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Ah, huh. What’s going on down here?

A short obituary for such a full life. Rob or Bob, as he was most commonly known, was born in May 1933, eldest son of Dr William and Alice Muir and grew up in East Fremantle. 

He became a jackeroo, wool presser, wharfie, geophysical surveyor’s assistant - looking for oil in the north-west of WA and later in the deepest darkest parts of Africa - skindiver, life insurance salesman, driller and shot-firer, antique dealer, historian and antiquarian bookseller and art collector. On the way he became a husband, father of four and grandfather of eight. Helen and Bob married in London in February 1960 and enjoyed their marriage for 47 years. Along came the twins Ana and Kate, and the boys Robert Jnr and Michael. Later to be joined by their spouses – Andy, Kevie, Planet and Eve.

I remember him as the anchorman. He held his family together and when the going got tough, he gathered his troops and closed ranks. He led with a strong arm, and sometimes, according to his sons, a very strong fist. Not that it seems to have done them any harm. He was big in stature, loud, gregarious, fun loving and in all a very engaging, well read and interesting character.

He was immensely loyal to his friends and a champion to the underdog. To me he was non-judgemental and would always offer help and assistance when asked.

Growing up in East Fremantle he was not really wild but adventurous. Hill trolleys with ball racers instead of wheels on the back axels, hurtling down Pier Street at break-neck speeds. Hiding in the lupins on the bottom of the hill until the local bus came round the corner when he would sneak out low so the driver couldn’t see him and jump out onto the rear bumper and hang onto the pram hooks till he got to the top of the hill for another hell-raising run.

Gumnut bombs were the go. Made in the cubby house with red lead and aluminium powder and fuse from the local hardware store in Freo. Later made more powerful with very dangerous chemicals from the pharmacist – the mix fitted into .303 shell casings foraged from the Swanbourne rifle range at night. 

One episode was more serious. When Bob and his brother Bill were at home with an infectious disease – I think it were measles or chickenpox – they decided between them to napalm some ants from their nest encroaching on the kitchen. One with a bottle of metho and one with the matches. Bill ended up quite badly burnt and went to hospital for several days. The moral is don’t play with fire.

The three of us had wonderful holidays at South Yunderup with our father fishing, crabbing, prawning, swimming. 

He read about Jacque Cousteau and Calypso and experimented in underwater diving with ex-WW2 gas masks, hoses, etc. connected to a cork which was supposed to float – almost drowning himself and half his mates that he talked into having a go. He became a competent spear fisherman. 

He learned to swim and fish and skull a punt on the river at Preston Point, making canoes out of corrugated iron, flattened, and made hole-proof from tar off the road. He used to tell the story that his father taught him to swim at the age of three or thereabouts by taking him to the end of the Bicton jetty and throwing him off, telling him to make it to the shore. When asked if this was a bit tough, he reckoned that getting out of the bag was the toughest part.

During the war, he befriended American sailors and submariners coming home from the wharves wearing a gob hat and anything else that he could scrounge off the US navy, and anyone else’s navy for that matter.

I think he was born a magpie. He would collect anything. He had every bus-ticket, tram ticket and train ticket he ever bought. Sea shells, rocks, coins, stamps, guns, old rover motorcars, and girlfriends. And what he couldn’t bring home, he would photograph. He was very big on cameras.

The ladies will surely remember being warmly received with a sizeable bear hug and ‘gday gorgeous’.

Later on, he dived with some of the pioneer mob on practically every known wreck around the place. Hence the cannons, anchors and paraphernalia around the place – most probably illegal. He wore a piece of eight around his neck compliments of the Gilt Dragon off Seabird.

Although a terrible sailor, he once became ill reading the shipping notices in the West Australian, he loved boating and Rottnest and more recently, the property at East Augusta on the lake. 

Most probably the worst property in that community, his luncheons and dinner parties were things of legends. I believe that he alone was responsible for saving the wine making industry in the south west of WA. Sunday lunch would start with drinks at about 11am and would finish with dinner at 11 o’clock – for those strong enough to make it. The conversations were at the very least avant guard. He reckoned if you couldn’t get a good argument going on either religion, politics or sex – it just wasn’t worth the effort.

He was hopeless at sharpening a knife, but would batter a poor blade on a steel into submission before hacking into a rear end of a steer before lumping huge pieces of meat on your plate - reminiscent of Henry the Eighth. 

He loved his food, but god forbid if anyone mentioned the word garlic. Yet, he would eat the hottest of chillies straight out of the jar like peanuts. When most families would get through a two ounce jar of Tabasco all year, he celebrated when the McKilleney Company introduced a half litre bottle to the market.

He fancied himself as a bass baritone so Bill being second got the job as tenor and as the youngest brother, I was the boy soprano. At View Way, the three of us managed - with the help of the pianola of course - to keep the citizens of Nedlands sleepless compliments of Showboat’s Old Man River.  Our last triumphant public performance of this classic being at the combined 90th birthday party of my own and his nephew William, my son. 

He loathed anyone discussing his age and was distraught when first referred to as ‘grandpa’. Ana and Kate spoilt their copy book with a hilarious rendition of the antiquarian septuagenarian at his 70th birthday dinner.

Bob wasn’t into sport really, but it was my conviction that he was a strong supporter of the St Kilda football club, albeit closetly. I had to get in a plug!

On the more serious side of his career, he held quite a few positions of honour that I didn’t know about. 

He was on the ANZABB – the Australian New Zealand Antiquarian Booksellers since 1974. He was the president for two years and a mainstay of the organisation attending every bookfair on the east coast except one last year he missed due to ill health.

He was very active and on the committee of the Royal West Australian Historical Society and was entrusted to do most of their valuations.

He was an Australian Commonwealth valuer and he did major valuations for the national library in Canberra, national galleries and others which included the John Curtin Prime Minister library and the Paul Hasluck collection. Other organisations included the League of Antiquarian Booksellers and the Antiquarian Booksellers Society of London.

He was a custodian of the State Library of WA and was instrumental with his long-time colleague and friend Ron Sheen in the purchase of the Freycinet collection. He bid for this collection at Christies in September 2002 on behalf of the government of WA for a most important map of the Swan River.

Many of his customers at the shop treasured their anonymity but frequent visitors when in Perth included Barry Humphries, Michael Jackson and Sir Elton John. 

Helen managed the bookshop, while Janet managed Bob. She was his backstop in everything. Only as recently as two years ago, they both had to present their cvs and both had to get a police clearance – which he was terrified about. Perhaps it was Janet that got him through… When I would call the shop, Planet was his girl Friday, and after niceties I would ask if I could take the master away for a few days fishing. Whereas, I was told in no uncertain manner “What’s wrong with a month?”

His knowledge of art and history made him capable of cataloguing and valuing some of the finest collections in the state. He also put together a marvellous collection himself. 

His most prized collection is his gaggle of eight grandkids – Tom, Ben, Maddy, Geneveive, Charlotte, Harry, Angus and Patrick. It’s now your job to keep his memory alive.

During his time, he made friends both nationally and internationally – some of whom have made the pilgrimage here today.

On behalf of Helen and the family, I wish to thank you all for being here today to celebrate his life. And we look forward to hearing your reminiscences of dealings and good times with him.

Ian Muir

