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			Loris Bugno

			in conversation with Chris Celegon

			A dress designer in the Mallee? Heavens, you had to be in the city for all that.

			Seated comfortably at the Red Cliffs Club beneath a vibrant original oil painting depicting Sturt Desert Peas sits the artist herself. Loris, her daughter Janine and I are musing about who would play Loris in the movie adaptation of her life. Looking at the diminutive Loris, it was decided that Nicole Kidman would not fit the bill, for while Loris’ personality is towering, her frame is not. The search continues, but in the meantime, here is Loris’ story.

			As were many of Red Cliffs’ early residents, Loris Gleeson is a product of the shifting global order after World War One. Loris’ father, Joseph James Gleeson, was born in Gordon near Ballarat in 1893, The family hail from Tipperary Ireland and arrived in Australia looking for a better life after the vicious famines.

			Joseph, one of eight children, joined the AIF 3rd Pioneer Battalion in May 1916, a year after the family had lost an older brother, John Bernard Gleeson, in the conflict at Gallipoli in May 1915. Joseph saw service in France and Belgium and was wounded on the Western Front during the Battle of Messines in West Flanders, Belgium, in June 1917. He finally returned home and was discharged in September 1919. In 1921, with a trailer and a team of four horses, he embarked on a journey from Gordon to Red Cliffs. He was headed to work on the building of channels at Red Cliffs and Werrimull, while awaiting the allocation of his block in the Returned Soldier’s Settlement Scheme.

			With the influx of returned soldiers, the Government was working to develop a way of supplying water to the dry farming land of the Millewa. Joseph and his team of horses joined scores of others in excavating channels to extract water from the Murray River at Cullulleraine to supply the dry lands of Werrimull and the Millewa. His work continued after he was allocated Block 290, located on the outskirts of Red Cliffs heading towards Ouyen. Joseph enlisted his younger brother Michael to plant the holding while he continued building the channels at Werrimull.

			When discussing with Loris what hard and taxing work this was, especially for one recently returned from the deprivations of the war and still sporting the injuries, she said, “Yes, but he had been at the war, and he’d had a pretty rough time in the war, so he was pretty acclimatised to all of that.” The trailer would have been his home for several years, probably until he had established his house and block. Later, Joseph increased his holding by adding eight acres from nearby block 474.

			Loris’ mother, Annie Lory Wyer, was born in Wyalong, NSW, in 1898 and hailed from English stock. Sadly, Annie’s father died at the age of 48 in 1909, leaving his widow with seven children. Relocating to Melbourne, Annie’s mother (Annie Martin Wyer) went into domestic service, leaving Loris’ mother to be raised by siblings. “A pretty bad upbringing” was Loris’ observation.

			Annie and Joseph met when Annie’s elder sister Frances and her large family moved to Red Cliffs across the road from the Gleeson block. Frances required some assistance after sustaining an injury, and young Annie was sent to help with the family. Frances’ daughter Elsa had become acquainted with the hard-working Joe Gleeson and informed him that he should meet her Auntie Annie. He did, and love blossomed. They married in July 1926 and settled into the harsh life of the soldier settler.

			Children soon arrived, and as Loris laughingly remarks, a new baby meant a new “sleep out” had to be constructed on the makeshift dwelling. Loris recalls the flapping of the blinds in fiercely hot summers and the frosty cold of winter mornings. You had to be tough to be a kid in the Mallee.
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			Elaine, Cliff, Margaret, Pat and Loris

			Loris features in the middle of the Gleeson lineup, with older brother Clifford arriving in 1927, then Elaine and Patrica with Loris on November 24, 1931. Another sister Margaret was next in 1934, and finally Brian in 1941. Loris joked they were a ready-made sporting team primed to take on any in the district. Viewing photos, it seems that although a tough life, the Gleesons were a close family with a solid commitment to their Catholic faith. The family became active participants in the robust Red Cliffs community being formed around them.

			The challenging conditions did not favour all, with Loris’ sister Patricia contracting rheumatic fever when she was twelve and again at eighteen, weakening her heart dramatically.

			The early years of Loris’ schooling highlighted a problem that was only corrected much later in life. Loris suffers from dyslexia, a learning disability in which she finds reading difficult, particularly black writing on a white background. Reading from the traditional blackboard was much easier, but as Loris describes her difficulties, “I got belted because I couldn’t stand up and read. I’d be so nervous I just couldn’t read anyway, and the nuns, the little old nuns during the war, would come and belt me for it, so I was terrified at having to read. I still won’t get up and read”.

			This revelation is astonishing as in later life, Loris became an accomplished public speaker. When Loris was an adult, the problem was addressed, as Loris tells it. “So, when I found out, and I got the tinted glasses, well, it was as though I put them on that night, my whole body just sort of relaxed. It was a feeling I had, and I just couldn’t explain it”. 

			In her book, “The History of St Joseph’s Parish Red Cliffs”, we see a glimpse into school life, particularly during wartime. In 1938, when Loris was seven, the Catholic congregation in Red Cliffs had outgrown the small church and Mass, including Loris’ First Holy Communion, was held in the school. She imagines the nuns would not have been particularly pleased, having their classrooms disrupted by church paraphernalia throughout the week.
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			Loris aged sixteen in 1947

			In 1942, a new church building arrived via a ‘big truck’, much to the delight of the children watching from a safe distance. As with all schools during the war, the procurement of goods such as sporting equipment was difficult, and the introduction of an air raid shelter and the ensuing air raid rehearsals made for interesting times. Fortunately, the air raid shelter was never put to serious use. “Thank God”, Loris writes.

			To raise money, the school ran Saturday night dances. The children removed the heavy desks on Friday and returned them Sunday after Mass. This was heavy, hard work for all the children and nuns, Loris concluded. So, in a mild revolt, the nuns refused this task, a roster of men was drawn up for the job, and the Saturday night dances waltzed on. 

			Food, clothing, and petrol were heavily rationed during the war, which made life difficult, but the ingenuity of the community helped to keep the wheels turning. Loris remembers her mother trading rations of tea for clothing coupons with an elderly lady to help clothe her growing brood. “Dad only had enough petrol to go shopping on Saturday and Mass on Sunday or the occasional emergency”.

			Loris’ education consisted of eight years at St Joesph’s Red Cliffs Catholic Primary School and a year at the Convent in Mildura. During this time, she made a lifelong friend in Pat Smith. Pat was at the Red Cliffs State School and Loris at the Catholic School, but they would come together at the end of the day at Barclay Square to wait for the bus home. While under the “supervision” of their older siblings, Pat and Loris would play together by the German Howitzer Cannon. A fond memory many may relate to? Still great friends, Pat went on to become a schoolteacher and marry Ted Moyle. The pair still catch up whenever they can.
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			Loris and her best friend, Pat Moyle

			Like many at the time, Loris’ education in the Catholic system finished at fifteen years of age. In January 1946, Loris started packing fresh fruit with her father and his younger brother, Tom. The fruit was then sent to Ballarat for sale.

			In May 1946, Loris took on an apprenticeship with Mrs Gibbs, a self-taught hairdresser with salons in Red Cliffs and Mildura. This was Loris’ ticket to independence and a skill that has shaped her life. Mrs Gibbs had come to Australia from England and married a “blockie”. The block was not a great success, so Mrs Gibbs had, as Loris says, the “guts and gall” to give hairdressing a go. Loris was her last apprentice and quickly learnt the rudiments of the business. Unlike today, when all colours grace peoples’ locks, back in the late 1940’s, the dyes were “terrible”. The choices were of Peroxide Blonde, which ruined your hair, Black Black, which was hard looking and Henna, which took three hours to complete! With all that, Mrs Gibbs refused to do them. She sent Loris to an apprenticeship school in Melbourne for six weeks.

			On reflection, Loris was not particularly enamoured with the quality of the teachers, but she took as much as she could learn from them. This included dying and marcelling, a form of setting waves with hot tongs made fashionable by Marcel Grateau in the 1920’s. Loris laughs at the recollection of taking too long with the hot tongs and the smell of burning hair, never to be forgotten. She became proficient in the new cold wave technique, a significant improvement to ladies’ hairdressing and at the end of the course, was one of only four out of thirty-eight to pass. Loris thoroughly enjoyed the experience of travelling to Melbourne, staying at St Anne’s Catholic Hostel in Carlton, and catching up with extended members of her mother’s family.
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			Loris, on the Red Cliffs

			The hairdressing apprenticeship lasted four years, but not satisfied with that, she took on another challenge, dressmaking. Being the middle child, the chances of a new set of clothes were unlikely, so Loris decided to design and make her own. She enrolled in a six-month professional dressmaking course run by Mrs Gelzano of the Moyvin School of Dressmaking, located in the T & G Building in Mildura. By eighteen, Loris was a professional dressmaker and a professional hairdresser at nineteen. The downside was that everyone at home put in orders for dresses, so Loris, feeling a little like Cinderella, was staying home to work while the family went out to dances. Loris put a stop to that by stating she was going to start charging. “After that, they decided they were going to do their own”, she laughs.

			Still a great knitter, Loris would have loved to be a designer, but as she states, “I should have been a designer. That’s what I wanted to be in the first place. A dress designer, but in the Mallee? Heavens, you had to be in the city for all that”.

			Standing quietly in the wings all this time was the man who was to be Loris’ partner in life. Sante Bugno, born in Broken Hill in 1925, was the first Australian-born son of Italian migrants Giovanni Angelo Bugno and Ernesta Teresa Reginato. 

			Giovanni’s family had migrated to Brazil, where he was born, but he had returned to Italy to serve in the army before migrating to Australia. Giovanni arrived in Australia in January 1923, leaving behind his wife Ernesta and infant son Angelo in Asolo, northern Italy. He found his way to Broken Hill to work in the mines, finally saving the money to bring his wife and son to Australia. On the voyage out, Angelo contracted polio, which left him physically disabled.

			Wishing to make a better life, Giovanni bought a truck and loaded the family, now consisting of Angelo and Sante jnr., to Red Cliffs and a newly vacated fruit block at number 12 on Cocklin Avenue. They worked hard to make the block a success and the children now joined by Mario, Maria and Emma, settled into the routine life of the district. The arrival of the Mediterranean settlers in the region was not always greeted with open arms. Suspicion and prejudice on both sides could make life difficult for all.

			While not consistent churchgoers, Sante and his brother Angelo were regular helpers at the Saturday night Catholic dance. It seemed to Loris that every time she turned around, there was Sante. He had obviously set his cap for Loris, and there was no other. Their romance blossomed, with Loris busy in her hairdressing career in the Red Cliffs and Mildura salons.

			On the home front, life had taken a turn for the worse. Joseph Gleeson had been diagnosed with stomach cancer, and even after surviving a lengthy operation, he succumbed to the disease in September 1951, aged only 58 years. Loris maintains his life was shortened because of the war. During this time, Sante insisted that Loris learn to drive and, although reluctant initially, she “got stuck into it” and learnt very well. At this time, bus travel was still the most common mode of transport. 

			Loris was working in the Mildura salon, encountering clients from Ouyen who came to Mildura to visit the hairdressers as the Ouyen hairdresser had left town. The ever-resourceful Loris, tired of her work situation in Mildura, jumped at an opportunity to rent the newly vacated salon. With her seamstress skills, she smartened up the salon and worked solidly for twelve months. Loris boarded with a lady in Ouyen and enjoyed her time, joining all the social events and making new friends. Her sister Pat began her nursing career in Ouyen, where she met her husband, Les Dooley. By this time, Sante and Loris were engaged, and with the money saved, Loris was able to purchase her wedding dress in Melbourne, an extraordinary extravagance.

			The day was set for May 9, 1953. It was a double wedding with her older brother Clifford and his bride, Edna Pawson. This was not Loris’ idea, and it still rankles with her to this day. Her mother talked them into it but looking at the picture published in the Sunraysia Daily, both wedding parties looked charming. It was the first marriage celebrated in the newly formed parish of Red Cliffs. In the absence of her much-loved father, Loris’ Uncle Mick gave her away, and her bridesmaids, sisters Elaine and Pat, wore soft blue dresses made by Loris. The happy couple honeymooned in Tasmania, a state they would revisit many years later.
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			Sante and his brother Mario, plus a newly arrived cousin, were now the primary workforce on the block as their father, Giovanni, had passed away in August 1952. Loris and Sante set up a home with Sante’s mother on Block 12. This proved not to be such a brilliant arrangement. A fiercely traditional Italian widow and a strong, independent bride led to many clashes of expectations. “My mother-in-law expected me to be an Italian woman and just be the slave and didn’t understand hairdressing or dressmaking, and why I would want to do that.”

			Loris continued to do a little hairdressing, but soon, family demands took priority. Son David Anthony was born in 1954, and John Bernard in 1955. Life had become very busy with two little boys and Sante and his family, working the block and sharing the home with the extended family. Also at this time, were the 1956 floods, which made a huge impact on the district. While their main block was not affected, they did lose the ends of the rows on another block. When the call went out to save the Red Cliff’s pumps, Loris went to see what was needed and reported to Sante that they needed manpower to secure the pumps. As Loris said, “If we don’t help, the pumps will be out of action, and no one will be able to access water for their blocks”. The district did turn out to save the pumps, and further heartache was averted.
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			Bugno property – Block 248, 1988.

			A third son, Vincent Joseph arrived in 1957 and a change of living arrangements also came about with Block 248 purchased, situated on the corner of Azolia Street and Cocklin Avenue. Loris recalls the “shocking” house that came with the block, mentioning that because of the Second World War, trades people were scarce and often houses were haphazardly built. More sleepouts again! The family remained on this site for the next thirty-five years.

			After three little boys, there was much rejoicing when, in October 1958, Margaret Anne was born. The joy was sadly short-lived, with this precious soul succumbing to meningitis and viral pneumonia at the age of ten months. As Loris quietly states, “I think of her often”. Eleven months after Margaret’s death, the family heartily welcomed Desmond Patrick. The much-desired little girl, Janine, was born in August 1961, with the family completed in 1964 with the arrival of Gregory.

			As with most fruit blocks in the district, they were planted for the dried fruit market, with varieties such as sultanas, walthams, gordos, raisins and currants. The family only moved into wine grapes much later after the demand for dried fruit had declined. Life on a fruit block is precarious, often being at the mercy of the weather.

			The Bugnos, like many growers around them, lost their share of crops to hail and severe storms, which on occasions stripped the vines bare, leaving nothing to harvest. The ever-resourceful Loris came to the fore, purchasing a mobile hairdressing business. She proudly boasts of never having to advertise, gaining loyal customers through word of mouth.

			With the family growing, Loris became even more active in the community, joining in the school and parish activities including the St Joseph’s School Mothers Club and the Sacred Heart Sodality. The children attended St Joseph’s Primary School in Red Cliffs, often utilising mum’s taxi. They later attended senior education in Mildura by way of the Eleventh Street bus. At home, Loris was the hairdresser in residence until the boys decided that short back and sides were not for them. Perhaps it was not cool to have Mum cut your hair!

			The first to leave home was John, who joined the Army at sixteen. Initially signing up for nine years, he gained qualifications as an Electrical Technician. On leaving the military, he became involved in the mining industry, which has taken him all over Australia, before settling in Western Australia. Loris  and Sante took great joy in travelling to the West to visit him and his wife, Chantelle, and family.

			David “was a beautiful boy” who became a teacher and, whilst living in Melbourne, passed away suddenly in 1985. Vincent, Loris smiles, was “the quiet one.” He went into electronic engineering and lives with his wife Helen and their family in Melbourne. Desmond, “such a handsome-looking boy”, remained in Mildura, becoming a roof tiler. He married Leeanne and had one daughter. Sadly, Des passed away suddenly in 2014. Janine lives in Cooma NSW, currently working on the Snowy Hydro scheme after a long career in the airline and construction industries both in Mildura and Queensland. Her daughter now lives in Sydney. Greg, “He was the tallest of mine. He was six feet”, studied at RMIT and has been running an air conditioning company. He is married to Rochelle and, with his family, which includes, much to Loris’ amusement, “very, very tall” sons, lives in Melbourne.

			Now the proud grandmother of nine grandchildren and seven great-grandchildren, Loris’ pride in her children is evident from all the photos and anecdotes she shares. All have inherited the hard work ethic and artistic flair of both Loris and Sante. They are now scattered far and wide in the Northern Territory, Western Australia, Victoria, and New South Wales and, recently there was a wedding in Tipperary Ireland. After thirty-five years on the block, Sante, retired at 75, and they built a new home just across the road. Life was, as usual, very busy, with Loris being a founding member of the Red Cliffs Quota and Nexus clubs. Sante joined the Lions club and much enjoyed the camaraderie after the solitary life of working on the block. He and Loris were also involved in the Red Cliffs Club, the Australian Dried Fruits Association, the Red Cliffs Historical Society, the St Vincent de Paul Society, and the Probus Club.

			Loris flourished, and her artistic flair came to the fore, when she took up pottery and painting, studying at TAFE. Her paintings are a joy to her family and grace many walls around Australia. As stated earlier, the Sturt Desert Pea painting is in pride of place at the Red Cliffs Club. Her enthusiasm peaked when she embarked on a painting tour of Europe with a group of like-minded people from the district. Seeing the great masters in France, Holland, and England was a wonderful experience.
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			Representing The Nexus Club in the 2000 Red Cliffs Parade

			At the end of the trip, she took a week-long tour of Ireland, of which a highlight in teaching the Irish an Irish song! Whilst in a pub in Killarney, Loris put in a request for the song “The Lakes of Killarney”, one her uncle had taught her when she was a child. No one claimed to know the song. As Loris tells the story, “I said, well, I know it, and they said, well, sing it for us, so I sang it for them and told them how I had learnt it under the vines at Red Cliffs in outback Victoria, Australia.”

			That’s Loris, always up for a challenge!
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			Sturt Desert Pea painting at The Red Cliff’s Club

			Gardening, another passion, led to employment at Gardenland Nursery on weekends. Loris thoroughly enjoyed the interaction with the public, both teaching and picking up gardening hints. She learnt the art of flower arranging and participated in many shows and displays.
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			Loris and Sante Bugno, Fiftieth Wedding Anniversary, 2003.

			In late 2010, Sante was diagnosed with liver cancer and passed away, with Loris by his side, on March 8, 2011. He was 85 years old. As noted in his obituary in the Red Cliffs Settler News, “Sante was a quiet, loving man whose generosity to family, friends and community made him one of this world’s true gentlemen”.
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			Vin, Greg, Janine and Loris Celebrating Loris’ 90th Birthday at The Red Cliffs’ Club

			After Sante’s passing, Loris sold the home and moved into the Red Cliffs township, where she continued gardening, particularly the Sturt Desert Peas and hosting a Saturday afternoon gathering to play card games, the favourite being Canasta.

			At the core of Loris is her strong Catholic faith, which has sustained her in the bright days and the dark times throughout her life. In 2013, Loris compiled a book detailing the history of St Joseph’s Parish Red Cliffs from 1920. It’s a great read, meticulously researched, about the tenacity of a small community, their faith and ability to embrace change, from the first mass held in a wool shed, the influence of the Scalabrinian Fathers through to the bold new Catholic Church construction. It’s a lot like Loris. Strong in faith, resourceful, embracing change with a zest for life.
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			Loris and family

			Loris has slowed down and now divides her time between her home in Red Cliffs and Chaffey Aged Care in Merbein. In conclusion, the best person to play the role of Loris in her movie adaptation would be the lady herself.
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