
MEMORIES OF MY MOTHER (ELEANORA DANIEL, NEE LELLO)
By Deirdre Kathleen Baker (née Daniel 10 June 1935)

I am the second child of Nell, her second daughter and the elder one of her twins (my twin was Brenda
Christine).   My early memories of my mother were of her looking after our large family during the first
years of the war.  We lived in Hall Green, Birmingham, and in 1939 and 1940 incendiary bombs were
dropping around us.  Mother had five children under eight years of age (Ryllis, Deirdre and Brenda,
Gwyneth, Geoffrey).  It was especially hard for her when she was alone and air raid sirens rang; she had to
hustle us all out of bed, down through the hatch under the dining table and into the shelter father had built
below the house. I know it was an anxious time for all families, as houses were hit by incendiary bombs.
Ours received two hits.  Meanwhile, Mother’s main job was to care for the family and keep us all as calm
as possible. I remember once when she was breast feeding my little brother Geoffrey, I asked how the milk

tasted and she sprayed a stream into my surprised mouth!

Later on, we moved away to Kidsgrove, near the Staffordshire/Cheshire
border, as my engineer father’s wartime work was with the Royal
Ordnance at Radway Green.  Memories of mother then were of her
incredible workload, with five little ones plus David, a little evacuee boy
from London.  The house was big and old, the garden large with eight
apple and pear trees, seven chickens and later on two geese to care for.
We had to grow everything we could; there were soft fruit and vegetables
of all kinds to plant, pick, preserve, and cook for the big family. I
remember her helping harvest the apples; she took off her wedding ring (to
my horror!)  so it wouldn’t cut the apples.  The eggs were preserved in
isinglass in a big crock, and in the outside laundry huge loads of washing
were done in the big barrel of a Beatty washer.

Of course schooling was important to Nell, as she was a trained and experienced teacher.  By then Ryllis,
Brenda and I were at the Church of England Primary School, directly opposite the house.  Mother had to
make as many clothes for us as possible, knit school jumpers, help us with homework.  I remember her as
so competent and practical, but also warm and caring.  When we were ill, we were put to bed and Mum
would carry up a glowing shovel full of hot coals to light a fire to warm the room. What a delight that was!

Gwyneth caught scarlet fever; I sneaked into the bedroom and of course, got the illness too!  When in the
isolation hospital, I glimpsed Mother in the corridor.  The staff said no, she wasn’t there; it was Mrs
Burgess!  But she had caught the fever too!  We came out together.  Although long suffering, Mother had
to be tough sometimes. When we talked and laughed after ‘lights out’, she would throw a shower of
pebbles from the garden path up at the bedroom window. If we fought over the weekly comic (the Dandy
or the Beano) she would take a small bamboo cane and chase us around the washing lines, as we dodged
between sheets flapping in the wind.  (Later on in Norwich she kept the canes in a corner behind the old
stove, and only had to turn and reach for them to make us behave).  However, having been a teacher
herself, she understood children well.  She would play the piano while we danced like ‘Donkeys on the
Sand’ or ‘Falling leaves in autumn’.  Each year she took us to the pantomime in Hanley, and also once to
see the play Peter Pan.  After that came a visit from the truant officer – he got short shrift from her tongue.
Now and then, a special occasion such as the Radway Green annual dinner, meant she dressed up. I
remember her with her brown hair neatly rolled around her head, wearing a brown crepe dress, with a satin
front colourful with large orange flowers, and I remember her smelling of lovely scent.  We fell asleep
enchanted.

After the war finished, during our teenage years, we lived in Norwich. We all learnt to ride bicycles and
went for rides in the Norfolk countryside, so Mum had to learn to ride on the back of a tandem.  She
continued to cope with a big family: large old house; our frequent visits to France and Spain for our
language studies and return visits of exchange children; the never ending demands of cooking, cleaning,
shopping, redecorating, and all the extras she arranged for us, like music lessons (buying us all violins),
joining Guides and Scouts, riding lessons, holidays at the seaside, buying and making clothing, the awful
chore of shopping for shoes, contending with the school headmistress over inadequate lunches for hungry
adolescents and so on.  One thing Mother was always particular about was language; having spent years
trying to teach Tasmanian children to say the sound ‘ow’ properly, she corrected (as Dad did also) every
mispronunciation and grammar mistake!
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Although not a ‘clubby’ person, she found interests outside the family, joining the Townswomen’s Guild
and taking up leatherwork, lampshade making and so on.  But above all, she loved the garden.  Despite
finding the walled garden claustrophobic, she turned it into a haven of beauty, borders glowing with
delphiniums, oriental poppies, foxgloves and roses.   Natural beauty was her greatest delight.

As teenagers, we were so busy with our lives that we didn’t see mother really as a person with feelings.
Nell had left Australia in 1933 and never saw her parents again.  She missed her Tasmanian family and
once I found her crying; she said her mother had died.  Another time we were so quarrelsome that we made
her cry.  I remember feeling pierced to the heart when she sobbed, “I always wanted to have children, but
…”   I don’t think we were ever so bad again!

When I had left home for university and work, followed by marriage, Mother was always part of my life.
When my elder daughter Janice was 6 weeks old, my father was in hospital with serious gangrene, after a
minor car accident.  As my husband was away in Scotland on a course, I took Janice up to Norwich and we
would console each other, watch Perry Mason on TV, and visit Dad in hospital.  It was a special time for
me. The children loved Christmas in Norwich and Mother loved her little grandchildren.  When I moved
with my family to Australia, I eagerly awaited her letters from home, and, they were the main link with life
in England.  The death first of my twin sister Brenda, then of Father (both from cancer), must have been
crushing to Mother.  She sold the Highcliffe house in Dorset, moved first to Bracknell near my younger
sister Gwyneth, and finally came back to Australia, her country of birth, living near to me in Melbourne.
She always swore never to live with any of her children, so we chose a nice nearby hostel for the elderly.
For the next eight years, apart from two trips to England and the USA for family reunions, she peacefully

lived out her 90 years.

For the first time I was able to relate to her, adult to adult, daughter to
mother, but as she became more infirm, she was increasingly reliant
on my daily visits. I was teaching at the time, but most days after
school I would visit her in her room, take her for a walk or just catch
up with gossip (she loved this!).  We would pick her up after Sunday
church, bring her home for lunch, a siesta, a little outing or afternoon
game of Scrabble; then gave her a tasty tea before we took her back to
her place.  She loved walking around the locality to see gardens, or to
go to the small shops and buy things for her little garden.

My husband was like a son to her, always loving and supportive in every way.  Mother had two hip
operations and also broke her arm after a fall in the shower (in typical independent way, she refused
absolutely to wear the warning device she was given!).  She often lamented not being able to help me with
meals and so on.  During her time in Melbourne, Nell also had cataract operations, so all this meant many
trips to various hospitals and specialists.  However, we also had such happy times together; the photo on
the left shows her at our beach house at Fairhaven on the Victorian coast.

Of course she missed other members of her family, both in Australia and
overseas, but found comfort in family visits, videos and phone messages.
Her final year was harder; her eyesight and strength faded, but her spirit
was still bright.  I persuaded her to write her memoirs and edited them
into shape for publication by my sister Gwyneth.   This was a kind of
closure for her long and wonderful life, as after this she knew she would
not be active again.  A bad fall dislocated one hip and this put her in
hospital (where she had a couple of small strokes) for a month.  She
turned 90 on 12th February 1991, and we arranged a cake with 90 candles.
With loving family all around, essentially it was a happy 90th birthday
party there, but we all had mixed feelings knowing it was nearing the
end.  Soon after this, I found a good nursing home for her and a week
later she died. Some of her last words were: “Deirdre, God wants me to
die!” Called urgently by the matron at 7 am, on Saturday 27th March
1991, I was very grieved to arrive only two minutes afterward her death.

Though Nell’s ashes were buried in the family grave in Highcliffe, England, we had a beautiful memorial
service at our local church, Holy Trinity Kew.  Nell was and is much missed by us all.  We feel privileged
to have had such a lovely mother.
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