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			BOB HENDERSON 

			in conversation with Dick Johnstone

			Bob would subsequently learn that a former Victorian Premier enjoys a very similar familial connection. 

			“My ardent ambition was to learn to fly. As a young man I had completed my National Service in the RAAF. It instilled in me a passionate wish to serve my country in defending South Korea against the invading forces from its north”. 

			But it was not to be. For the first but not the last time in his life, Bob Henderson learned that influences beyond his control would impact his whole destiny. Although he was unable to undertake pilot training, he retained a keen enthusiasm for aviation. And he has shown that life can offer other inspiring opportunities for flying high. 

			He now lives in what has become his comprehensive studio at Chaffey Aged Care. 

			In earlier days, his wife Judy assembled vast dossiers on each side of their family’s ancestry. With her now no longer able to further research their heritage, Bob happily continues the mission. Shielded from distractions of the outside world by a dark roll-up blind, his well-equipped office shows his embrace of modern technology. The products of his continuing endeavours are a vast array of records and files occupying the shelves. Judy’s stream of her family tree traces her lineage back a full millennium to the time of the Normans. One family estate bordered a landholding owned by William the Conqueror. The evolutionary journey document connections with the Stuart Royal household. Another line of ancestry reveals a succession of eight or nine baronets but ultimately the peerage vanished when Oliver Cromwell came to power. A member of the Harvey family on Judy’s side married into royalty. Here in Australia, Bob claims a tie to the music that in 1974 was short-listed to replace God Save the Queen as Australia’s national anthem. In 1885, his grandmother’s first cousin, Christina Mcpherson happened to meet poet Banjo Paterson when he visited the family at their Dagworth Station in Queensland. Paterson was enthralled with a tune that Christina played on either a zither or an autoharp. He had already penned a poem about a swagman. 

			It was at Dagworth that Banjo Paterson and Christina Mcpherson pooled their talents to create the song ‘Waltzing Matilda’. 
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			Bob has also learned that former Victorian Premier, the Hon Ted Baillieu, enjoys a very similar, familial connection. 

			Bob also holds a special regard for his father, Leslie Henderson. Leslie enlisted for service in World War 1 and was posted to Gallipoli for several months until the incredible evacuation of Allied Forces in December 1915. He was one of the 2000 ‘diehard men’ who orchestrated the retreat and remained there right until the departure of the second last boat from the Turkish shore. A return to Egypt preceded his entry to the theatre of the French battlefields as a sergeant and Lewis Gunner in the artillery. The posting was to the frontline at the Battle of the Somme in 1916. Enduring for four months, that conflict proved to be one of the deadliest battles in military history when aggregate casualties exceeded one million. After numerous smaller battles with the enemy, Leslie’s next major foray into action was at the strategically vital Broodseinde Ridge which overlooked German occupied terrain. 

			The horrors and massive casualties of the conflict were magnified even more by seemingly endless rain that saturated the barren earth around the trenches. Such was the soaking that interred bodies floated from the depths. Relief for soldiers of the 24th Battalion was delayed due to the late arrival of the 18th Battalion, so they stayed on the front line where German flares illuminated the sky before their shelling began. As Leslie sat on a butter box with seven other companions within the trench, a German shell exploded killing five of his compatriots. For much of the time he had written a comprehensive diary but after serving at the Somme, his recording ceased. His distinguished service was subsequently recognised in a commendation signed by Winston Churchill. In 2020, Bob was able to honour Leslie’s memory by visiting the French battlefields. 

			But Bob says that the era cared little for the sensitivities of the young and some of the ugliness that manifested on the other side of the world. He remembers a school information evening when a movie newsreel showed the horrors of the German gas chambers. 

			After the war and back in Australia Leslie experienced post-traumatic stress prior to joining the RAAF in 1925. Having been a cabinet maker by trade, his keen skills with the use of timber complemented the manufacture of what were then wooden framed aircraft. As inspector of wooden components, he developed much improved processes for durably gluing aircraft timbers. By the time of World War 2, he had a key role in the building of both Mosquito and Beaufort Bombing aircraft. 

			Leslie met Hazel Hodge in 1922 at Bruthen in Gippsland whilst on a building project. She was one of fourteen children from a family that ran both a store and a boarding house. Her family also farmed some distance away at Gelantipy. Earlier in her life she had been betrothed to a soldier who had suffered terribly from the war. Today, Bob is custodian of correspondence that includes a touching letter of release that was written in 1919, a short time before the soldier’s death from the effects of war. 

			Leslie and Hazel married in 1931 and Bob was born at the end of the Great Depression in 1934. His earliest childhood memories as a two-year-old are of a large red truck bogged all day in a field adjacent to his home. Leslie’s employment with the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation had necessitated relocation in 1936 from Melbourne to Westmead, close to Parramatta in greater Sydney. As a youngster, along with his two brothers, Bob began his schooling at North Parramatta State School. With their home being located on the outskirts of the big city, he was fortunate that a nearby school friend had a large horse that could easily carry several young bare-footed kids to school. Several nearby families with children of similar age to the Hendersons enjoyed a happy sense of community. They built many friendships. Having a vacant land allotment next to their home, the enterprising Henderson children organised some of the neighbours into local pursuits that included a pigeon club, a cricket club and a football club. 

			Parramatta High School provided the start of his secondary schooling. He well remembers on the very first day getting up to a bit of mischief as part of a group of students who, armed with flour bombs, climbed on to the roof of the school gymnasium. In hindsight he could have chosen his company better because a serious dispute with the older prefects had arisen and their intention was to target them. By the time that the weapons were expended, the well- spoken head prefect somewhat courteously convinced them to descend. That senior student later refined his skills as a legendary cricketer and commentator. He was Richie Benaud. 

			A nearby golf course offered Bob’s introduction into the world of business. The Oatlands Golf Club could be accessed by a lengthy bush walk that included a creek crossing. As a golf caddy he could earn one shilling per round of eighteen holes. He quickly learned that by carrying two bags of golf sticks his pay doubled and sometimes American players would give a ten-shilling tip. Soon he had accumulated sufficient earnings to enable him to purchase his very first wristwatch. Once when a caddy’s championship competition was held, Bob, using a set of borrowed left hand clubs, won the event with a scorecard that included a hole in one. 

			In 1946 the Henderson family returned to Melbourne where Leslie continued working with the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation at its factory at Fisherman’s Bend, Port Melbourne. During World War 2 it had manufactured Wirraway fighter aircraft and Pratt and Whitney engines for other planes. Living at 39 Murray Street, Coburg, Bob spent a short time at Coburg Primary School close to the formidable bluestone walls of Pentridge Prison. Occasionally some of its residents would exercise close to the school playground which enabled the pupils to sometimes converse and broaden their views of the world. In the earlier years of his secondary schooling at Coburg High School his performance in mathematics and algebra was average until a change of teacher markedly raised his competence. At the school he had become an accomplished tennis player, winning the championship when in the senior years. His hopes for again winning the event in the fifth form year were dashed when a new junior from form two easily beat him. Only after the match did Bob learn that his opponent had been coached by the great Frank Sedgman. The young boy was Ashley Cooper who went on to win four grand slam singles titles. To his surprise, Bob discovered that Ashley Cooper was his second cousin. 

			On many occasions during his teenage years, Bob would visit relatives at Gelantipy in the far east of Victoria. Surrounded for the greater part by National Parks and with the Snowy River a short distance to the east, their property grazed cattle. He acquired new skills in horse riding and livestock handling. The cleared farmlands comprised a relatively narrow area amid vast forests. There was opportunity to build some familiarity with the alpine bush and to appreciate its beauty and diversity. Even today, Bob harbours a passionate feel for the bush and like his brother, sees east Gippsland as ‘my country’. 

			He learned to play the piano and completed its eighth-grade syllabus. The family piano had a defective soundboard that still permitted him to master his techniques even though some of the notes were slightly off key. Having a good ear for music, he had a real sense of fulfilment when he played a sound instrument. That early introduction to the world of music instilled in him an enduring appreciation of Chopin and other great classical composers. He well understood that many of the classics had individual narratives that nonetheless gave a musician scope for expressing their own personal touches. 

			Bob had begun his life as the world started to slowly emerge from the effects of the Depression. During the war, the Henderson family home provided a comforting refuge for some of Hazel’s nephews who were on leave from the armed services prior to their return to the war zones. Conflict in both Europe and the Pacific led to shortages of essential goods until the start of the 1950’s. Around this time the Henderson boys’ father bought each of them a new push-bike equipped with Sturmey Archer gears. The bikes offered a gateway to a much larger world. At the tender age of twelve, Bob together with his brother George cycled the 320 kilometres from Coburg to Bruthen. On that occasion, after staying some days with relatives, they were able to make the return journey by train. Their bike adventures expanded to many places including the Grampians, Wangaratta, and Alexandra. Throughout his teenage years Bob’s bike provided the means to access and enjoy extensive social connections with both friends and his extended family. Many gatherings derived much joy from music where Bob played both piano and accordion. 

			On attaining his Leaving Certificate at Coburg High School, Bob was awarded a bursary to study accountancy at The University of Melbourne. The return to civilian life and desire for education by many people from the services affected the extent of the university intake and he could not secure a place. In the aftermath of World War 2, and for many years thereafter, schools and colleges offered evening courses for professional training across a whole range of commercial fields. So, Bob studied at night at Melbourne High School where he majored in cost accounting. 

			He commenced his working career in the Victorian Public Service at Treasury Place as a Personal Assistant to the Chief Engineer of the Country Roads Board. In little time his contribution became sufficiently valued for him to be considered for the position of Secretary to the Board. The CRB at the time employed and housed a huge workforce across the state and the cost of insuring its dwellings was considerable. Bob assessed the level of risk against the aggregate cost of premiums and recommended that the asset spread was large enough to enable the Board to bear its own indemnity. That suggestion did not find favour with his boss who was the accountant with his eye on the position Bob was seeking. That rivalry coupled with a series of events that forced him to have several days absence from work resulted in his being sacked. Then there came a pleasant surprise. “A package awaited my collection at the railway station. It was a Max Rowley Special Bike, named after a Victorian road racing champion. I specked the bike out with the best you could get and trained every day. It enabled me to do some trips to wonderful places. On one occasion I got up very early and rode to Bairnsdale in one day, around 280 kms”. 

			He then shifted his energies to the private sector on gaining the position of Assistant Accountant at Hilton Hosiery in Brunswick. He had just reached the age of seventeen years. But 1951 saw the commencement of compulsory National Service in the Army, Air Force or Navy for all young men in Australia. Bob was part of the second intake chosen to train in the RAAF. It demanded participation for 176 consecutive days. No doubt his father’s work in aviation had a major influence on his choice. The idea of flying a fighter plane had become a fervent ambition. That ambition translated into action when he lodged a written application for pilot training to prepare for active military service. Australia was once again engaged in military conflict in Korea and Bob as a young man saw a career in the sky as an exciting pursuit. But his father still worked with the RAAF and learned of his son’s written application. Leslie was adamant that Bob should not contemplate flying over Korea because he was steadfast in his belief that the enemy had superior strength in the skies. “North Korea had Russian veterans from World War 2 flying MIG jets which could out-manoeuvre the Meteors from England and the Mustangs and Spitfires from America”. The closest Bob got to flying was accompanying other pilots on training flights. He did, however, enjoy the six months of duties which included accounting for the officers’ bar and periodic guard duty. The whole of that time was served at East Sale being not far distant from Hazel’s family. 

			Due to both his father’s career with aviation and his period of national service with the RAAF, Bob remains fascinated with the progressive evolution of aircraft. He has assembled a comprehensive collection of pictures and descriptions of planes almost from when man first took to the skies, through to the modern era. On completion of his service, he discovered that Hilton Hosiery had not kept his job open, so he took up a job as cost accountant with Turner Industries who manufactured tools and later, lawn mowers, at their Nunawading factory. He developed a keen interest in process and quickly identified how small changes in design could deliver advances in the efficient use of materials. Furthermore, the application of time and motion analysis improved productivity. Manufacturing within Australia had entered a new phase of expansion assisted by its welcoming migration program. 

			It was a life uncluttered by modern technological distractions. Bob had built a wide circle of friends whose homes provided many pleasurable social gatherings. At one such get-together on a Saturday night in May 1954, he was introduced to sixteen-year-old Judith Payne. Judy worked at McEwan’s Hardware in Mildura and the company had sent her to Melbourne for a few weeks to further her professional development. They agreed to meet at lunchtime in central Melbourne. It almost did not happen because of confused planning when Bob waited on the corner of Collins Street, while Judy wondered what kind of bloke he was as she lingered on the corner of Little Collins Street. Somehow, they found each other and then dined at a classy restaurant. It began a four-year courtship when Bob would travel to Mildura to see Judy on alternate weekends. At that very same time Judy’s sister Valery had an attachment to Milton Crawford who lived at Eildon. Together, Bob and Milton would make the long journey to Mildura in either Milton’s Ford V8 or Bob’s Hudson Terraplane. Bob and Judy married on March 1, 1958. 
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			Seeking newer opportunities, he left Turners and worked for a very short time with Hume’s Pipes in the eastern suburbs before returning to work with his former employer. Turner Industries had established a new factory at Lilydale and appointed Bob as manager. Such was their regard for him that he was offered the additional status of Associate Director of the firm. He chose not to accept the offer but remained in their employ for several more years. 

			As Judy’s parents aged, they made the decision to relocate and live in Box Hill. Bob and Judy purchased a house block in Ringwood, but this they later sold and opted to make a start on a new dwelling at Nunawading. They prepared and submitted the building plan to the Nunawading Council. A carpenter mate of theirs erected the main frame and thereafter Bob managed the completion of the project. This project afforded his first practical insights into the business of home construction. 

			Looking to further his professional journey he joined clothing wholesaler Sargood Gardiner as company secretary. Located in Flinders Lane in the Melbourne CBD since 1850, it endured as part of the old establishment with protocols that matched its heritage. For the duration of board meetings Bob was required to stay standing at a table while recording proceedings. When rumours that the company was for sale for one million pounds started to circulate, he expressed a firm view that the value of the stock and buildings more than doubled that amount. For some reason, his view did not please the owners and Bob needed to again consider his vocational options. 

			Judy, having grown up in northwest Victoria still had a fondness for Sunraysia. Other members of her family also lived in the area, so Bob and Judy decided to move to Mildura. It was not easy to leave many of their good friends behind in Melbourne. Having two children at that time, they found a house that they could rent. Jack McKendrick, a partner in Chartered Accountants Hancock Woodward and Hollick, who audited the accounts for The Mildura Co-Operative Fruit Company Limited, interviewed Bob and recommended him for employment with that company. 

			Bob commenced work in the company’s red brick head office in Eighth Street in 1962 as assistant company secretary to long serving executive, Wes Buxton. At that time the company acted as a financier for property purchases for many of its grower suppliers. Additionally, the company would provide seasonal financial advances to produce the next crop. The company became the banker with Buxton being the credit manager. Bob assisted many growers with their budgeting and cash-flow management. The role demanded a touch of realism coupled with an understanding of human sensitivities when crop returns were short of expectations. It instilled in him a genuine and long-lasting empathy for the interests of growers who owned and supplied the company. 

			When Wes Buxton retired, Bob became Company Secretary. Promotion to the position of Assistant General Manager followed soon thereafter. The Co-op was very diversified. It was when the company owned and operated separate premises for selling farm merchandise, packing citrus and processing dried fruit at each of Mildura, Irymple, Merbein and Coomealla. Additionally, it had a fleet of transports, engineering and plumbing workshops and a small citrus by-products factory. Dried fruit formed the largest part of the business with up to 80% of it marketed overseas. Bob was scheduled to travel to Europe to establish connections and grow his understanding of export markets. Instead, change at the top came quickly. The departure of Company General Manager, Bill Ford, who had served in that role for nineteen years halted Bob’s European mission. Bob was appointed in 1970 to succeed Ford as Chief Executive. 

			The fortunes of both the grape and citrus industries could be acutely affected by events in other parts of the world. When driving to Nangiloc one weekend, Bob and Judy were appalled to see citrus orchards thickly littered with unwanted fruit. Summer ripening valencia oranges were a significant segment of the citrus industry. “If valencia oranges are not picked, they stay on the trees until the next season when then they have no value. The consequence was that growers paid workers to pick and just drop the crop. Neither the Co-Op nor the wider food processing sector had the capacity to utilise and market so many surplus oranges”. 
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			Bob convinced his chairman that the surplus offered a new opportunity. Though still relatively modest, the company expanded its capability to extract orange juice. Much of the early success could be attributed to the creativity and dedication of food technologist Herb Hassall. A larger investment in extraction equipment from Brown International gave the Co-Op sufficient size to become a national juice marketer. To extend product life and aid transport, much of the fruit juice was concentrated into smaller volumes that would later be reconstituted. Mildura Co-Op acquired Burnside Foods to develop its own retail brand, ‘Sunup’, for both pure juice and fruit drinks with marketing presence in Melbourne, Brisbane, Darwin, New South Wales and Western Australia. The annual quantity of citrus processed grew to more than 25,000 tonnes, which for a period exceeded that of its major competitor, Berrivale, in South Australia. 

			There are times when players in the real world of commerce need to confer with their political masters. At the conclusion of one such meeting in Canberra with Ian Sinclair, Minister for Primary Industry where the agenda comprised issues relating to citrus, Bob was introduced to a Japanese agent who showed him some bottles of Australian wine destined for Japan. The agent had a client, Suntory Whisky, that was interested in broadening its business into making wine in its own region. Suntory was a long-established company in whisky and brewing that had grown internationally. This growth included ownership of the American Jim Beam brand. The logistics of freighting large volumes of grape juice to Japan appeared to be problematic. As Mildura Co-Op already owned juice concentrating capability within a grape producing region, the agent suggested trialing the concept of delivering concentrated grape juice to Japan which could then be a base for making wine. “Initially, the aromas so vital to the appeal of drinkers did not survive the procedure, but the innovative skills of Herb Hassall remedied that shortcoming. A delegation from Suntory visiting Mildura was enthused with the developments. They were even given a glimpse of the vastness of our vineyards through the window of a small airplane”. 

			Bob’s Chairman conducted talks with Mildara Wines at Merbein aiming to strike an arrangement whereby the winery would crush grapes to make juice that could be concentrated by the Co-Op. “Ultimately additional evaporators would be required. The district was growing huge quantities of grapes whose destination was to already saturated markets. He strongly believed that introduction of another use for grapes would benefit Sunraysia”. But then the make-up of his company’s board changed. Chairman Fred Lloyd, for whom Bob felt great admiration, retired. “The new directors affirmed that the company’s primary linkage with grapes would remain solely with dried grapes”. 

			“Extreme differences in weather at harvest caused dried fruit deliveries to the Co-Op in the early 1970’s to vary from a record high in 1972 to a mere fraction of that the following year. Such variations demanded close attention to the requirements of overseas buyers which necessitated overseas travel. As a Director of Co-Operated Dried Fruits Sales, the dominant dried fruit selling agent, every second year Bob would travel to California, Canada, and the United Kingdom. 

			The Co-Op, under Bob’s management, had provided leadership in servicing both the dried fruit and citrus industries and he considered that he had fully acquitted his obligations to his employer. “Through difficult times, the company could still generate profits and pay fair dividends”. Having often wished to own his own enterprise, he joined a small consortium that purchased, sub-divided and developed land for a new housing estate in Mildura. Led and managed by a prominent established real estate agent, the members would meet periodically at 7am, for one hour. 

			In 1976 Bob travelled to Canada to attend to dried fruit matters and returned to Mildura late on a Sunday when he was asked to attend a meeting with his board the very next day, the Queen’s Birthday holiday. His plea for more time to recover from jet lag failed to elicit understanding. His employment with the Co-Op was terminated on the spot. No dissatisfaction with his stewardship to the company was given. Rather, it was disapproval of his private business interest. “There were no clauses within my employment contract that prohibited me having private business interests. However, in the event of my employer terminating the contract, I was entitled to seven times my salary. I had gained a sound understanding of the small profits made by most of the company’s growers. Having built good relations with them and knowing that action on my part would be extremely detrimental to their interests, I chose not to exercise my rights”. 

			Bob’s professional standing by now was well recognised beyond Mildura. He was approached by Harold Cottee, the owner of a vast citrus orchard in South Australia to establish a processing factory. Cottee died before it could be progressed. He had an offer from Brown International to go to USA, another from SunKist Tokyo, and from the Adelaide Steamship Company headed by John Spalvins. When yet another employment proposition came from a distant irrigation region offering a new Mercedes Benz every year, together with four week’s paid overseas holidays, it seemed just too good. “My inner antenna signaled the need for great caution in evaluating that kind of offer!” 

			Attractive as these opportunities were, Bob and Judy felt that Mildura had become their home. The city was growing rapidly. Bob’s earlier land development partnership embarked on another venture, purchasing the Cutler vineyard on the north-western side of Walnut Avenue. It was then split further giving Bob full ownership of half its area. He launched his own building company, California Homes that had a long running advertising contract with Sunraysia Daily for space on page three. It sold many kit homes that either his company or the purchaser could then erect. A time soon arose when building activity within the city swelled to a stage where strong competition forced a trimming of profit margins. 

			With an eye on a new horizon, together with a partner, he established the next venture, Deakin Financial Services, located close to the National Australia Bank in Deakin Avenue. At that time professional financial services were largely the province of the major banks. Growing to have a staff of seventeen, it offered financial broking, life insurance, leasing, and investment services. Concurrent with this activity Bob continued managing his building company and to his later regret, delegated within the firm, some responsibility for providing investment advice to clients. Some of those clients sustained major losses. “My business collapsed but I undertook to make restitution for the losses. I was forced to borrow at interest rates as high as 23%. Creditors forced the sale of my remaining real estate at sacrificial values”. Bob and Judy had lost their enterprises but not their drive to have a new beginning. They moved to Adelaide where Bob had an encounter with the head of a large, long established family business. He learned of concerns about the company’s succession to the next generation of owners. 

			“If you find an issue that many people complain about, you can build a business addressing the solutions to their concerns. It worked for me”. So began his study of estate and succession planning to a stage of providing extensive consultancy on a matter which clearly concerned many farming families. It became his next enterprise, establishing a client base that ranged across small family enterprises to large proprietary companies. 

			With a good understanding of how CEOs prioritise their working time, he produced a corporate directory and assisted clients on the entrée path to accessing the most senior corporate players. “On reflection, those Adelaide activities were the happiest times of my life”. 

			One evening his phone rang and the caller proposed a purchase of Bob’s Adelaide interests for a not unreasonable consideration. The offer prompted Bob and Judy to confront the uncertainties ahead of them. The family connections in Mildura were still strong and thinking of their accumulating years, around 2002, the Henderson’s made the decision to return to Sunraysia. It brought greater openings for periodic travel to Noosa, their favourite holiday destination in Queensland. 

			Bob is very proud of his family. Having earned a university degree, his son Alistair resides in Canberra where he works in the public service. His elder daughter, Elizabeth Linklater lives at Gol Gol, and younger daughter Ann Schmidt is well settled in Darwin. 

			Bob continued to be active in a few professional pursuits until 2016. Judy’s health had started to decline, requiring Bob to shoulder increasing responsibility for their day-to-day lives. By mid-2020 her needs grew beyond Bob’s ability to adequately manage and together they became part of the Chaffey Aged Care community. With Judy now receiving excellent care, Bob can now make time to continue research on the lives of his forebears. Though now using a wheeled walker, he maintains a robust mobility. 

			Since commencing to tell his story, Bob travelled unaccompanied by air to Canberra to meet a new great-grandchild. He is happy to have made Chaffey Aged Care his home. But a yearning for the great outdoors still lingers within. He dreams that perhaps, just once more, he might be able to again see his beloved boyhood forests of east Gippsland. 
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			After 19 years as general manager of mildura co-operative fruit company, Bill Ford hands the reins to Bob Henderson. 

			Seated at the bench that forms his desk, our day’s story telling nears completion. Bob now raises the blind shielding his wide window. The outside light streams in and our attention focusses on a different horizon. Stretching below us and far into an expansive vista before our eyes is the uninterrupted panorama of the Murray River flood plain and the ribbon of taller trees that protect the water course. The green landscape has been revitalized by welcome rains. 

			For now, the winds blow elsewhere, and the clear blue sky gives a feeling of serenity. This splendid view is its own reward. He smiles at me as his sharp eyes behold a scene that epitomises a world of beauty and almost endless opportunity. Bob Henderson continues to be truly grateful for his blessings.
Dick.
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