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My Life, My Music and Me 

 

Ida Smith, recorded in 2011. 

 

I was not born in Australia, I was born in Scotland on the twenty-seventh of October 

1919, almost a ‘first World War baby boomer’.  I came out here when I was six, (I’m 

ninety-one now). Today (2018) she is 99 years old. 

 

I was born in Dundee and my maiden name was Revel, Ida Revel.  We lived not too far 

from the Tay Bridge in Bellfield Rd - up from where the Airport is now, (where I once 

used to play).  I was born at home, I don’t think that they had too many hospital births in 

Scotland in those days. They thought that I was going to be an only child but I remember 

the day, six years later, when my brother was born.  Of course, we weren’t told then 

about babies or anything.  My father, who was a very reserved man, said that he was 

taking me out for the day, it was a Sunday.  He took me up the river to Carnoustie, 

beyond Broughty Ferry.  There was a beach and it was 90
o 

F that day, a very hot day for 

Scotland.   We returned home to ‘discover’ a new baby - my brother Ian Revel - who now 

lives over at the Gooseberry Hill Retirement Village. 

 

I first went to school when I was five and a half in Dundee.  I went to the Morgan 

Academy for about six months and then we came to Western Australia.  Ian must have 

been about six or seven months old.  We came out on a migrant ship, the Oronsay, in 

February 1926.  It was a fairly quick trip for those days, only four weeks.  It was a great 

adventure.  My father didn’t have a job to come to, but we were nominated by his sister 

and it only cost 11 pounds sterling for us to come out here.  Dad was a cabinet maker and 

he didn’t have any trouble getting work (until the 1930’s when he lost his job, like so 

many other people). 

 

We landed in Fremantle and my aunt lived in Bassendean.  There were no cars and Dad 

had to go somewhere to sort something out and I can remember that they took us to South 

Beach.  It was February and very hot.  We then went on the train to Bassendean, Mum 

with the baby and everything.  I remember going through Leighton with the white sand 

hills and apparently I said “Oh, look at the snow!” 

 

We lived in Bassendean for six months and then Dad got a house in Bayswater.  I went to 

the Bayswater State School (no more Academies for me).  I got called “Ida Red Devil” 

and all sorts.  Gran had knitted me clothes before we came and at first I had to wear 

boots. I learned to speak Aussie in about a week.  I could have gone into what now would 

be Grade 2, but Mum and Dad thought it would be better for me to start in Grade 1.  I 

think that my best subject would probably have been singing, I’ve always been a good 

singer. 

 

When I was at school, the head of music for Western Australia, Mr. Campbell-Egan, 

would organise a big concert once a year in one of the theatres, with children from all the 

Perth Primary Schools (of course Perth was so small then).  We sang in parts.  I think that 

I was always quite musical.  Mum had to leave her piano behind in Scotland though.  
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Although Dad had a job, things were quite hard and they couldn’t afford another piano.  

One day he came home with a violin.  He had a friend who worked in a shop in Perth 

called “Nicholson’s”.  They wanted to get me some lessons.  The only person Mum could 

find was a self taught old man.  Lessons cost 2s/6p a week, which was quite a lot out of 

your wages in those days.  I learned for about two years but he couldn’t take me very far, 

only as far as he’d got, and then Dad got out of work, so that was the end of violin 

lessons, and that was nearly the end of the violin for me, although when I stopped Ian 

took over.   There were no schools instrumental programmes like there are now.    

 

Early in our marriage Les, my husband, and I were posted to Kojonup.  I did take the 

violin then and occasionally played in church if they were stuck.  Other than at Kojonup I 

hardly touched the violin at all until I was 60, and then I took it up again.  I rang Ian one 

day and asked if he’d still got the old violin.  He had, and so I had it ‘done up’ by an old 

friend, Cyril Phillips.  Cyril used to make violins and he also taught and his wife used to 

teach piano.  My two girls went to her for piano lessons, so I took my violin up to him 

and asked if he’d like a pupil.   

 

He taught me quite a lot and in 1985 I joined the Hills Symphony Orchestra (they weren’t 

such a high standard then).  One of my 

friends got in and I knew that we were 

about the same standard.  She took me 

along and that’s where I met Jane 

Banner.  Jane and I have played 

together, sharing a music stand, now 

for ages.  I had just one break from the 

Orchestra of about three years, when 

there was a clash of rehearsal evenings 

with West Australian Symphony 

Orchestra Chorus, one of many choirs 

I have sung with, and I’ve also done a 

lot of solo singing. 

 

When we lived in Bayswater, Mum 

couldn’t find a Presbyterian Church, 

so I was sent to the Methodist Sunday 

School.  That was a fabulous Church, there were about 100 kids and they were such 

wonderful people.  What I learned there has lasted me for life, it was simple but it was 

real.  I also belonged to a religious group called the Christian Endeavour, who once a 

year had a picnic at Darlington.  We caught a train from Bayswater and then we’d change 

trains at Midland.  The teachers had lots of children to look after so the changing of trains 

was a very chaotic affair with children running everywhere.  Then the second train would 

come up to Darlington, with children all hanging out the windows.  I think that the 

youngest would have been about nine.  The picnic was right opposite the Darlington 

Primary School, where it was all open (although it’s all fenced in now), and there were 

big rocks, with the creek (Nyaania) down below.  It was usually held in September, with 

all the spring flowers out (and we’d go home with great bunches of leschenaultia).  We 

Ida and Jane Banner rehearsing with the Hills 

Symphony Orchestra 
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could do what we liked – paddle in the creek, play games.  We took all the food and drink 

with us.  The teachers would make heaps of sandwiches and we’d have watermelon and 

raspberry cordial.  It was the most wonderful day (and quite a few little romances took 

off too).    

 

One of the picnickers who was a few years younger than myself was Lloyd Lawson.  He 

later worked in broadcasting and was on Channel 7 in the 1950’s, when it first opened.  

He had a gorgeous voice and a lovely personality too.  He retired from Channel 7 after 

having an accident, but my husband Les and I met up with him later on in Wesley Church 

in Perth where we were members.  He came up and did a benefit Amway presentation at 

our home with profits to the Methodist Children’s Homes.  He still remembered when we 

used to have the picnics and we took him around the village, but of course it has all 

changed.   

 

 
 

 

Those old picnic days were really magical.  I think that children do miss a lot now.   We 

used to come every year.  I remember one year, I was about sixteen, and working then, 

and some of us decided to walk back to Midland and on the way I sprained my ankle.    

 

I kept going to Christian Endeavour until I got married I think.  It may have stopped 

going during the War, but it re-started and I think it’s still going.  There was also Junior 

Christian Endeavour for the kids.  You learned a lot about the Bible.  You had tasks like 

giving a paper and there was wonderful fellowship.  This was in addition to Sunday 

Part of the old picnic area as it looks today 
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School, which we went to when we were young and then most of us went on to be 

Sunday School teachers when we got older.   

 

By that time I was working as a clerk in the Government Printing Office in Perth and  I 

used to travel in by train.  The hours were 9 – 5.  I got my job when Dad was out of work.  

Mum had got me in as a cadet at Stotts Business College.  We paid half tuition and had to 

get in early to do ‘odd jobs’, like emptying the inkwells and putting in fresh ink (I used to 

come home filthy).  One morning at the station a man who lived up the hill from us came 

up to me an asked “Ida, would you like a job?” and I said “Oh yes please.”  I was 

fourteen and a half.  He said that he had a vacancy in his office and I just took it.  He was 

a bit of an old tartar, knew everything I did, but he also knew that my father was out of 

work.  I got 10s/2d a week.  I was there until the Second World War started, and then I 

took a job in the office in Selfridges Store and later I worked in the Taxation Department 

on the corner of Barrack St and Murray St. 

 

At the Methodist Church we weren’t allowed to dance or drink alcohol and my Dad liked 

a beer.  I think that it’s wrong to teach children that someone is a 

sinner because they like a beer.  Dad wasn’t a big drinker but 

during the depression the men got quite low and needed a bit of 

relaxation.  They couldn’t afford much but we got the 

Temperance Pledge to sign.  For a long time I wouldn’t touch 

alcohol and then later in life my husband Les took charge of the 

Methodist Homes for Children – the first lay person to be 

appointed to that position.  With that position the Methodist 

Church supplied a house, a car, plus insurance but not a big salary 

of course.  The insurance required that you had to be ‘tea total’, 

so that meant years and years without a drink.  I really don’t mind 

if I don’t have a drink, but I certainly don’t think that it’s a sin to 

have one. 

 

I lived in Bayswater with my parents until I was twenty-two.  

When I got married I had about a year away from Perth because 

my husband Les was sent to the Eastern States and I went with him.  I first met Les at the 

local tennis club, after he had been in a terrible shooting accident.  He got a lot of pain, 

but he still played tennis and he rode his push-bike from his home in Victoria Park over 

to Bayswater.  I was twenty when I met him and for my twenty-first Mum and Dad gave 

me quite a big party.  I asked him to be my partner for that and he bought me a little heart 

on a chain.  We held my 21st in the Church of England Hall in Bayswater.  I think that 

there were about 60 people there.  Les played the guitar and had written a special song for 

the evening. 

 

We didn’t court for too long because the war came and he was supposed to go away.      

That hurried things on.  Having a wartime wedding meant that we all borrowed other 

people’s veils and things like that, as clothes were hard to get.  For my 21
st
 I’d had a 

white dress made and I wore the same white dress to get married.  We got married on 

Ida aged seventeen 
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March 14
th

 1942, when I was twenty-two and a half in the old Methodist Church in 

Bayswater (later pulled down and re-built in 1954).  

My sister-in-law Eileen was my bridesmaid.  

 

Soon after our wedding Les had to go over East for Officers 

Training School and we were together in Geelong for four 

months whilst he was training, but he then got posted to Darwin.  

However he didn’t get his ‘pips’ (although he’d topped the 

training course) as another unit had gone up first, and all the 

officers had been appointed when he got there - he stayed a staff 

sergeant throughout the war.  In fact our friend, Ben Campbell, 

who eventually rose to the rank of Captain, became Les’s senior 

officer up there.  I returned to live in Bayswater with my parents 

after Les was posted,  until the war was over. 

 

Les worked for the Post Office by now and they moved us to 

Kojonup for two and a half years, where we had our first baby – 

a little boy named Malcolm Sydney.  Sadly he was prematurely 

born and died after a week.  That wasn’t too uncommon down 

there around that time. 

 

Later Les got transferred back to Perth and we went back to live with Mum and Dad in 

Bayswater, so we started looking for a house of our own.  I read in the paper that there 

was a house for re-erection in Kalamunda with ten acres so we bought it.  The house had 

been brought from the goldfields and was all tin.  Half of it we had exchanged for 

asbestos (now the old tin would be very fashionable again).  We had our first daughter 

Nicki by the time we moved to Kalamunda and Les’s career was going well in the Post 

Office.  We sold off five of the acres and lived in South Kalamunda for over thirteen 

years, during which time our two younger daughters, Robyn and Carol were born.  The 

land was beautiful, you could see right across to Darlington and even see the train coming 

up the hill.   

 

Les had always wanted to do something special for children, having lost his mother when 

he was very young and one Saturday I saw that the Methodist Homes for Children were 

looking for a Director.  Les put in for the job and he got it.  It meant that we had to leave 

Kalamunda and go to live in the house newly built for us to go with the new job.  We let 

our own house and remaining land for a while, but that wasn’t really practical and before 

too long we sold it (for about £8,000).   

 

The new house was in East Victoria Park on the corner of Jarrah Rd and Sussex St, not 

far from Ngala.  At the time there were four cottages.  There was a cottage mother for 

each one, who had twelve children to care for, with only one and a half days a week off.  

The director hadn’t previously lived by the cottages, but they decided that it would be 

better if he did.  It was definitely better for the home kids, although perhaps hard for ours.   

 

14
th
 March 1942 
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Whilst Les was there he started the Scatter Home Policy, which sought to de-

institutionalise the existing policy and give more continuity of care.  Accommodation 

was to be in smaller units spread more generally all around the suburbs.  We were with 

the Methodist Homes from 1961 until 1984.  During that time Les went onto a 

Government Committee which coordinated policy for all the children’s homes in the 

State and he was later awarded the Order of Australia Medal.  The whole system has 

since followed his pioneering changes. 

 

When the time for retirement came we went back to look in Kalamunda, as we’d always 

wanted to come back to the Hills, but it had got very suburbanised. When we’d lived 

there earlier there were just two small general stores, one where the Thai restaurant is 

now, and Crabbes (now IGA) on Canning Rd, plus the specialist shops.  We couldn’t find 

a home we really wanted and then I read an ad for a house on half an acre in Saw Drive 

in Darlington, which we bought in 1982.  I was thrilled and by this time Les had become 

quite fond of Darlington too, as we had often come up to Darlington on the train when 

Les came home on leave.  Darlington’s reputation as a very artistic place fitted in with 

Les’s leisure pastime, painting, and also with my music.   

 

I always sang.  I was in the Metropolitan CWA Choir and 

there was a great choral festival and competition held over 

two or three days each year.  Choirs came from all over the 

country.  It was beautiful really.  The lady who trained us 

was Evelyn Thompson, a great musician and the organist 

in Wesley Church, Perth. I was a Wesley ‘Tuesday Singer’ 

in Perth.   

 

One choir which was really excellent was from 

Darlington, run by Mrs Curlewis (but we did beat them 

one year).  Another singing teacher who lived up here was 

Miss Kennedy, who had the Thursday Singers in the Hills.  She had a studio in 

Musgroves where I went for my singing lessons.   

 

When I first started singing as a teenager hardly anybody had voice training, they 

couldn’t afford it.  I went to a dance one evening in Caversham and a boy I was dancing 

with started to sing.  He had a very nice voice, and told me that he went to singing 

lessons.  I went along (I was about nineteen then) to his teacher, who told me that I had a 

very rare contralto voice.  What I learned there stood me in very good stead until now, 

although I didn’t continue with lessons after Les came back from the army. 

 

I also sang in our own Church choir and when I was still living in Bayswater I was asked 

to sing in the Trinity Choir.  I used to get solos and all sorts when I was young. 

 

Ida with the Wesley Tuesday Singers 
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As well as the Wesley Singers and the CWA I took part in musicals.  I was in “The 

Pirates of Penzance” at His Majesty’s Theatre where I had a small part as Kate.  

Coincidentally the lady who had this unit where I now live in Darlington had the lead part 

in that same production.  We had no microphones or anything like they do now, we just 

relied on our training in voice projection.  I loved doing the musicals and would have 

loved to do more, even though we had to make the costumes ourselves and I was 

hopeless at sewing.  We also had to have long curls in ‘The Pirates’, which we had to 

make. There was always someone to help you out though.  However, after that I got 

pregnant again, so I did just the one Gilbert and Sullivan.  That would have been in 1953, 

My daughter, Robyn, was three years old then and 

sixteen years later she in turn got the same part in a 

production of “Pirates”.  Then I went in a few other 

things before Les took on the Methodist Childrens 

Homes job.   

 

I always loved singing and had a strong voice.  When we 

lived in Kalamunda they started a CWA choir which I 

joined, around 1957 I think.  I had so many opportunities 

singing at openings and Churches and at amateur events, 

although some of the girls I learned with didn’t like 

doing ‘little performances’.  Our leader was a lady called 

Mrs Utting.  It was lovely that Les didn’t mind when I 

went off to Choir and was very supportive of my singing.  

We were both in the first Kalamunda Repertory Club too 

and took part in plays, sketches and such.  We’d often be 

out alternate nights to rehearsals.  At Christmas time 

there was a pantomime which involved everyone.   

 

I taught our three daughters to sing when they were 

young and when Carol was only eight she was singing in 

harmony with her sisters.  They sang songs such as “Go Tell it on The Mountain” and 

they went all over Perth giving performances. 

 

The love of singing has stayed in our family.  My oldest daughter, Nicki, has run four 

choirs for elderly people, some of whom have never sung before.  That was started 

through UWA about eight years ago after a visiting professor talked about how 

physically and spiritually uplifting singing can be.  I join her now for one of the choirs 

called “The Stirling Singers”, set up initially for people who hadn’t been able to get out 

much.  We’ll be doing a session in the State Library theatre soon to accompany a talk 

about choral therapy.  Another very successful choir she used to run is for people with 

Alzheimers.  They come along sometimes when all the choirs join together, and sing with 

the other groups without any difficulty.  We’re hoping to make a CD soon. 

 

More recently Robyn has started conducting a choir in Armadale, whilst Carol still loves 

singing whenever the opportunity arises.   

 

Ida singing with the Hills Symphony 

Orchestra 
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Seven years ago Les and I moved from our rather steep block in Saw Drive into the 

Darlington Glen Retirement Accommodation on Pine Terrace.  After five years Les 

became sick and I gave up Wesley Tuesday Singers as I didn’t wish to leave him alone 

for long periods.   

 

Sadly Les passed away in 2010.  We had been married for 68 years, and were so happy 

together. It was very special when the three girls sang together at Les’s funeral. 

 

I do love my singing and playing with the HSO and feel very fortunate to be able to enjoy 

these activities still.  I’m pleased to have this opportunity to say how very grateful I feel 

to have the continued support of my family and my good friends, including the members 

of the Darlington United Church and the Darlington Glen Retirement Accommodation 

Association. 

 

July 2011 
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