
		
			[image: Bill_Story_Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			BILL WASS 

			in conversation with Sue Rochester

			Partially dislocated shoulder and a bit of skin off… Just enough to annoy me!

			Although I had been familiar with the name Bill Wass for quite a few years it is only now I have the pleasure of meeting him face to face and learning about his life. I have heard so many positive things about this active, enthusiastic man from my friend Karen Wilson and her husband, Jonny. Bill has been an important figure as a mentor and mate for them, so I was keen to learn Bill’s story. When later attending Bill’s 90th birthday party, it didn’t take long to meet with others who have similarly been inspired by Bill to get on a bike and ride with him.

			Nowadays, Bill and his friend, Jonny Caldwell spend most mornings riding their recumbent bicycles in Mildura’s riverfront precinct. While not knowing if we had ever been formally introduced, I realised that I had seen Bill before and had occasionally spoken to him and Jonny during my riverfront strolls.

			You too may have seen Bill and even had a chat with him as Bill enjoys his mornings cycling along the pathways from Bill’s home across from the Mildura Station Homestead in Cureton Avenue, down along Hugh King Drive past Lock 11 and the Off Lead Dog Park, beside the Mildura Lawn Tennis courts and around to the George Chaffey Bridge.
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			Bill wass and his recumbent bike

			Bill lives with his sweet little brown terrier dog, Peppa. My introduction to Peppa was slightly awkward to say the least. While she seemed to enjoy my introductory patting, she insisted on seating herself on my lap. I am a dog lover so ordinarily I would have been chuffed at her attention. But this first encounter became strained when I tried to multitask. Peppa sat on my lap as I started to take notes from my conversation with Bill. I was sitting forward in a huge recliner chair with my large A4 notebook perched rather precariously on the arm of the recliner. Peppa persisted in nudging my right arm in her efforts to take my attention away from the notetaking. She seemed determined that I should just spend my time patting to ensure that my priority would be spending time with her!

			After my notebook fell to the floor a few times, Bill delivered an apology for Peppa’s enthusiasm. “Well”, he said, “I can’t tell you about my dog training skills, because I have none”.

			Bill Wass was born in Mildura on July 14, 1934, and was given the name Patrick. However, his grandfather, William Patrick, decided to call him Bill, He never explained why. Now ninety years later, Bill is the name that has stuck and the name he prefers. During his childhood, especially during World War 2, Bill lived with his grandparents. At that time, it was not uncommon for families to be separated for long periods of time or for families to share their homes with extended family members, or even friends.

			So it was that Bill’s parents moved to Melbourne and lived with his mother’s sister and her husband for quite a few years at 38 Spensley Street, Clifton Hill, while Bill remained in Mildura. Although Bill had four siblings, Peter, Pam, Sharon and John, they never once all lived together or at the same time with their parents during their childhood years. 

			Bill’s father enlisted in the Australian Army during World War 2 and was stationed on Crete, the largest of the Greek Islands in the Mediterranean. In 1941, Crete was attacked and captured by the Nazis. Bill is unsure of when his dad became a prisoner of war (POW) but he knows he was a POW for about four years. It is highly likely that Bill’s dad may have been one of the more than 3,000 Aussie soldiers who were captured during the Battle of Crete in 1941 and spent the remainder of the war in a German stalag. Bill says that “some of the POWs had to work in a factory that had something to do with trains”. Every now and then Bill’s dad was allowed leave from the stalag. Bill remembers his father saying that he got to borrow a German soldier’s coat and visit a nearby pub. 

			Bill’s mother moved to Melbourne and lived with her sister and brother-in-law for quite a few years at Spensley Street, Clifton Hill, a suburb 4km north-east of Melbourne’s CBD. Bill remained with his grandparents in Mildura and attended Mildura Central School before going to Mildura High School where he said, “I got away with a lot”! I’m afraid I never thought to ask Bill to elaborate on what he meant by “a lot”!

			Bill’s mother and aunt were both employed in a munitions factory, often working 12-hour shifts, six days a week. Munitions (also called ordnance) factories, produced explosives, ammunition, missiles, and similar weapons. The war created an unceasing demand for these products which were vital to the war effort. Fifty-two percent of all workers in munitions factories were female. Women workers were often paid just over half the average male wage of around two pounds per hour for the same jobs. The work involved meeting the military’s needs for the war including filling shells with explosives, loading and packing ammunition, assembling fuses and operating intricate machinery, maintenance and cleaning work. The jobs were quite dangerous and often physically demanding.

			After the war Bill’s dad joined his wife at the house in Spensley Street. He got a job working on the production line in a factory that made slippers. The factory was situated next door to where they all lived. On the other side was Spensley’s Pub. This was very convenient as Bill’s uncle worked at the pub and his aunt sometimes worked casual shifts there as well. Not many people can boast that they lived next door to where they worked! 

			Behind Spensley’s pub was a dead-end laneway. On Saturdays, when Bill was still quite young, he would earn five bob (five shillings) a day from a bookmaker who ran his business from the far end of the lane. Innocently, I asked Bill what type of books the bookmaker made. Bill chuckled at me, and I instantly realised that the type of bookmaker Bill worked for didn’t actually write or publish books at all. I chastised myself because even as a child, I had been aware of “SP Bookies.” His boss was one of many Starting Price Bookies that operated covertly, taking bets from punters. The Starting Price refers to the final odds offered on a horse’s chance of winning a race based on an average of the licensed bookmakers’ prices at the start of the race. Technically, SP Bookies were illegal in Australia, but they prospered and were a long and established feature of Australian life. They would often run their businesses from around pubs and clubs giving punters the opportunity to have a bet away from racetracks. For his five shillings a day Bill would sit on an upturned tin, “keeping nit” which meant being vigilant and on the lookout for any approaching cops and warning the bookmaker of their proximity. Punters exiting the lane would sometimes give Bill a few shillings as a tip, possibly funded by winnings on their favoured horses. Some days Bill earned between two and three pounds ($4 and $6).

			Bill’s uncle and aunt seemed to me, to be quite industrious, shall I say. His aunt not only worked at a munitions factory and at Spensley’s Pub, but also alongside her husband, operating a sly grog shop on the side. A sly-grog shop referred to selling unlicensed alcohol. Most men worked until 5pm and closing time for licensed pubs was 6pm. This meant there was only one hour available to get as full as possible, as quickly as possible, before the pubs had to lock their doors. The barman would notify pub patrons when final drinks were being served. This announcement always resulted in a frantic rush to purchase multiple glasses, line them up along the bar and quickly scull as many as possible before having to leave the pub by 6.15 pm. This was famously known as the “six o’clock swill”. (The six o’clock closing time had been introduced during World War 1). 

			Bill’s holidays were mostly spent in Clifton Hill visiting his parents with his uncle and aunt, helping sell their sly grog. Bill detailed a snapshot of their average Saturday nights, punctuated by a mixture of parties, sing-alongs and punch-ups! “People would come around at all hours of the night to buy beer. A bit further down the line the cops got ‘em (his uncle and aunt) but Dad took the blame for it. A few years later Dad tried to get a taxi licence but couldn’t”. 

			Bill recalls when he was 16 or 17, his Mum had to go to town leaving him alone in the house. Well, he thought he was alone until he discovered a woman lying on the couch. She complained about feeling cold and invited Bill to keep her warm, which he promptly did. Bill recalled proudly, “You don’t get offers like that very often. She was probably 25 or 30 years old, and she knew what she was doing!”

			During their time in Melbourne, Bill’s parents also lived in Watsonia, a suburb about 19 kms from the CBD and almost 13 kms away from Clifton Hill. His parents had secured temporary living quarters at the State Housing Commission’s Emergency Housing Camp, which had previously been the location of the Watsonia Military Camp during WW2. Bill and his brother John, who was seven years younger than Bill, decided to travel by train from Mildura to visit their parents at Watsonia. The plan was for their parents to meet the boys at Spencer Street Station, now called Southern Cross Station. Unfortunately, their parents met the wrong train, leaving their sons stranded. There was no way to contact each other, so the boys decided to take a train to Flinders Street Station and then catch a suburban train from there to Watsonia. When they arrived at Watsonia Station, they left their luggage at the station with the intention of retrieving their suitcases later.

			After asking a stranger where the Emergency Housing Camp was, they were pointed in the right direction and had to walk through paddocks to find the Camp. Of course, when they arrived, their parents weren’t there. Bill said it was about lunchtime, and he had arranged to meet his friend Grub at 1pm to go to the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) to watch a Test cricket match. So, they returned to the city via train with Grub. Despite not knowing where their parents had gone, they all enjoyed the cricket match and returned to Watsonia around 7pm and were finally reunited with their parents.

			After leaving school at 13, Bill got a job working with his uncle “Titch” who had married late in life. Originally, they sold apples and oranges together from a horse drawn cart. They would travel around Mildura knocking door to door selling small buckets of fruit for two shillings a bucket. Later Titch bought a four wheeled horse-drawn lorry with a roof.
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			Titch’s fruit cart

			Although the business went well, his uncle was fond of a few drinks, which prompted Bill’s grandparents to suggest that Bill take on a trade. So, he became a painter. However, like his greengrocer uncle, his first boss also regularly enjoyed a drink or a few. The first task Bill was assigned every day was to buy two bottles of Heley’s soft drink for his boss, who was always feeling quite liverish. He wasn’t a very instructive or good boss either, so Bill left him and joined a team of three or four other blokes.

			Lamentably, his second boss wasn’t a very good painter either. A friend of Bill’s parents, who coincidentally was also a painter, but “he was a good one”, came to live in Mildura. Bill left his second boss and started working for his parent’s friend. Bill reckons he learnt more from this third boss than from both of his previous bosses combined. By the time Bill was 18 or 19 he had learned enough skills to start up his own business.

			For a couple of years Bill had an “on again, off again” friendship with a girl named Sunita, who worked at Tellefson’s Newsagency in Merbein. Sunita lived with her parents on a fruit block at Merbein West and her work mate Janice Castleman lived on an adjacent fruit block. Often Bill would meet up with Sunita and Janice after they had finished work and the three of them would ride their bikes to Sunita’s house. Eventually Sunita left Mildura and shifted to Adelaide to live. Bill also lost contact with Janice for a few years. Then fortuitously one evening at a Mildura Trots meeting at No.1 Oval, they met again. This chance meeting rekindled their friendship ... and the rest, as they say, is history! Bill married Janice and they had three children, two sons and a daughter. Their son Greg lives in Thailand and their son, David, who is also a painter, lives in Mildura. Tragically, their daughter Susan died from a hereditary form of stomach cancer.

			During their marriage Bill and Janice were able to make “a few dollars” from buying and selling houses throughout the Sunraysia district and were “always on the lookout for a bargain”. The first property they owned was in Stephen Street, Mildura. The property had no house, just a shed and an outside toilet. They applied for a permit to upgrade the toilet by installing a septic system. Despite an ensuing “big fight”, the Mildura City Council was reluctant to grant approval, but they ended up selling the property for a good profit. Bill and Janice moved to a flat in Orange Avenue and then shifted to another flat in Sarnia Avenue. A mate had received a housing loan from a Housing Society a few years earlier and he recommended that Bill and Janice should also apply for a loan. They applied and the loan was approved. Bob Dawes built a house for them on a house block they had purchased at 97 Pasadena Grove and Bill painted it. Money was scarce and finding enough finances to add necessary improvements to the house was difficult.

			Tragically, soon after building the house Janice’s parents were both killed in a car accident in South Australia. Her parents still owned the fruit block at Merbein West and after their deaths Bill worked the block with Janice’s two brothers. The three men could only work at the block on weekends because they all had full-time jobs during the week. Although they worked well together this arrangement only lasted a year or so, as the block itself wasn’t doing too well. Bill and Janice sold their share to one of Janice’s brothers for £1,000. They used the money as well as profit from the house in Pasadena Grove to buy an investment property in Lemon Avenue. They renovated the house prior to renting it out, and a few years later they lived in the house before selling it and making a nice profit. Next, they bought a fairly modern house on the corner of Walnut Avenue and Twelfth Street which cost them £10,000. They lived there for a while, built on an extra room and were able to double their money when they decided to sell the property. 

			From 1975 until 1986 Bill and Janice lived on a 20-acre fruit block in Koorlong Avenue, Irymple. When they purchased the block, it consisted of 14 acres producing grapes, but the rest of the property had generally been “let go”. One weekend Bill’s friend Roy helped remove junk from the block. This was a Herculean task. They counted thirteen old, abandoned steel wheeled tractors, a Chevy, an A model Ford and a T model Ford and “an awful lot more”. There was a plethora of old washing machines on the property as well. This left Bill and Roy perplexed about why the previous owner would want to collect so many washing machines. What could he possibly have intended to use them all for? There was still quite a sizeable amount of junk left after the weekend with Roy, so Bill eventually had to pay thousands of dollars for truck after truck to gather up and remove the rubbish.

			The previous owner’s son, Ralph, lived with Bill’s family for twelve months to help with the running of the block. In the first year the block produced one ton of fruit to the acre, but that figure doubled the following year, and it improved from then on. Ralph would remove the aluminium from old chairs he had accumulated and take the aluminium to be recycled. He was also a frequent visitor to the local rubbish tip, where he would routinely return with more junk than he had come with. He would confidently declare that it may all come in handy one day. Argh! I vividly remember those good old days when a visit to the local tip would include hours of scavenging around in other people’s trash. Like Ralph, my husband, Bruce was a rubbish tip treasure hunter too, bringing home great quantities of vital treasures discovered from scavenging around the various tips throughout the district. It was a sad day indeed for dedicated treasure hunters when local councils introduced bans on the removal of these possibly, inevitably and supposedly handy bits of junk from rubbish tips. As the saying goes, “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure”. 

			In 1986, Bill and Janice decided they wanted to leave the block but neither of their sons wanted to take over. Instead, they sold the block and bought a house on a corner allotment in McKendrick Avenue. The house proved to be too small, so they sold that property and again made a hefty profit. Finally, they moved into an old house in Avocado Street that they “bought for virtually nothing”. One day out of the blue, friends from Adelaide, Keith and Merle Glenn, dropped in for a visit. Bill and Janice had money left over after they had bought the house in Avocado Street. They decided to go travelling with Keith and Merle. They travelled together three times, taking three months for each trip. Bill and Janice had a 4-wheel drive vehicle, but the Glenn’s didn’t. Therefore, Bill and Janice were able to travel further north in Queensland, as far as the roads would allow them to go. Bill said it was the best decision he’d ever made to travel in Australia as Janice loved the bush. 

			Soon after their third and final trip away Janice began to experience stomach pains that kept increasing in severity. Eventually, over the next few months, she was diagnosed with a rare form of stomach cancer. The onset of this form of cancer is quite insidious and it often goes undiagnosed in the early stages. Janice’s brother was also diagnosed with this specific cancer, and then Bill and Janice’s daughter Susan also developed the same cancer. Janice and her brother died a few months apart and Susan died quite some time later. Although Bill was unsure what the name of the cancer was, from my research it is quite possible that it is called Hereditary Diffuse Gastric Cancer Syndrome (HDGC), one of many cancer syndromes passed down through genetic lines. HDGC has a 70% higher risk of developing stomach cancer for those with the syndrome than the general population. Women with the syndrome also have a 42% greater chance of developing a specific type of breast cancer. At present, five of Bill’s grandchildren have also been diagnosed with this cancer, necessitating the removal of their stomachs and reliance on eating small sized “grazing” meals for the rest of their lives. 

			After Janice died Bill continued to live in Avocado Street for quite a few years. It was during this time that Bill met my friend Karen. Bill’s son Greg asked him what his plans were for the future. Greg had bought a house in Cureton Avenue across from the Mildura Bowling Club. His proposal was to renovate a retirement bungalow out the back for Bill. However, Bill didn’t get his bungalow as the Council wouldn’t give its approval. Instead, Bill moved to a little unit in Chaffey Avenue.
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			Bill has enjoyed playing a variety of sports throughout his life. He played table tennis for 14 years and golf for about 20 years. He also played roller hockey at the roller hockey rink located in Langtree Avenue, between Seventh and Eighth Streets. The rink also had a fun parlour and a hamburger joint at the site. Bill took up rowing as well because “it was the only place you could get a cold beer on a Sunday”. However, it was cycling and cycling sports that would become his passion. 

			Bill’s grandfather made a living from buying all manner of second-hand items, restoring them and then reselling the restored items. Bill was in Grade 3 at Mildura Central School when his grandfather gave him his first bicycle. It was to be the precursor of many more bikes in Bill’s life and the catalyst for his life of competitive and fund-raising cycling events.

			Bill was 14 when he became a member of the Mildura Amateur Cycling Club (MACC). Most towns in Sunraysia had a cycling club and competitions were held regularly at the cycling track located at No.1 Oval, Mildura. Bill was 20 when he earned the title of “Northwest Victoria’s Long-Distance Road Champion” in 1954. Then, in 1956 he became the “MACC Track Champion for Sprint, half mile, 1-mile and 5-mile distances”. The cycling track at No.1 Oval was later removed, and the promised alternative cycling venue never eventuated. Some clubs eventually disbanded but in the early 1980’s, the MACC joined with Coomealla to form a united club, the Mildura-Coomealla Cycling Club.

			It was around this time in the early 80’s that Bill began experiencing aches and pains in his legs that caused disturbances to his sleep. To help relieve some of the pain Bill would cycle around a couple of street blocks with a mate named Chas. The exercise helped to relieve some of the discomfort.
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			Bill, John Doyle and Tubby Ramsay

			Later Bill joined the local Triathlon Club. Triathlons are competitive athletic events for either individual or team competitors that combine three different disciplines: swimming, cycling, and running in that order. Events differ in their length ranging from Sprint, Olympic, Half Ironman and Ironman distances. It was at the Triathlon club that Bill met Tubby Ramsay, an avid swimmer, who is a few months older than Bill. They decided to participate in team triathlon events together. At first, they competed locally with Tubby swimming and Bill riding in the cycling leg of each race and another local, John Doyle, would finish events by competing in the running section. 

			They then turned their attention to competing in the 2002 World Masters Games in Melbourne.  Anyone of any fitness level can participate in Masters Games if they are over the age of 35 (although some sports will allow athletes to participate at 30 years old). Bill and Tubby certainly qualified for the Games, as they both turned 68 in 2002. The first World Masters Games was held in Canada in 1985 and like the Olympic Games, the event is now held every four years. Popular with both retired professional athletes and former Olympians alike, the World Masters Games have been hosted three times by Australian cities. In 2002, 24,866 athletes competed across 26 sports, held at 62 different venues throughout Victoria.

			This was a record for the biggest multi-sport festival in the world, with more than double the number of athletes who had competed at the Sydney Olympics Games two years earlier in 2000. The Confederation of Australian Sport has also been hosting Australian Masters Games competitions every odd calendar year since 1987 in different cities throughout Australia. The 20th Edition is scheduled to be held in Canberra in 2025 with competitors expected to compete in over 50 sports including archery, gymnastics, athletics, lawn bowls, wrestling, basketball, croquet and pickleball.

			Athletes compete for themselves rather than representing their country and John decided he wanted to compete in individual running events. The problem here was the athletics program coincided with the triathlons. So, Tubby and Bill then had to find fill-ins for the running leg of their triathlons. Finding fill-ins was never difficult as there were always people willing and available.

			 “We were very lucky early in the piece when we got a girl from Darwin to do the runs for us. She was really keen and a lovely little lass”. Team members are often not the same age, and sometimes the age difference may be quite substantial. To determine which age category a team competes in, the age of team members is added together and divided by three to determine the team’s average age. This equation varied for Tubby and Bill because they often had to rely on ‘fill-in’ runners in their team. Sometimes they didn’t know who their runner was going to be until the race day, so they never really knew in advance which age category they were going to be allotted.

			At the 2002 Games, Bill and Tubby raced in the Sprint Team Triathlon Event held at a venue in Geelong. Shortly into his “leg” of the Triathlon, Bill had a fall from his bike at the first bend and landed on a fellow competitor. He said he had “partially dislocated my shoulder and there was a bit of skin off, just enough to annoy me”. Of course, Bill just got back on his bike and kept riding. 

			While I was researching the 2002 World Masters Games for this story, I was delighted to stumble across an official scoresheet with a list of triathlon medal holders. Tubby and Bill not only won the gold medal for their age category, but they also came fifth overall. In total Bill and Tubby competed together at Masters Games for approximately fourteen years, from 1998 to around 2012, and they were never defeated in their age category. 

			Competitive Triathlon events weren’t the only cycling events that Bill participated in. Every January Bill would take a team of fellow cyclists to Adelaide for three consecutive charity rides. The team called themselves Bill’s Bunch and included my friends Karen and Jonny and others who Bill had encouraged to take up cycling.

			The first event was the “Big Red Ride” to raise funds for Muscular Dystrophy South Australia. The second event was called “Ride Like Crazy” and had been initiated by members of the South Australia Police in 2009 to assist Senior Sergeant Mick “Crazy” Koerner, who had been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumour. This event involved three distance courses around Adelaide ranging from 50 to 70kms. In the first year, 600 riders participated to raise money for the Neurosurgical Research Foundation and the Flinders Foundation. A decade later the final “Ride Like Crazy” event was held with 1,400 participants, raising an overall total of $1.7 million. The third event was the “Tour Down Under” where Bill’s Bunch would ride from Glenelg to Victor Harbour. World-class cyclists would also compete, and amateur teams would ride the same course. All three of these events occurred in close succession during January and certainly made for an intense and tiring yet exhilarating cycling experience for all participants.

			Bill’s Bunch also participated in the Port-to-Port, a local charity ride that took two days and about 400km to complete. The Port-to-Port event resulted from a plan to encourage and strengthen the relationship between Mildura and Echuca, as well as raising money for vital programs run by Mallee Family Care. The event began at Mildura and ended the next day at Echuca with a much needed and relaxing overnight stopover for participants and their support crews at Swan Hill. It became a tradition towards the end of the event outside Echuca for the faster members from Bill’s Bunch to wait a few kilometres outside Echuca for the remainder of the team to catch up before the entire team would ride to the finish line together. It was certainly a highlight of the year for Bill and his team, and a fun filled event. 
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			Bill’s Bunch

			Accompanied by members of his Bunch, Bill would cycle about 5 days a week ticking over between 30 and 50kms on each outing. With this amount of preparation and the sheer number of competitions and charity events that Bill participated in during his cycling life, there were bound to be a few falls. In fact, for five or six years in a row there were some painfully memorable falls with some accidents resulting in admissions to hospital. The following are the Top 6 falls that Bill recalls …

			#1.	While out riding with his mate Chas late one Friday afternoon along River Road between Mildura and Merbein, Bill’s mountain bike slid on the gravel at the edge of the road. Bill fell onto his back and lay on the ground for a few minutes before Chas said, “Come on then, let’s go”. Bill tried to move his leg, but he couldn’t ... and then the pain started! Subsequently he was taken by ambulance to the Emergency Department at Mildura Base Hospital. Although there was no initial pain, there was a severe break, (medically called a fracture), to his left femur, the large bone in his upper left leg. An orthopaedic specialist from Melbourne inserted metal plates from Bill’s hip downwards and used pins to stabilise the fracture, under an epidural anaesthetic. This type of operation is only performed when a fracture is serious and cannot be treated with a plaster cast or a splint. After the bone heals the metalwork remains in place permanently.

			#2.	The following year while again riding with Chas, Bill experienced an event that was diagnosed as a stroke. He was riding up the hill adjacent to the Mildura Bowling Club, (which is actually just an incline,) when he lost control of his bicycle. He came off the bike, hit the curb and landed headfirst through the hedge alongside the Bowling Club. This time he broke his collarbone and some ribs. Chas probably thought that lightning had indeed struck Bill twice, but there was more to come! Even now, the members of Bill’s Bunch still affectionately call the Bowling Club incline “Bill’s Hill.”

			#3.	Before bicycle helmets were made compulsory Bill and Chas were training backwards and forth down Cureton Avenue to Apex Park, repeatedly crossing over a stock grid that they had uneventfully cycled over hundreds of times before. However, inexplicably the rear wheel of Bill’s bike suddenly became stuck between the cross rails and the concrete edge of the grid. The wheel stayed upright but had become egg-shaped rather than circular. Bill was catapulted forward and received a gash to the left side of his forehead that required 30 stitches. 

			#4.	Not long after experiencing the mini stroke, during a training session along the riverfront Bill’s bike became entangled with another rider’s bike near the Mildura Skate Park. He again fractured his collarbone and some ribs.

			#5.	While returning home to his house in Avocado Street with Karen and other members of Bill’s Bunch, Bill was hit full on by a car at the roundabout on the corner of Thirteenth Street and San Mateo Avenue. Luckily this time Bill didn’t break any bones and there was also surprisingly minimal damage done to his bike.

			#6.	This last fall was a series of unfortunate events. As part of the beautification project along the Mildura Riverfront precinct, “tradies” had laid a considerable length of concrete pathways, making access easier for everyone. Unfortunately for Bill though, he was riding past new concrete works accompanied by a friend from overseas and another friend Pat, whom he rode with regularly. A loose ribbon tied to a balustrade became entangled in the handlebars of Bill’s bike. His head hit the ground causing impact trauma to his skull resulting in a concussion. While Bill remembers the events surrounding the accident he experienced lapses of consciousness before the ambulance arrived and for the first day of his stay in hospital. Again, Bill suffered a severe fracture to the bone in his upper leg that required the insertion of more metal plates and pins to hold the broken bone together but this time it was the right femur. 

			Bill was not only an avid and enthusiastic cyclist, he added hitting the dance floor to his repertoire, but thankfully not literally of course. Although learning to dance had never been on Bill’s bucket list, a married friend asked Bill if he was interested in taking ballroom dancing lessons with her because her husband was not interested in learning how to dance. Bill agreed and they enrolled in ballroom dancing classes together at the Mildura Waves Aquatic and Leisure Centre. The classes must have been conducted after the year 2000 because the Leisure Centre wasn’t built until then. Bill was in his late 60’s, and their teacher was Gloria Jago.

			Bill and his partner enjoyed going out to dances together, mainly at the Mildura Workingman’s Club and the Mildura Settler’s Club. However, they would also cross over the Murray River into New South Wales to dance at the Wentworth and Coomealla Clubs as well. 
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			Sometimes Bill’s dance partner would accompany Bill to Masters Games events in Adelaide, where at night they would seek out dance venues around the city to attend. It was at a Port Road Old Time Dance that Bill recalls the following: “It was the half time break, and we were having a cuppa with sandwiches when this bloke came up to us and started chatting. The man stated, ‘You aren’t married, are you?’ I replied, “No we’re not but how do you know?” The bloke replied, ‘You’re having too much fun to be married’. His wife who was looking on gave him a dirty look”. Later, Bill’s dance partner remarried and moved to Adelaide to live. Nowadays when she brings her new husband to Mildura, they always drop in to say hello to Bill.

			During Bill’s time dancing, the pins and rods that had been inserted into his left hip and upper leg caused excessive pain that interfered with his dance style. Often it would require up to six Panadol painkillers during the day prior to going out to dance to keep the pain in check. Although plates and pins are designed to remain permanently in place to stabilise fractured limbs, Bill was eventually admitted to the Mildura Private Hospital to have the metal bits and pieces removed. It was during this admission that he was cared for by my friend Karen who was only working at the Hospital doing placement as a student nurse. Karen was living at Merbein, and she mentioned to Bill that she enjoyed riding her bike the 20-kilometre trip to and from the hospital. Karen had previously been a swimming instructor and Bill said her swimming skills would be a big tick for her as a prospective triathlete. He quickly convinced Karen to join Bill’s Bunch. Initially she was a bit reluctant as she believed that her cycling skills wouldn’t be as good as the rest of the Bunch. Bill allayed Karen’s anxiety, and she joined the team. 
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			Karen Wilson, Bill, Lisa Willis and Else Foster

			“She thought she wouldn’t keep up, but she did.” Karen is now in her early 60’s and not only loved competing as a member of Bill’s team in charity and competition events, but she has also completed multiple individual triathlons, as well as a full Ironman event… All thanks to Bill Wass and his infectious love of cycling. 

			For other people their road tripping, (oops, I mean cycling) may have come to an abrupt end after suffering multiple fractured ribs, two separate breaks to the collarbone and severe fractures to both legs requiring an extensive amount of elaborate and intricate metalwork to hold the bones together, but none of that stopped Bill Wass! A few years ago, an orthopaedic surgeon told Bill that there was so much metalwork in his hip and legs that he should NEVER get back on a bike because “whatever happens I won’t be able to fix it”. After considering the surgeon’s stern warning, Bill decided he could continue to compete in triathlons. So, a new chapter began in Bill Wass’ life when he bought his first recumbent bicycle. Recumbent bikes have a reclined seating position which supports the rider’s back, with the rider’s legs extended forward to reach the pedals. They also have a lower centre of gravity, making them more stable and comfortable to ride for longer periods. Bill’s rationale for buying a recumbent bike was that he believes they are difficult to fall from and “If you do fall off you don’t break bones”. 

			Nowadays Bill enjoys living with Peppa in his unit in Cureton Avenue. He is still very interested in the lives of his friends and family. Members of Bill’s Bunch get together with Bill on a regular basis for a catch up, and of course a road trip down memory lane, punctuated with a few drinks. Visitors are always welcome and Peppa certainly enjoys the attention, as I found out on our first meeting. However, several years ago Bill had a surprise encounter with one unexpected visitor. He had just woken up and went to the bathroom to wash his face and hands. While there he caught a glimpse of his uninvited visitor out of the corner of his eye. Turning around he discovered his visitor was a 3-foot-long brown snake lying in his bathtub. Bill rang Chas, who was now a nearby neighbour, to help him capture the snake. Chas brought down an empty box and using a foot long pair of BBQ tongs the snake was cautiously lifted into the box before they returned it safely to the bush. 

			Bill’s enduring legacy will always be sharing his enthusiasm and love of cycling with others, but he also has passed on that enthusiasm to at least one of his grandsons. Bill enjoyed cycling around the district accompanied by his grandson when they were both younger, before his grandson went to live in Queensland. Bill was extremely chuffed to tell me that his grandson had recently completed his first triathlon and that he had told Bill he wants to try “cutting his time” with the next one.

			Bill loves to ride his recumbent bike most mornings along the riverfront. If you are out enjoying the morning ambience of spending time along our Riverfront precinct, and you see Bill Wass, just wave him down while he’s on his morning ride as Bill “loves to stop and chat to different ones”. 

			He particularly enjoys watching young children on scooters. However, he wonders about what type of adults some of these kids will grow up to become. One morning near the 1909 riverside café, he passed by two women walking their babies in prams and a toddler on a scooter. As Bill peddled by, the toddler fell from the scooter and “went straight into a big tantrum throwing the scooter over his or her head twice”. 

			Maybe that child won’t develop a love for exercising or grow up to become an avid athlete raising money for multiple charities. Not every toddler grows up to become Northwest Victoria’s “Long Distance Road Champion at 62 miles” or MACC’s “Track Champion for Sprint, half mile, 1 mile and 5-mile distances” and not everyone becomes the undefeated World Masters Games Triathlon champion in their age category. But then again not everyone is as determined as Bill Wass is to keep “riding like crazy.” It has been a pure delight for me to spend time in conversation with this quiet and unassuming nonagenarian!
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