Stories & People from the Fremantle Markets
Everybody knows about Fremantle Markets in WA, and of course, tourists love the market too. But while we’ve all heard the official stories of the market’s history and the laying of its first stone by Sir John Forrest in 1897, very few people know about the more personal history and tales that make up Fremantle Markets. The heart of the market is the people who make it what it is. 
When he sat down in a recent interview with us about Fremantle Markets, John Murdoch described how his lasting impression of the market was that of “a big family”. The market has always been a hub of people from all over world and an example of our multicultural roots. When John Murdoch re-opened the abandoned Fremantle Markets building in 1975, he remembers it being “like the UN” with so many nationalities and different languages being spoken, and a mixture of all sorts of people from all walks of life. It’s fair to say that Fremantle Markets’ past is like a slice of WA’s history. We’ve certainly had some interesting characters walk through our doors and trade within the market. So sit back and read about a few of them here.
The ghost under the floorboards: In a back passage of the Fremantle Markets Bar hides a ghost story. As John Murdoch tells, one day he decided to nail up a small passage in the floorboards. But a few days later, he and other people started hearing noises underneath the floorboards. However before you think we have a resident ghost to rival Fremantle Prison, it turned out there was a woman hiding underneath the floorboards. Still, word had gotten out and newspapers and radio stations came to check out what they called ‘the ghost under the floorboards’. The story was so big at the time that it made it all the way to the news in New York and London, becoming a part of Fremantle’s urban legends. It does sound like a story straight out of a Dickens novel, so who knows what else may be lurking underneath the floorboards ...
Holly Wood comes to town: One of our most memorable past traders during the heyday of Fremantle Markets was Holly Wood. That name is no coincidence. Self-titled Holly Wood but born Robbie, Holly used to dress up in drag and dance on the market bar tables. In his spare time, Holly used to sell antiques and write gossip for the local society papers in Fremantle. Holly Wood provides a fitting backdrop to the many famous people John Murdoch remembers calling him up before they visited the markets, asking if they could come in disguise so they wouldn’t be recognised. While sworn to secrecy about the identities of some of the performers and singers who have visited Fremantle Markets, it is nice to think about mysterious icons dropping in undercover and trying to guess who they might have been. 
There was also one mysterious customer who used to buy emeralds for a wealthy and finely-dressed woman. This went on for several weeks at a time as a fancy car would sweep in and then out with precious jewels. And speaking of well-dressed ladies, Janine who has worked for Tit-F-Tat for years is the one of the best-dressed people in the whole market. Collecting vintage silk clothing, she displays her love of clothing by being a picture of fashion beauty. Never let it be said that Fremantle Markets was without its glamour.
The original Underbelly: In the very early days of the market’s re-opening to the public during the 1970s and 1980s, Fremantle was like an episode of Underbelly. While we all love Freo for its laid-back and hippie culture today, in those days, folks would tell you about its wildness. John Murdoch remembers how that affected the history of the market when he was running it. He describes tales of bullets above his head, drive-by shootings, ladies of the night, wild nightclubs, and a thief who hid in the roof of the market where nobody could find him for days. Who needs TV when you have this kind of real-life drama! 
Our lovely caretakers: In John Murdoch’s own words, “the market wouldn’t be what it is today without Rod and Colin”. Rod was Fremantle Markets’ original caretaker right up until John Murdoch retired, after which Colin took over. Murdoch still affectionately remembers how Rod once told him that he feels “wealthy” because of his job and the love he has for the stallholders. Rod still does a lot for the market, most recently making the beautiful tables for our Friday Market Feasts in August along with Colin. Rod and Colin are special people who have become a part of Fremantle Markets’ community.
The ‘big family’ ethos: It should come as no surprise that Fremantle Markets houses traders who have been with us for years and decades, some of whom met their partners and fell in love within our premises, others who have raised their children from infancy to adulthood within the market community. Brad from Snug as a Bug has two lovely daughters who have grown up in the markets since birth, and who are firmly part of the market family. Karl from Pen Maker has been in the markets for years, with stories of people buying pens from him over 16 years ago as treasured possessions. He and his wife Noo have been married for 25 years, with their kids growing up in the markets too. 
Nicky, who opens our gates every morning, can tell you what day your birthday will fall on in any given year. He’s 50 years old now, and has been opening the market door for years. John Murdoch also fondly remembers the Christmas yacht parties with the stallholders and the traders who came to visit him during Christmas. Stallholders are known for rallying around anyone who happened to be sick or in need of help. It’s this community spirit that is one of the most memorable aspects of Fremantle Markets’ long history.
The legend of ‘Princess’: We really must talk about Princess – no article on Fremantle Markets’ past is complete without her quirky presence. Princess anointed herself as royalty and claimed she descended from the infamous Russian Tsars. She was at Fremantle Markets for 30 years selling leather coin purses and was famous for her one finger which she kept constantly bandaged up. Everyone in the market had theories about why she had that bandage on, some believed her finger was missing. In the spirit of her claims to royalty, perhaps that finger was lost in a suitably dramatic fashion. Who knows, but she kept it hidden for 30 years. She really was a character: one day, she said she was going to visit family in Hungary, and disappeared. No one has seen or heard from her since. While she was known as very generous to those she liked, she was also quite mean to children. Princess was like someone out of a fairy tale – all that’s missing from her story is perhaps a gingerbread house and a prince. We do still wonder about that finger.
John Butler’s early days, and other famous names: Many stallholders remember John Butler when he was busking at the markets in the early 1990s before he became famous, especially Colin and Marie from Rio Records who still stock his first album which Colin had to buy directly from his manager. Colin also dealt with the Waifs directly in their pre-fame days when they didn’t have a distributor. Fremantle Markets is known for discovering talent early and supporting local artists. It’s an approach that Colin is keen to emphasise, as artists like John Butler and the Waifs have arguably become successful due to popular local support. As Colin says about his shop, they try “to stock what people actually want rather than what is being promoted by the record companies”. If this approach wasn’t taken, then much local talent would no doubt have remained undiscovered. 
Colin remembers other famous performers visiting his shop over the years, the most iconic and frequent one being Barry Humphries. Humphries would visit the shop every time he was in town due to his love of Brazilian music which was a speciality in Rio Records. Somehow, picturing Barry Humphries grooving to some Brazilian music seems utterly appropriate – preferably while dressed as Dame Edna. Another notable name who started out at Fremantle Markets is Anna Gare who used to busk in the market with her sister Sophie (who is married to comedian and author Ben Elton) and watched her brothers perform in a band in the pub. Gare is now most well-known for her role as a judge on Channel Ten’s programme, Junior MasterChef Australia.
Our funny customers: There are many tales of funny customers throughout the years which are not suited for young ears. But one past stallholder remembers a rather sweet and clever customer who bought 14 items and in an effort to fit them all in her suitcase for her flight home, emptied the entire contents of her suitcase and left them behind. That’s a handy travel tip – who needs clothes when you have items from Fremantle Markets? Obviously our stallholders’ products are that good. John Murdoch still remembers, after all, the legendary apple strudels and cakes made by Vi’s husband from Fremantle Markets Cafe, who was an experienced pastry cook and beloved in the market. For many years, this was the only cafe in Fremantle Markets and many customers remember it well with much love.
Recent claim to fame: We’ve got one more famous name to include before we round off this batch of market tales. Recently, the movie An Accidental Soldier (2013) was filmed in WA. Based on the novel, Silent Parts by John Charalambous, this film is an epic World War One drama screened on ABC. During the filming, the director of the movie, the well-known actress Rachel Ward, made numerous trips to Anjel Ms run by Gaelle Beech. Ward ended up making a huge purchase in Gaelle’s shop and basically did most of her Christmas shopping at Anjel Ms. Now that’s a worthy endorsement of the quality of our traders’ wares. It is nice to think of items that travel all over world from Fremantle Markets and what stories they could tell ... but that’s for next time.
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