 THE STORY OF THE MAYLANDS MECCANO AND HOBBIES CLUB

- As told by Vivian Malmgreen.

Started By Viv 1935, in the shed on his parents property, where it still is today. The club has been operating continuously since that time and is one of the few clubs that has its own premises and stock of parts.

On my eleventh birthday, I received a number 1 Meccano Outfit and from that date on my parents had no problems about what birthday or Christmas presents to buy for me. Additional outfits or spare parts were all I ever wanted. Later on, a schoolteacher friend from the Thomas Street Primary School had a pupil who was a subscriber of the Meccano Magazine Monthly. This magazine provided up-to-date news on railways, shipping and aircraft. She asked the boy to tell her where the magazines were sold and she bought me a copy as a sampler.  I immediately became a subscriber, cancelling my orders for comics and the like.  One thing that really interested me was the news of Meccano Clubs from all around the world.  Naturally, most of the clubs were in England and their reports were published regularly in the magazines. Although there were clubs in the other state capitals the only club in W.A. was in Ravensthorpe. I made two attempts whilst I was in high school to start a club without result.

My third attempt, when I was 22, was more successful. Four local boys were willing to give it a try when I became the proud owner of a second hand number 6 outfit, which at the time was the largest outfit on the market.  It was a much larger outfit than the present day number 6 outfit. This, together with my reasonably large collection, formed the basis of the club stock of parts.

Although everybody in the area was connected to the mains power, we were still dependent on kerosene lamps for lighting, a wood stove for cooking and batteries to power the wireless. By this time, my mother was housebound as varicose veins in her legs had spread and rheumatism also affected them. She depended on the battery radio for news and entertainment, the most annoying aspect with battery radios was that the batteries gave out when the most interesting item was on -  whether it was an exciting period in a test match or, in mum's case, when the news or a church service went into limbo. So it was pretty easy to get her permission to have the place wired for electricity with an extension to the workshop for the club. 

After the first six months, membership picked up and we soon averaged about 30 members.  Membership applications kept rising and we formed a Reserve club that met on a separate night and played games and were also occupied with Fretwork, for which we bought hand operated fretsaws and drills and a pedal operated fretsaw.  Some of the youngsters were very good with this hobby and made some very professional models that they varnished or painted.  As the club’s Meccano collection grew, more boys were able to use the Meccano set with the result that we were averaging 40 to 60 boys every weekend in a small 20’ x 20’ workshop.

The war intervened and I was called up in the Military in 1941 for a three-month camp.  I was lucky that I had weekend leave most of the time during this camp so I was able to conduct most of the club meetings.  The second camp started about September 1941 and became a permanent camp when Japan entered the war in December 1941.  The first year of the pacific war was spent travelling around WA, south of Mingenew, then we were transported to Darwin.  We spent the following year travelling all over the top half of the Northern Territory, then we were shipped across to New Britain where we spent some time at Jacquinal Bay then Wide Bay and finally to Rabaul to take over the Japanese surrender.

In the meantime, the boys decided that they would keep the club going and it is to their credit that they kept the club going for the duration with what Meccano they had available.  I sent whatever money I could to help them carry on, to find out after the war that they converted it to War Stamps Certificates and the senior members paid out of their own pockets to buy whatever was needed. However, the war eventually finished and I was able to return to the club to find it ably managed by an 18-year-old,  who was a 13-year-old recruit when I left.

As the Meccano Factory had been taken over by the English War office to make military material for the duration, little Meccano was available.  As a result, 18-year-old and myself spent most of our spare time advertising for and picking up second hand Meccano sets and parts.  As a result, we were able to build up our stocks and, with the gradual return of the Meccano products on the market, all the boys were able to use Meccano parts within two years after the war ended. 

It was not long after I started that the boys showed me they were not keen on my choosing their models for them.  They preferred to choose their own and also suggested they form factions, which provided the spirit of competition between them.  There were times when we would order a three ton load of clean yellow sand, which they would evenly distribute among the two (later three factions). This sand would be the foundation for their extensive collection of models which would be a motor show, a country scene including tractors, farm buildings and impliements, plasticine or plastic people and animals, mines, factories, fair grounds, railways, ports, space equipment, moon landings, everything the youngsters would think of would be built out of Meccano with the additional use of  lead, plastic and wooden accessories to add realism to the scene.

The work of the boys soon attracted the interest of local business people such as Mr H.R. Robinson, who owned the Roxy open-air gardens and the Lyric Theatre.  As patron of the club, he officiated at the club’s Annual Presentation Nights when he presented the awards to the boys who topped the achievements in various sections of the club activities.  He was prominent in the local government, the shire of Perth, and later became the local MLC member in the State Parliament.  He gained the interest of the then Premier David Brand who used to send him a telegram for the club congratulating the boys for their work.  This led to the Premier visiting the club to inspect the boys’ work.  The Premier spent more than two hours speaking to the boys, who spoke freely about the operation and construction of the model, difficulties encountered and overcome. As a result of this the Queen awarded us a British Empire Medal.

During the late forties and early fifties, we were associated with the National Fitness Council, who were very impressed with the enthusiasm and work done by the boys. For a number of years, the N.F.C. were offered the use of the Neptune Oil Pavilion during the Royal Show, and along with other youth organisations we were asked to participate. Arrangements had been made with the school principals for the boys to take part during the whole show week and they proudly demonstrated their work to thousands of show visitors.

Later on, we were asked to participate in the Motor Show at Gloucester Park during the America's Cup challenge and several overseas visitors were amazed at the quality of the work done by pre-teen and early teenage boys.  For several years we were present at the Book Week displays in the Perth Town Hall, as an example of what boys learnt from books.

In 1972 we were invited to display our work at the Albany Mine Expo at Centennial Oval, where 11 boys and myself attended for four days.  This was a great success.

For 1992, 1993 and 1994 we exhibited at The Channel 7 Kids Carnival in the Burswood Dome where we made a great hit with kids from one to 71 with our hands in display.  However, when one of our members telephoned to find out why we were not informed about this year's show we were told that we did not promote the display to their satisfaction and that they spent a considerably amount of money presenting some static and one working model to augment our display.  This upset us, as we believed we did our job well by displaying work by kids for kids with no expense to the organisers.  The kids gave up eight days of their holidays to exhibit their work and their models to the display.  What more could we do?

However this has not dampened their enthusiasm for their hobby as shown by the work they are doing at present.  Our 16-year-old member has built a radio controlled model truck and has successfully put it through its paces.

In conclusion, I feel that the club has earned the privilege of exemption from rates granted by notice in the Government Gazette dated 4th June 1971 and acknowledged in your letter NBW/AF18:rac dated 22nd June 1971.

We add an invitation to all council members and staff of the City of Stirling to visit our premises at 16 Kennedy St, Maylands unannounced any Saturday afternoon to talk to the boys and to be shown what the club has to offer its members.

PS. Recently, the State Government Taxation Office informed us that we were a non-profit organisation and were therefore exempt from paying State Land Tax.

