Jim Nicholls, artist and Gentleman.

Back in the early Eighties, as you do, I (Lionel) moved out of Melbourne, to a small town called Buninyong just a few miles from the famous gold mining city of Ballarat. My rented home was a 120 yr old miner's cottage on an acre of land. My neighbors across the vacant field next door were the Nicholls. Richard (JIM), his fabulous wife Joyce, a huge family (by any big city standards) of kids that were to become my other family. Jim Nicholls worked most of his life to my knowledge in Jas Smiths Foundry, and, at home in his own tin-shed backyard foundry producing metal goods of immense beauty and style. He would recycle scrap metal into home smelted works of art, in a shed with a dirt floor all year round. 

His humble, happily crowded home was filled with the music of his beautiful kids and his creations. That family meant so much to me, a stranger, knowing only a few people of the towns 500 population. Their house, like mine had a number, but no real neighbors to speak of. To me they were my piece of civilization in the wilderness. Jim was a fossicker for gold, and found plenty of it too. He would so proudly bring it out to show visitors, never giving away the location of his secret goldmine out in the bush. 

His fabulous wife Joyce ran a little recycled clothes shop in the main street of town, helping me sell off my city clothes and bric-a-brac to enable me to "fit in". Joyce always referred to me as "the gentleman". I felt very proud, she should know, she was married to the finest gentle man I have ever had the good fortune to meet. In those first months of settling in, Jim and Joyce's family became mine, from Belinda the town's supermarket check-out chick, to Donna on the petrol pump at the local general store. If I wasn't dropping in for a cup of tea (or dinner) with Joyce and kids, I could always catch Jim at the local pub for a gossip pre-dinner.

He made the huge metal, beautiful, ornamental lights on Princes Bridge in inner Melbourne city, and (I think) those at the top of Bourke St's Parliament Buildings opposite the Windsor Hotel, my local Melbourne water-hole and drinks spot.

He made me an "Art Deco" maiden lamp as a present for my house, and he made me feel welcome In fact my house was previously rented by another two of his daughters Mandy, and Donna. His sons Tony, Brad, Richard and Grant along with baby sister Fiona were often regular guests at my Nolan St "mini-ranch".

When other people thought of me as weird city folk, Jim and Joyce stood by me. 

I eventually left Buninyong, back to the cities and overseas in the mid eighties but took my Nicholls family with me in my heart. We are still in constant contact, as recently as a month ago up in Noosa Queensland. Jim passed away on Monday and my heart is all the heavier now, knowing that Gentleman Jim is gone, the world has lost one (of a kind) VERY REMARKABLE gentle MAN! 

