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			Marie Pragt

			in conversation with Mary Talent

			When it comes to a back scratch, there is no-one who compares.

			I met Marie Pragt almost two years ago when she joined the U3A Sunraysia’s Writing for Pleasure group. She had left her riverside Robinvale home with a beautiful big garden which she had nurtured for many years. She was disappointed that she had to relocate to Mildura. Go forward eighteen months and what a transformation ... Marie is so jovial and busy with her new activities it’s hard to catch up with her.

			“Oh, Marie’s an extrovert” is the description offered by her longtime friend, travel companion and work colleague, Chris Smith.

			The dictionary tells us that an extrovert is: 

			no. 1. an outgoing, socially confident, typically gregarious, and unreserved person. 

			2. one who seeks out interaction, is friendly, good natured, and easy to talk to. That’s if you can catch her at home - between family holidays, parties, church services, cruises, health appointments and trips to Melbourne for musical concerts and … et cetera. A very busy 89- year-old.

			Teaching was an ideal profession for the extrovert Marie. She followed in her mother’s footsteps and loved it. The following is the beginning of Marie’s story in her own words: 

			Mum Barry (grandmother) her daughter Una, some of the committee of Culgoa School and its principal were all waiting at Culgoa Railway Station to meet the new infant schoolteacher, Miss Dorothy Corkeron. The train pulled in, and out of the carriage came a large suitcase, small carry bag, violin case and finally a tiny female figure. Dorothy was to be the first ever infant teacher for Culgoa State School. After introductions Dorothy was driven home by Mum Barry to board at the Barry’s for her time at Culgoa.
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			Dorothy Corkeron arrives at the Culgoa Station

			Young Una Barry, the youngest of the thirteen Barry children, was delighted to have a new female companion. Una was still living at home helping to look after her four older brothers. One of these brothers, John, was at home when the ladies walked into the kitchen. My mother’s description of him was something like … “I saw this dusty hayseed perched on the edge of the table pretending to read the newspaper.

			Marie’s father’s family name was originally Corkery but the name was changed by him to Corkeron for reasons that Marie can only imagine!

			He looked over the top of his spectacles”. She had no idea or inclination that this specimen was to be her future husband. John must have played his cards right. This historically romantic moment was the start of a new generation. Marie was to be second born.

			John was an industrious worker already preparing for his future. John and his older brother, Leo, had secured land known as Fletcher’s and Keating’s blocks near the ‘township’ of Chinkapook, located approximately 67 kilometres from Swan Hill. Both blocks were seven hundred acres and unsustainable for the returned soldier settlers to whom they were allocated. Keatings was only half cleared of the Mallee trees that grew there, so had to be cleared by the Barry brothers before any crops could be sown. The two young brothers camped there all week then returned to Culgoa on alternate weekends. They would enjoy a well-deserved two-day break before riding back the forty odd miles to tend their animals, continue land-clearing and when the time came, sow a crop on the Fletcher’s block. 

			It’s hard to imagine the intermittent courtship of Dorrie and John, but this long distant relationship was successful.

			Chinkapook, known as Christmas Tank until 1914, is said to be aboriginal for red pool or red ochre

			“Obviously, John must have scrubbed up alright to reach a high standard because Dorothy married this ‘hayseed’, John Joseph Barry at St John’s Church, Clifton Hill in 1932. The following year David was born, and Marie followed in October 1934. Then their sister Carmel was a 1937 arrival, making up a trio of children. Dorothy had a stillborn baby in 1940. Marie said it didn’t trouble her or her siblings, but they thought it weird when all the family visited an unusual area and laid flowers on a heap of red earth. That, of course, was baby Helen’s grave.

			“Our brother John James arrived in 1943 followed by Norma Ann in September 1950. Mum lost an advanced pregnancy in the years in between. We children didn’t know what was happening, except that Dad arrived home from the paddock with a team of horses and carried Mum out to the car. Our lovely neighbours, the Templetons, were over to look after us when Mum was spirited away to Hospital”.

			Marie is proud of her siblings. Unfortunately, David, a successful farmer died young. Carmel became a breeder of Champion Arabian horses. Jim gave up farming and studied to become a doctor and specialised in anaesthetics. Norma Ann (Ann) was a busy midwife who helped establish a Midwifery Hospital at Fig Tree in New South Wales.
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			Mum and Dad with David, Carmel and Marie

			The account of Marie’s arrival sounds like an old movie. It happened on a Saturday night. 

			“When the baby (Marie) was on the way, Dad rode a horse to the dance to get help as previously arranged. The pianist, Rose Ralphael, drove the family car to collect Dorrie for delivery to Manangatang Bush Nursing Hospital. Dad rode the horse over ten miles to the hospital and tried to sleep on the veranda. He could hear moaning all night and felt sorry for his wife. But next morning, after the birth of the baby girl, Dorrie put him right. It wasn’t her but another patient suffering indigestion making all the noise”.
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			Siblings Carmel, Jim, Ann (Norma Ann) and Marie

			Their life on the farm was the same as most other rural children pre-war and in war time. Marie started school at Chinkapook State School in 1940 aged five. There were thirty-five pupils in the one room. Her ‘bubs’ class had from four to six little ones. The school closed around 1947 and the students joined classes at Manangatang Consolidated School. It was the second consolidated in Victoria, the first being Murrayville out west.

			On the farm they had a working Clydesdale horse team. Marie remembers them as big gentle animals who typically worked hard and only asked for a good feed at the end of a long day, then a roll in the dust to relax. Farmer John took good care of his horses (they would have been an asset) and he often remarked “If you want them to work hard - you have to feed them well – so they don’t get sick and will be up for the task”.
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			Dad’s five horse team hauling a harvest of wheat

			“The children loved the horses too, especially younger sister, Carmel. She would follow her father to watch him yoke up for a new day’s work. When the horses were being clipped, she would sit patiently on the vast back of the one being clipped and then move on to the next one”.

			When the 1940’s drought became serious, the whole family moved to Port Fairy, over four hundred kilometres away. John Barry went ‘a-droving’ with Arthur Wright – moving all their own and friend’s animals to the greener pastures of Koroit, where the sheep could feast on Farmer O’Toole’s potato tops. They had rented a house to move into which would have been a relief after travelling in a T model Ford loaded with Mum, Dad, and baby Jim (age two) in front, and David, Marie, Carmel, and Pop Corkeron in the back. The sheep and horses were in animal trucks and carried by train to Port Fairy. Jack and Arthur Wright had a dray caravan, made from a half tank, as canopy to cover their necessities and the dogs. Dorothy soon had her children enrolled at St. Patrick’s in Port Fairy.

			On returning from Port Fairy, life on the farm was much the same as before. The drought broke in 1947, two years after the war ended. Once the horses were back, livestock numbers increased.

			The family raised poultry, sheep, pigs, and cattle. I wonder how often this little white lie was told to sensitive young ears when draught horses were replaced by tractors, “They are going to a new farm”. Marie decided to prepare their beloved horses for their new owners by carefully grooming the manes and tails. Then she put name tags on ribbons and wove them into her handiwork so the new farmers would know the names of the horses. She now knows they were trucked out to the glue factory. 

			With improved rainfall, the finances improved and in 1952 a new weatherboard house was built on the property at Chinkapook. It had the luxury of having running water, also heating it through the wood stove thanks to a good supply of Mallee stumps. Mallee roots would have been one of the most plentiful raw materials in the district. A 32-volt generator completed the time saving devices in the new home, making life much easier.

			Prior to the building of the new house, it was decided that Marie should become a boarder at the Convent of Mercy St Mary’s College in Bendigo. She was devastated. She cried and wept but her parents would not relent. They wanted their children to have a good future. For three years Marie would take the train (with two other Catholic girls) from Chinkapook to the Catholic convent school. Their dormitory was on the verandah so they weathered the elements, putting up with freezing wind in the winter months and overheating in summer. There was no telephone, but they had to write one letter a week.

			Every morning the girls brushed their hair for ten minutes and twice a week had head lice inspection, a painstaking task completed with a fine-toothed comb. Marie said that in summer the teenage body odour was putrid because they were only allowed two baths a week. Marie was the youngest and smallest in her class and worked hard to get the best marks. At age fifteen she studied ‘Far from the Madding Crowd’ by Thomas Hardy in English Literature. There were no Aussie style books studied in secondary school. She also remembers reading ‘Flight of the Heron’ by D.K. Broster, a novel about Bonnie Prince Charlie.

			Because of her age, upon graduating she had to wait a year to apply to the Education Department for a teaching bursary to go to Teachers’ College (“now it’s called a gap year”). In this period, Marie made her debut.

			Marie had always enjoyed dancing. As a sixteenyear - old, on May 16, 1951, she was presented to Mr. and Mrs. Kreiger, the School Inspector of the Swan Hill Shire schools and his wife. Her brother, David, was a beautiful ballroom dancer and he was her partner for the evening. Marie still has the little creamy coloured dance card filled out with the program of various dances and names of her partners. Young Murray Grant’s name appears a few times next to the Foxtrot and the Valeta and Lawrence Templeton’s name can also be seen.

			The following year she was again living in a hostel in Bendigo and through the next two years enjoyed practical teaching at various schools in the Bendigo area: Golden Square, Quarry Hill, Eaglehawk and Camp Hill. The hostel was in Mitchell Street, quite near the train station and about a mile from Roslyn Park Teachers’ College. They walked to their studies each day and then home for lunch all dressed up in full skirted dresses held out with starched petticoats. They had to provide their own linen, but it was laundered for the residents by the town laundry.

			Once she graduated, Marie applied to teach at Cabbage Tree Flats but was refused because at eighteen she was considered too young and “there were too many single men working at the sawmills”.

			She didn’t get a posting at Mildura either. Back at Manangatang she was a fill-in temporary teacher, and enjoyed learning to prepare lesson activities that would stand her in good stead in her future years. She enjoyed going to dances and balls and her brother David drove their Dad’s Humber Hawk car to Chinkapook, Manangatang and Nandaly to be her partner. Her next move was to a permanent teaching position at Robinvale. The young teacher had fortytwo children in her Grade 2 class and for two years boarded at Robinvale Teachers’ Hostel.

			“In 1957 I was sent to teach at Robinvale Consolidated School. This era was a very exciting time in the history of Robinvale. The first of the Returned Soldier Settlement blocks had been opened for development in the 1940’s and early 50’s. When I arrived some of the ‘blockies’ were living in their newly constructed houses, but many were still living in pickers’ huts. There had also been an influx of New Australians, Greeks and Italians were the majority but there were also newcomers like the Dutch and Polish and some from the Baltic Nations and others, all making up the cosmopolitan population of Robinvale. There was a great deal of poverty in the area, as many of the first crops were not up to harvesting stage. Neighbours would help each other out in many and diverse ways.

			“The school was certainly in the poverty zone. It consisted of many buildings which had been relocated from more isolated rural schools, brought in from the surrounding countryside and literally dumped on the original Robinvale State School grounds. Very little repair had been done on these buildings. The room I was in had windows that were up and wouldn’t come down or down and wouldn’t go up. We were open to whatever prevailing elements were of the day – be it dust or rain.

			“There was an Aboriginal camp down by the river behind the sawmill. This camp was a disgrace to mankind and consisted of humpies made from discarded crates, galvanised iron and old cars. I was not fully aware of Aboriginal children except for the very darker ones scattered through the various grades. All children, regardless of background, were treated equally.

			“My first shock in relation to the state of the Aboriginal situation was when I asked one of my Year 2 students, who frequently missed school for days on end, why he didn’t attend. His simple reply was, “got no clothes”. I found this hard to believe but was assured by older staff members this would certainly be the case. I was horrified but didn’t know what to do, so did nothing. I learned not long after that the ladies of various churches would gather up spare clothing and leave it at the Police Station and the sergeant would deliver the parcel, with food. 

			“In 1955 the first ‘Save the Children Fund’ representative came to Robinvale. The lady was Mrs. Oostermeyer of Dutch-Indonesian background. This kind and clever lady would take a chair and an umbrella and go and sit down near the Aboriginal camp. She would have a couple of picture books and a supply of fruit, and wait there until the children, in their curiosity, would come to her. Once the children enjoyed Mrs. Oostermeyer’s visits, the mothers eventually began to see her as a friend and not a threat. With the mothers’ trust obtained the children were encouraged to go to school more frequently. They were provided with school requisites, which had to remain at school. They were also given adequate clothing.

			“A committee of local people was formed at Mrs. O’s request to raise funds for the organisation. Three afternoons each week a gathering of children was held in the Methodist Preschool-Sunday School hut. Here the children were given a drink of milk, a sandwich, fruit if available and they did craftwork and played games. I became friendly with Mrs. Oostermeyer and used to go to these after school activities, helping and joining in the fun. It was known as Little Kinder. Later the teenagers became involved in the organisation and local footballers and farmers would play football with the older boys. Some of the young Aboriginal men were already working as shearers or farmhands and played in the local football teams.

			“For a few weeks on Friday evenings, another teacher, Barbara (Loy) Young who was a good pianist, would play the piano while myself and a couple of other people would hold dancing lessons. We had a lot of fun at these evenings. My involvement with the ‘Save the Children Fund’ ended the following year when I moved away from Robinvale”.

			Euroa Primary was Marie’s next posting, where she had sixty Grade 3 pupils. I was amazed at the large class size, but Marie simply commented they were all good children. While there, Marie joined the Euroa drama group - an activity that later led to her meeting the love of her life.

			She loved performing in the dramatic society and pantomime groups. She played Flip in ‘Dick Whittington’, the pantomime better known these days as ‘Puss in Boots’. She met Jack, who was very musical and played mouth organ and guitar. He interested Marie, he was handsome and cool. At this time, she was friendly with another young man - a teacher who was admired and approved of by her parents. “But he was too good. He’d do anything for me”, Marie reminisces with a laugh. 

			Marie wanted a sturdier character, like Jack, who in 1951 came to Australia from Holland to start a new life. His first stop was Darwin, and he was then flown to Bathurst Migrant Camp. From there he was sent to work in South Australia at Whyalla shipping yard. Not long after this, Jack’s older brother Henk, and his sister Nettie, came to Australia fruit picking. After harvest they got jobs working in the Robinvale Hotel. They planned to invest in a house at Robinvale so the rest of the family could migrate to Australia, which they later did. The complete family was Joseph and Hendrika, the parents, Henk, Jacobus, Antoinetta, Wilhemus, Hendrika, Josephus and John.

			Soon after Jack arrived in Robinvale from South Australia where he worked as a mechanic. He was skilful and earned a good wage but only kept £1 to live on for the week. The rest went into paying off the family home. At a pantomime rehearsal Marie met Henk … “too smooth” and Jack … “a charming devil and a well-mannered enigma”. At the end of panto season a summer ball was held to celebrate the end of harvest. Jack invited Marie to attend the ball with he and his brother. She bought a new dress and thought Jack was a proper gentleman.
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			Marie and Jack in their courting days

			“He never rushed the romantic side”, she divulges with a sparkle in her eyes. “But we just knew we’d get married. I finally sent Jack off with Dad to milk the cows. The plan was for him to ask permission to marry me”. When Jack came back carrying the milk buckets, Marie asked what the outcome was. Sadly, Jack admitted, “I didn’t ask”. “You’re yellow guts”. Marie ribbed him. So off they went to the milking shed the next day and on being asked, Marie’s father replied, “Yes Johnnie, you can have her”. Marie was twenty-three and her groom, Jacobus Johannes Pragt, was twenty-six years old.

			Soon after this Mr. Barry got sick, so Marie moved back to Manangatang.

			Their engagement lasted two years because they had no money to buy a house but in August 1959, they became life partners and wed at St Bridget’s Church in Chinkapook. Matron of honour, Josephine Hogan and bridesmaid Theresa Ryan attended Marie. She borrowed a friend’s wedding dress; Pat Grant had worn it eighteen months before, and it fitted Marie beautifully.

			They moved into the family home that Jack and his siblings had been paying off. Mrs. Pragt senior had gone to stay on the coast with her husband, a fisherman. The newlyweds borrowed Bill’s VW car to go to Sydney for their honeymoon. Marie said she was so embarrassed the first night when they got to Kerang and Jack enquired at motels, asking for a room with a double bed.
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			Marie says they read ‘the book’ about birth control. Did they do a good job? After ten months of marriage, Barry Joseph arrived in June 1960. Then two years later, in June 1962, Nicholas William and after almost three years, in 1965, Miriam Dorothy completed the family’
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			The Church at Chinkapook The Church was later relocated to Merbein
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			Barry Joseph, Nicholas William and Miriam Dorothy Pragt
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			As an adult Barry became involved with the tourist industry. Nicholas served in the Airforce before becoming a flight engineer with Japan Airlines, making it possible for Marie and Jack to have many cheap overseas flights, travelling business class!

			Miriam studied nursing and now has a responsible position at Murray House Aged Care, Wentworth.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Marie visits her father-in-law’s birth place in Holand.
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			Marie takes a pony ride out of Petra

			In 1961 Marie thought she had retired from primary school teaching. In 1961, Jack and Marie went into partnership with Hank and his wife, Barbara. They invested in the Euston Mobil Service Station. Marie said she worked long hours in the shop, Jack was a good mechanic, and it was a busy life with NRMA call outs and repairs also needing attention. Their brother Joe worked with them for a couple of years. Later, they took over Hank’s share of the business.

			One early morning, when Jack drove away on a NRMA call to fix broken-down car, he was involved in a shocking accident. It was 7am and a car travelling from Adelaide missed the Robinvale turn at Euston and crashed into Jack. He was found unconscious and had suffered broken ribs, brain damage, memory loss and had double vision. Marie was now the sole active proprietor of the Mobil Service Station. She was proud of her two little boys, aged eight and ten years. They could serve petrol and give change from $10.
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			Barry and Nick enjoying the fruits of their labours

			She had the help of their young apprentice mechanic, Richard, but without Jack’s skills, it was too much for both. It took many months for Jack to recover to be able to work in the service station again, but his health was never the same and many of his mechanic’s skills had to be relearnt. As a result, the business was becoming too difficult to run. Profits from petrol sales were dropping due to cars becoming more fuel efficient. They sold the business to “Meggsy Berrett.” Now it is still run by the same family as the Shell Servo of Euston.

			Marie had given up teaching once she married but continued to take a pre-school group on Friday afternoons. Another horrendous accident then changed the course of her life. The accident happened in 1968 and involved four teaching nuns, two of whom were killed and the remaining two were severely injured. A call went out for retired teachers to fill in. Marie went back to teaching to help. A position was available for six months but as fate would have it, she taught for more than a further 30 years at St Mary’s School.

			She retired at 67, but not really. From teaching the younger generation Marie went on to teaching English at TAFE to a new wave of immigrants, specifically sixteen Asian students who spoke various languages. It was hard going. 

			Jack began working at Robinvale Machinery. Later, he worked as a salesman for IPC and then worked at Robinvale Co-operative as a mechanic. Once Jack retired, he took on the job of ‘lollypop man’, overseeing Robinvale P-12 college students cross the road safely. Jack was eighty-three when he passed away. Marie and Jack were then living on a two-acre property in Latje Road, Robinvale. The house they built overlooked the Murray River. The years 1973-1974 were very wet years causing extremely high river levels, and flood conditions affected their property when water overflowed from a nearby cut came quite close to their house.

			Marie was very anxious and wrote letters to the Shire Council. Jack and Marie talked to other residents and a Levee Bank Committee was formed to raise money to build a levee bank against the rising flood waters. It was a ‘men only’ committee in those days. Marie’s husband was on the official committee and Vernon Ridley is now the sole surviving committee member.

			There was money remaining when the levee was completed, and it was decided that the money would be donated to the SES. However, many years later, Ella Pragt, Jack and Marie’s granddaughter, discovered through an internet search that the funds were still sitting in an ANZ Bank Account. The trustees named were Jack Pragt and Vernon Ridley. The $23,000 balance was a surprise to everyone and finally, after a lot of red tape and checking of identity papers, the money went to Robinvale SES.
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			This is only part of Marie’s story, her “Pre-Mildura Days”.

			The achievement of which Marie is most proud (besides being a good wife and mother) is that she taught generations of children. The grandchildren of her earlier students still recognise her at functions. They remember her as a fun-loving teacher. For example, on their birthdays she would ‘brand’ them (a red lipstick kiss) and if it was their tenth birthday she would spot them (putting red lipstick spots on their faces) because she had measles on her tenth birthday.

			In 1949 while attending St Mary’s College Bendigo, Miss Marie Barry’s report card remarks included ‘Conduct very good as was her attendance’ and ‘Marie is working earnestly’. “I hope she will reach intermediate standard by the end of the year”, signed Sister M Norberta. Marie was fourteen. She certainly has fulfilled Sister M’s prediction.

			I’ll leave the last words to Marie’s beloved grandchildren who presented her with this poem twenty years ago …

			Marmie is our grandma,
Whom we all love very much.
When mum and dad have had enough
She will always take care of us.
She can’t kick a footy but that’s okay.
She still comes to watch us when we play.
We all agree she can cook up a good feed,
Problem is, we first have to pull up some weeds.
When it comes to a back scratch
There is no-one who compares.
And last thing at night
She reminds us to say our prayers.
Happy 70th birthday Marmie
Love from all your marvellous men
And gorgeous granddaughters
And your angel in Heaven, Jacob.
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