stretching of the garments? 
 
BD: No you don’t get shrinking. If anybody wanted a garment, this is what, the woollies didn’t get 
stretched. It wasn’t hot water. 



 
The liquid going in to the drum was always cold wasn’t it? 
 
BD: Cold, yes. Even now, I don’t wash in my washing machine in the laundry in hot water. Stains come 
out easier in cold. 
 
Even today you still do a cold wash do you? 
 
BD: Even when I first came here I had a copper and you boiled everything in that. 
 
You do a cold wash now? 
 
BD: Oh yes, I never use hot water. Even if I do hand-washing I’ve got a sink out there and I don’t ever 
use hot water. 
 
Where did all the supplies come from? Adelaide? 
 
BD: Yes from Adelaide. 
 
All apart from the oil came from Adelaide? 
 
BD: Yes but the oil came down from the top of Kleinig’s Hill. 
 
Which he delivered? 
 
BD: Yes he filled it up. 
 
You mentioned at some point about stuff coming down on the train in the early days? 
 
BD: That was because early days that wasn’t just dry-cleaning but everything. You’d go into a little shop 
and you’d say, “Could I buy such and such.” And they would say, “Oh I’ve ordered that and it could be on 
the night train.” Of course the night train came in every night, I don’t know about Sundays, at 9.10 pm 
and if you wanted your freight, it was all freight, all these boxes for the businesses, they’d go down and it 
was quite a hub of activity because the porters would be there until 11.30 pm some nights sorting it all 
out. I know this because after a certain period living in McKinlay Street, our Toc H, we had a disused 
waiting room at the Railway Station and we had our meeting at night and we’d take down trays of supper 
for the porters. *** 
 
You’d have pigeons on the Station and you’d have all these people coming down for their freight. We did 
dyeing, we didn’t dye clothes ourselves, but we had sent our box of dyeing on the train and have to pick 
them up, even ourselves, the dry-cleaning. It was a very narrow road as you all know and nine miles of 
curves until you got to Mt Compass. It wasn’t Willunga Hill, it was old Willunga Hill and after the War 
eventually steam trains were still going but they used a bus with doors all at the side and you’d just get in 
whichever row you were sitting in. After porting backwards and forwards on the steam train we used 
these little buses. Oh, those narrow roads, when you think of it. 
 
I’ve seen the pictures. 
 
BD: There are still signs of some of them. 
 
Betty, were you the only dry-cleaning business in the area at the time? 
 
BD: No, we had another one in Ocean Street after a while. 
 
So there was some competition? 
 
BD: Yes, we had competition and that was Don Smelt and when Sid died the business was bought by 
Michael Milne and his family. Michael, I was training Michael the correct way for dry-cleaning and he was 



a very, very good boy. He now, he works for The Advertiser, he’s a photographer. He was connected 
with the local Times family. That’s another big long story. 
 
Michael worked there for some time, when my husband died it was very hard because he’d only been 
started for a couple of weeks and I was training him and some other staff that worked with me and after 
a while he developed dermatitis and the business was bought then by our opposition which was Don 
Smelt. 
 
Don Smelt’s house was opposite the Town Hall where, just by The Times, next door to The Times office. 
There are several shops there at the moment. He had a small dry-cleaning at the back and not quite as 
much equipment as we had. After Michael Milne decided to sell Don Smelt bought the business. 
 
How long did Michael Milne have it? 
 
BD: I can’t really remember. I was busy with in-laws and my parents who weren’t well. 
 
So Sid died far too young in 1982. 
 
BD: At fifty-seven. He had leukaemia. 
 
Betty, you didn’t sit around mourning or getting all upset, you threw yourself into your hobbies 
didn’t you? 
 
BD: I was asked to join Zonta which is a Service Club for women before Sid died. He was very sick and I 
thought that I couldn’t cope with all of this but then after a period of time I needed to get out of the house 
and away just to do something for myself. I had Toc H; I’ve always had Toc H so I joined then because it 
was all women. When Sid died they were wonderful to me. You could go places where you didn’t need a 
partner. It was a big thing at fifty-four and I never regret that. Of course, Sid was a keen gunsmith, it was 
all target shooting but he would just go out and shoot myxomatosis rabbits sitting out in the scrub. I 
became interested, but I won’t go on and on about that but Kleinigs were also in the Gun Club and I 
ended up, I used to shoot, 12 gauge shotgun, target shooting. I ended up in the office so Sid could go on 
shooting. I think I could pay for the electric light bill without nominating to shoot. To make a long story 
short, I’ve ended up Patron of the Gun Club. 
 
Marvellous Betty. Are you still with Toc H? 
 
BD: I’ve been secretary of Toc H for a long time, there’s a Toc H camp at Waggon Road where we give 
holidays to people who need holidays. It’s very worthwhile. 
 
It’s famous in Victor Harbor as you know. What about the Youth Club? 
 
BD: When I first came to Victor after all my dancing experience I went to the Youth Club. Then after the 
War, Sid started up in the Choral Society, I think we went through that and then I did the choreography. 
 
Then the girls, they could dance and they were involved in ballet. We did Peter and the Wolf I remember 
and Jenny was a bird up the tree and my other daughter was the cat on the floor in Peter and the Wolf 
and we went across to Yankalilla with my husband with a ladder on top. In Yankalilla there’s a little 
building there with a stage and when you opened the door nearly on the stage. We had a lot of fun. 
 
You had a wonderful time but the tragedy was that you lost your husband so early. You 
mentioned the Friends of the Women’s and Children’s Hospital as well. 
 
BD: Yes the Women’s and Children’s Hospital was Victor Harbor and Goolwa Auxiliary for the Children’s 
Hospital. My neighbour next door, while I was at work, they would have a meeting in a private home and 
then they met at Goolwa one month and Victor Harbor the next month. Then I started with the meetings 
and I was Secretary for a while. It’s a wonderful organisation and I was criticised once, I should be 
working for the local hospital. I was that upset because in Toc H we gave donations, everybody gives 
donations to the local hospital. I spoke to doctors and they said that they couldn’t do without the 
Women’s and Children’s; it was the Children’s Hospital then not the Women’s and Children’s, because 



it’s a back-up for the local hospital. If they have a very sick child, when we have our AGM meetings they 
come down from the Adelaide hospital and they give you the exact percentages and numbers of how 
many children from Port Elliot, from Goolwa, from Victor Harbor, from Yankalilla who had visited 
outpatients or operations at the Children’s Hospital, from this area. Now I’m Patron of the Women’s, 
Lady Downer, Alexander Downer’s mother, put my badge on down at the Hospital. I was very proud of 
that but now, I must be getting old because I’m patron of two things; Women’s and Children’s Hospital 
and the Gun Club. (chuckles). 
 
You are marvellous, you are eighty-six years old and so active and you drive the car still and you 
garden, you are very dedicated. 
 
BD: We won’t mention the birds! 
 
Just so you know, she has two huge aviaries in the back garden, she had hundreds of birds but 
she sold them. You never stop, you never stop work. 
 
BD: I had ill-health a while back, I had a stroke and I suppose it wasn’t a small stroke but it wasn’t a 
large stroke, I was out of action for a long time. My doctor said, “Don’t sell the house, don’t give up the 
birds and don’t give up your garden. Get somebody in to do the heavy.” 
 
I’d look at a shrub and I’d be wanting to do something with it and just look at it and nearly cry so I’d get 
somebody in to do something with it. I always say if you live on your own and you want a cup of coffee 
you’ve got to get out of the chair and get your own cup of coffee; if you’ve got somebody with you they’ll 
get you the cup of coffee. That just means that you have to move around more. I still have things wrong 
with me but I think the fellowship and the getting off your chair and out, as long as you don’t overdo it, is 
what keeps you going. 
 
Exactly. It keeps the mind active. 
 
BD: What about you, you’re volunteering doing all this. 
 
I volunteer, I work three mornings a week at the library plus I’m doing the Oral History stuff now. I 
never seem to have any time to myself. 
 
BD: I know, I know. There’s not enough days in the week. 
 
They say that once you retire you wonder how you found time to work. 
 
BD: Exactly and my dear friend, she worked at the Council and she’s still in Zonta, I said, “What do you 
do with yourself now?” She looked at me and laughed, same thing, she’s secretary. You’ve got to have 
your outside interests. 
 
Yes it’s very important, you can’t just sit there like a couch potato, sitting there watching 
television and reading all day although some people do of course and then they get very sick. It 
does keep you healthier. 
 
One last question Betty. How would you like to see Victor Harbor develop over the next fifty 
years. 
 
BD: That’s a hard one. I have seen it develop from a little town between the two rivers to what it is now. 
Not only because I was homesick, but there was the little store with darling little old birthday cards and 
things, if you wanted to have decent birthday cards, Christmas cards you had to go to Adelaide for them. 
You didn’t have all the agencies down here. We are a suburb now. I think you mean high rise. 
 
I hope we don’t ever get high rise, thank goodness the Council was. 
 
BD: A lot of local people, Victor Harbor has grown with houses but we haven’t really changed the 
harbour. The harbour was a harbour. During the War a couple of warships came in and I went on to one 
of the, The Fox, I think it was called, submarine. It was tied up at the wharf but I had claustrophobia even 



being in it tied up at the wharf. I know there was a warship and they had a helicopter or something that 
took him over to the Oval here and he had dinner with our Mayor one night. I won’t get on to that. 
 
About the harbour. 
 
BD: Yes, changing, the harbour was a harbour, Port Elliot had so much more, the ships with the river 
then the train to Victor, that’s all history and the wharf in the old days. It’s like a suburb now, that’s all. 
 
Suburb of Adelaide you mean? 
 
BD: Victor Harbor is a City now not just a town. 
 
It’s inevitable; it will grow and grow a lot more, 
 
BD: They’ll have to get more roundabouts or more lights or something. 
 
That will come with the growth in population. 
 
BD: Victor Harbor Council haven’t got the money; people don’t understand. Alexandrina shared with 
Strathalbyn and we were to share with Yankalilla but Yankalilla didn’t want to do that. By sharing you can 
use equipment and things like that but when you’re on your own you’ve got to buy everything. 
 
Because you’re paying for it all yourself. 
 
BD: They don’t understand how much it costs. 
 
It’s cheaper to amalgamate the councils. 
 
BD: Oh yes. 
 
Betty, thank you so much for contributing to the Oral History Project for the Victor Harbor Public 
Library. 
 
 
 
***[I know this because after a certain period of our Toc H hut being in McKinlay Street and then later 
being removed, we were able to use a disused waiting room at the Railway Station and we had our 
meeting at night and we’d take down trays of supper for the porters.] The interpretation of this sentence 
follows a telephone call to Betty Dawe by the transcriber on 11th August 2015.  


