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			BRENDAN BELL

			in conversation with Marion Wilson

			A devoted family man and community leader, and the creator of the Brendan Bell Law!

			Brendan Thomas Bell, affectionately known as Dinga, is a well-known and highly respected identity of the Red Cliffs community. He is a devoted husband, a father of seven children, grandfather of fourteen and great grandfather of one, with one on the way. Brendan has spent more than fifty years volunteering tirelessly in the community to develop, lead and support sport, education and community interests.

			Brendan was born in the summer of 1942 to parents Joseph and Eleanor Bell at the Red Cliffs Private Hospital. He was their second child, having had a daughter eighteen months earlier named Marie. Two daughters would follow with Cathy, born in 1947, and Lesley born in 1951.

			His parents had made the move to Red Cliffs from Gippsland to live, hoping the warmer climate would improve his father’s chronic asthma. His father would initially work at a family member’s dairy farm in Red Cliffs. Brendan recalls, ‘Dad would get up early in the morning to collect milk from the dairy farm and deliver the milk to homes by horse and cart, not unusual for the era. He would hitch the horse to the cart, collect the milk in the large churns and head down the dusty roads before the sun rose. Houses would put a billy can out on their front veranda for the milkman to ladle out the milk from the churn. Even at a young age, I would go with my father to help feed and care for the horses.’

			Brendan says, ‘Dad also delivered meat for the local butcher and bread for the local bakery. My parents bought the Red Cliffs Corner Store in 1949, but it didn’t quite support the family, so dad took a job with the local Lands Department. This meant that my older sister and I would work in the shop after school to help Mum. The supplies would be received in bulk, and it was our job to weigh and bag the goods for resale and also serve the customers.’

			Brendan recalls, ‘My family where devout Catholics and we would attend St Joseph’s Catholic Church in Red Cliffs every Sunday.’ Brendan tells me, ‘When I was school aged, I became an altar boy and would attend church every morning at 7:00am to help the priest’. To this day Brendan and wife Margret attend Church every Sunday.

			Brendan was an active boy who enjoyed the outdoors. He remembers, ‘My father made a cricket pitch in the back yard, and all my mates would come to play. The pitch was shorter than regulation and on an incline because of the lay of the land. We used a garbage bin for the wickets, and my dad made a cricket bat out of some timber he had. A tennis ball was used as we couldn’t afford a real cricket ball, and it didn’t hurt as much when getting hit. The usual rules applied, over the fence was six and out, we would play outside until we couldn’t see the ball anymore in the dark or had been called in for tea.’ This began his passion for cricket from both a player and administrator point of view for fifty-six years.

			He tells me, ‘During summer I would swim in the local irrigation channel with some of my mates. I recall as a young boy learning to swim by being pushed into the channel by an older boy. I also tried my hand at boxing and started playing Aussie rules football at the age of twelve. In the years to come I would play for both Collingwood and South Melbourne in the under 18s competition in Melbourne.’
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			Brendan in his Collingwood blazer, June, 1960

			Brendan recalls the year (1954) when the Queen of England visited the township of Red Cliffs. Brendan remembers, ‘All the schools in the Red Cliffs district lined up at Quandong Park, it was a stinking hot day,

			a lot of school kids were fainting from the heat. I had never seen so many people in one place.’ It would be recorded later that over 30,000 people were in attendance as the Queen’s husband, the Duke of Edinburgh, formally addressed the crowd. His speech was delivered from a specially built podium that was surrounded by boxes of sultanas which were a gift to the royal family.

			

			Brendan remembers well the floods of 1956 in the Murray and Darling Rivers that devastated the region over months with thousands of workers spending day and night sandbagging and constructing levee banks as river levels passed the previous 1931 peak flood level. The flood didn’t affect the Red Cliffs community. He remembers that he and other school children would get a ride after school to the Red Cliffs pumping station to help with the sandbagging efforts. ‘With heavy shovels we would spade the sand into the sandbags. A vehicle would come down and collect the bags at intervals. I remember a local farmer had taken his tractor down to the river to help with the levee construction, only to have the tractor roll down the embankment never to be seen again as the floods washed it away. Luckily the farmer had been able to jump from the tractor before it slid into the Murray River.’

			Another day that Brendan remembers well is when a massive dust storm hit the region, ‘Sunraysia was plunged into darkness within minutes after a massive dust storm came through the district. I was

			heading home from school and had zero visibility and felt like I was being sand blasted. I took refuge behind a large gum tree in the middle of the road until it was safe to continue my journey home. I had never been so scared in my life. Once the storm subsided, I was covered in dust up to my waist, I stood up, dusted myself off and made my way home. I remember a photo that the local chemist took standing at the front of his shop with the dust storm rolling in, it was like a wave rolling in towards the township.’

			Brendan attended St Joseph’s Primary School in Red Cliffs before heading to St Joseph’s College in Mildura and then Mildura Technical School completing form three. But Brendan had little interest in school and decided he would like to complete a trade. He and a mate initially decided to do engineering but changed their minds and decided on completing an electrical apprenticeship which would lead Brendan to work for the Victorian Railways in 1957 at the age of fifteen.

			Brendan tells me, ‘I had to leave home and move to Melbourne to be able to begin the five-year apprenticeship. So, I packed my belongings and said my goodbyes to my parents and sisters as I boarded the train to Melbourne. It would be a long time before I got the chance to return to Red Cliffs to see my family again. When I did return it would be by train at half price as a railway’s worker.’

			Brendan moved to Melbourne and lived at the Young Christian Workers (YCW) boys’ hostel in Albert Park. He says, ‘I worked for the Victorian Railways and studied at the Royal Melbourne Technical College for the next five years while undertaking my electrical apprenticeship’. During this time, he would work at several sites including Jolimont, Newport, Dynon Road transfer station, and Spencer Street Station, now known as Southern Cross Station. Brendan was a keen learner and excelled in his apprenticeship, completing it by the age of twenty, however, he was unable to be issued with his A grade licence until he turned twenty-one which was the industry rule at that time.

			Free time was spent down at the beach, playing football or going to a dance on a Wednesday night at the local church hall. Brendan tells me that he played Australian rules football for Collingwood Football Club in the under 18s side and still has the blazer issued when they won the premiership. Brendan would also go on to play for South Melbourne (now the Sydney Swans) in the under 19s team the following year having moved and now living in the South Melbourne Football Team zone. His work would include maintenance of the electricals underneath the Harris trains (blue trains as they were known) and the Tait train (or red rattlers).

			It was at the beach and the local dance that Brendan would meet Margret, his future wife.

			Brendan recalls, ‘Within my first week of arriving in Melbourne I would head to the beach with some of the other boys from the hostel for a swim. Girls from a hostel nearby would also be at the beach. I was introduced to Margret by one of the other boys and would see Margret again at the local dance the next week. After a few months I asked Margret out and we went to the pictures in the city. It was from there that our relationship blossomed and the rest they say is history.
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			Brendan and Margret in 2004

			‘I remember Margret and I were married on a warm and windy spring day at the Our Lady of Mount Carmel Church in Middle Park with a traditional Catholic Mass service surrounded by family and friends. The reception was held at the local community hall, and we headed to Geelong for a few days honeymoon.’

			Brendan and Margret would have two children while Brendan continued to complete his electrical apprenticeship with the Victorian Railways. They shared a house with a lady who was widowed.

			After completing his apprenticeship, Brendan secured a job with the scheelite mines on King Island. The scheelite mines located in the rural town of Grassy is the largest scheelite (calcium tungstate) deposit in Australia. Most homes and residents of the town worked in the mines. The conditions were harsh, winds blustering across the paddocks, freezing in winter and mild in summer. The Island would have a lot of rain, so gumboots were a necessity for going outside.

			The island was considered a “man’s paradise”, with spare time spent playing sports, fishing, shooting or having a drink at the local club where women were not allowed.

			Brendan tells me, ‘I had a go at the wood chopping competition which was big in Tasmania and King Island. I was out bush chopping logs in preparation

			for a competition, and on one occasion I missed the log and sliced my lower leg needing multiple stitches. Needless to say, that was the end of my wood chopping days.’ Brendan would, however, continue to play football by joining the Grassy Football Club as their coach and captain. He says that the team never really had much success as player numbers had been depleted with less workers at the mine, and as mine personnel changed so did the playing group making it hard for team consistency.
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			Brendan, the fisherman, 1993

			Brendan remembers the day the township came under threat from a bushfire. ‘I recall many acts of bravery on that day. With a sudden wind change, the bushfire was heading towards the town and, with one water tanker and no fire truck in Grassy, our home

			was under threat. A neighbour drove the family out as Margret didn’t drive. The fire got into the tall timbers not far from the township so a worker from the mine who drove a bulldozer on the open cut, drove the bulldozer into the trees to knock them down. The second in charge of the machine shop sat on the front of the dozer with a torch to show the driver the way. A great act of bravery. The fire was eventually contained, and the residents of the town were allowed to return home the next day. Miraculously, no one was injured, and no property was damaged, but it was the most traumatic event I have ever experienced.’

			Brendan and Margret, now a family of eight, headed to Queensland for a year to work at an underground gold mine but returned to Red Cliffs in 1969 when Brendan’s mother became ill. Brendan remembers, ‘We had to live in a caravan on our return home because it was harvest time and no other accommodation was available. It wasn’t easy living in a caravan with six kids, but we made do.’

			It was upon his return to the town where he was born and raised, with Margret and six young children, that his passion for helping in his community was ignited.

			Now working for the State Rivers, Brendan and some of the other State Rivers boys would join the Army Reserves. Training would take place at numerous locations including Sydney and

			Puckapunyal. Brendan tells me he really enjoyed the training and the camaraderie among the boys.

			Brendan would also volunteer at the Red Cliffs Football Club as a trainer from 1969 to 1994. He eventually would work his way up to be head trainer. His daughter Frances can still remember vividly the aroma of deep heat when her dad came home every Tuesday and Thursday after training and each Saturday after the game!

			

			At the same time, Brendan was involved with the Red Cliffs Football Club Under 14s boys’ team that played in the Sunraysia Football League. He undertook various roles including organising coaches and players for the team and organising other dads to undertake the multitude of other jobs needed for a football game to go ahead. This active involvement occurred from 1969 until the Under 14 competition ceased to make way for the newly established Sunraysia Junior Football League, which he was instrumental in forming and was the president of for five years.

			When the Sunraysia Junior Football League commenced, the Red Cliffs Junior Football Club began. Prior to this, community volunteers ran the Under 14s team - largely fathers who wanted their sons to be involved. However, with the formation of the new Junior League, things needed to be more formal, and more accountability was necessary. Brendan instigated the inaugural Red Cliffs Junior Football Club executive committee that was to govern the newly formed Under 13s and 15s teams. He was elected president and served in this capacity for seventeen years. The Red Cliffs Junior Football Club recognised Brendan and Margret for their outstanding contribution and honoured them both with a Life Membership. To this day, Brendan and Margret donate a shield each year for the Best Club Person, which is largely to recognise and acknowledge the important work that volunteers do with the junior football club.

			Cricket also played a huge part in Brendan’s life. When he returned to Red Cliffs in 1969, he began his association with the Nursery Ridge Cricket Club. This association continues to this day. He began as a player and eventually went on to captain both the A Grade and B Grade teams at different stages of his career. He was elected to the Executive Committee first as the Secretary and then as the President.

			One of his major and lasting contributions during this time was the building of the clubrooms. These clubrooms were named in his honour and are affectionately known as the Brendan T (Dinga) Bell Clubrooms. He was honoured with a Life Membership of the Nursery Ridge Cricket Club in recognition of his outstanding contributions.

			

			Such is Brendan’s love of the Nursery Ridge Cricket Club that it was the venue of his 80th birthday celebrations in 2022. Brendan’s youngest son Jason had organised the grandchildren to become registered players for the Nursery Ridge Cricket Club to allow them to field the B Grade side on the day to play against Southwest. Brendan was moved to tears and was very emotional during the celebrations that included family and friends.

			His contributions to the Red Cliffs cricketing community, reached further than being a member of the local teams. Brendan was also vice president of the Red Cliffs Cricket Association for five years and president for twenty years for which he was again, honoured with a Life Membership. One of his longest cricket associations was with the Bendigo Country week. He was the team manager for forty years, during both his playing and non-playing days. During that time, Brendan was twice recognised by Bendigo Country Week for his services and contributions. He was also instrumental in organising an annual match against a Broken Hill representative team. This match, after a short recess, continues to be hotly contested.

			Every Sunday morning for thirty-five years, Brendan made his way into Mildura to update Sunraysia on the Red Cliffs Cricket Association weekly matches on the local radio station. Brendan recalls, ‘Many times people around the district would make comments about his cricket reports and strangers would recognise my voice and come up to say hello and comment on how much they enjoyed listening to the entertaining cricket reports.’
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			The Fifty-year service award from the Victorian Cricket Association

			All of this involvement in the local cricket led to Brendan being presented with an award by the Victorian Cricket Association for fifty years of service to local cricket. He proudly but humbly accepted this award at an evening in Melbourne in 2021.
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			Brendan’s 70th Birthday party, 2012

			

			Brendan was always involved in the local primary and secondary schools that his children attended. He was on the St Joseph’s Primary School Board for fifteen years, as seven of his children made their way from prep to grade 6. For ten of those fifteen years, he was the Chairman of the Board. As three of his kids continued to Red Cliffs High School, he then became a Board member there for five years. Brendan had always taken an active role in supporting his children’s school and sporting pursuits - always cheering on the sidelines whenever possible.

			Brendan’s active involvement in the local community included being elected by his peers to represent them as the member for Red Cliffs on the Sunraysia Water Board, a position he held for ten years.

			A large part of Brendan’s life was also spent being on the Red Cliffs Club Board from 1987 to 2016, until his health made it difficult for him to continue in this capacity. For twenty-four of those twenty-nine years, he was president. During his time in this role, he oversaw two major renovations and extensions, costing approximately $4 million. He navigated the club through the introduction of gaming machines and the TAB.
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			Brendan has supported Red Cliffs Cricket Club for more 
than 40 years (featured in the Bendigo Advertiser)

			

			While president of the Red Cliffs Club he was also a Board Member of Clubs Victoria for a period of fifteen years. During his time in this role, he proposed and saw to fruition a new law enabling children to be in the company of adults other than their parents in licensed clubs. Clubs Victoria henceforth referred to this as the Brendan Bell Law. Also, during this time on the Board of the Red Cliffs Club, he became a member of the Red Cliffs Chamber of Commerce. He believed this to be a mutually beneficial partnership. He remained a member of the Chamber of Commerce for approximately twenty years, holding the position of both vice president and president.

			When Red Cliffs was faced with the very real possibility of losing one of its supermarkets, Brendan was a driving force in trying to establish a co-operative supermarket. In the end, this did not eventuate as the supermarket finally sold. Brendan is still a member of the Red Cliffs Historical Society. His vast knowledge of the Red Cliffs community has been highly valued by the Historical Society, especially in the areas of sport and the Red Cliffs Pumping Station, where he was employed from 1969 until he retired in 1996.

			In August of 2022 the family home would be destroyed by a fire with many valuables including family photos lost to the blaze. Only two rooms of the house survived the devastating fire. The blessing however is that no one was injured. The house has now been rebuilt where the old one stood.

			In Brendan’s later years, he and Margret would have the opportunity for travel: twice on the Ghan train; a trip to Ireland via Hungary; New Zealand; Tasmania; Western Australia and the Northern Territory.

			Brendan also had a group of mates who would go away each year for a weekend to different destinations. The main staple for these trips would be port and fruit cake to be enjoyed of an evening. These trips occurred every year for twenty-eight years, but sadly many of the group have now passed away. Brendan is now residing in Jacaranda Village following a fall earlier this year. He has no shortage of visitors with his wife, children and grandchildren popping in to see him on a regular basis. Brendan’s a popular character, well known to the other residents who will stop by for a chat about the old days.
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			Brendan on his Eightieth Birthday, surrounded by his grandchildren, all registered with the Nursery Ridge Cricket Club

			It has been a pleasure to meet and get to know Brendan and listen to his stories of what has been a rich and rewarding life.
Marion.
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