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			GEOFFREY JOHN POLLOCK 

			in conversation with Mary Talent and Denise McCarthy 

			Who dobbed me in? 

			“Who dobbed me in?” was the question asked when I visited Geoff at Murray House Aged Care in Wentworth. He seemed surprised that I wanted to hear his story and that it was going to be included in the next Mallee Living Histories book. Likewise, I was surprised when the door was opened by this lively, well-spoken man as in his arms was his devoted companion, a fluffy little white dog named Dory. 

			By my calculations Geoff is in his mid-80’s but his slim physique, sky-blue eyes and thick well-groomed hair belie his age. His small room, which he shares with Dory, was immaculately tidy with a large collection of his photos, books, and memorabilia. 

			Straight away Geoff informed me that his recent memory was shot, meaning not good, but he can remember his early days clearly. Fantastic, that was what I had come to try and collect. 

			On October 10, 1935 Geoffrey John Pollock was born at Doctor Searle’s Private Hospital in Mildura. He was the first child of Mavis Pearl née Danson, and Geoffrey Daniel Pollock. 

			Soon after Geoff’s arrival in 1935, his parents were blessed with a daughter, Dianne, but there was little time to get settled as Geoff’s father enlisted to serve in the second world war. According to Geoff, his father ‘struggled’ after his return from the war. The birth of two more daughters Vicky and Faye, after the war, completed the family. 
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			Geoffrey, Dianne and (Mother) Pearl Pollock née Danson 

			Life in the twenty-first century is awash with technology and communications but things were obviously very different when Geoff was growing-up and working in the media would have been seen as an exciting and novel career. It would have been more so for a young man from the country! Geoff Pollock, Mildura born and raised, was this young man and this is a little of his story… 

			Geoff’s family lived at 70 San Mateo Avenue, Mildura, near to Geoff’s adoring grandmother, who lived at number 27. His maiden aunt, Aunty Vi, also lived in the double-fronted cottage. Geoff said these two women spoilt him with an “over-indulgence of love and attention”. 

			With crystal-clear recollection, Geoff recounted an exciting incident from his childhood when San Mateo Avenue was a wide dirt road constantly ploughed into mud runnels, later to rise as dust. The road was a thoroughfare for bullock wagons conveying people, stock, and general goods from the wharf where paddle steamers discharged their loads. Not yet tall enough to see, or even dream of climbing, over the gate, Geoff was peering through the bars at a typical scene. A heavily burdened wagon was passing by with the usual couple of working dogs wheeling and snapping around bullock legs and wagon wheels. It was a warm day and three or four more dogs trotted sedately in the shade under the wagon while four horses kept pace, being tied behind the wagon. 

			It didn’t take long for the wagon, driven by a cheery driver who lifted his hat to young Geoff, to pass and when he lost sight of it Geoff ran back to tell his mother of its wonders. Mother was in the yard, chatting over the fence to a neighbour and turned to hear Geoff’s tale. She was quick to spot a movement at the gate and pointed to it, saying to the little boy “Who’s that at the gate now?” Spinning round he saw a young cattle dog sniffing around the spot from where he had caught the driver’s eye. It was not unknown for ‘bullockies’ to seek out a likely home in town and let a dog, probably one surplus to requirements, escape in just the circumstances described. Geoff knows that now but at the time the dog’s coming seemed like a miracle. The red cattle dog was duly named Mack and became the first of many canine companions in Geoff’s life, a “string of pearls” collected from childhood to old age. His current mate Dory is as loveable and loyal as any other and the two are inseparable. 

			Geoff’s father had grown up in Red Cliffs on Ma and Pa Pollock’s fruit block. His mother, Mavis Pearl Pollock, née Danson, was the youngest of nine children. Her parents, John and Maria Danson, had owned Garnpang Station, one of the back block properties of the New South Wales Western Division. 

			John Danson was born in the Casterton area in March 1863. In November 1888, he married Maria Owen, the daughter of a Welsh quarryman and shepherd who came to Australia in 1857. Their first property was a small holding on the Darling. His wife Maria is reputed to have asked the local aborigines what the whirlpools in the river were called. Their reply was ‘merrigulla’. This ended up being the name chosen for their Darling River property and subsequently, the property established by their son Cliff at Trentham Cliffs.

			The history of Garnpang has many connections to the history of Mildura and the Mallee and arguably, the history of Australia itself. The move to opening up the Western Division was a response to the growing need for grazing properties and the realisation that land in proximity to the junction of the Murray and Darling Rivers had much to offer. This potential was recognised in the 1830’s explorations of Captain Sturt and subsequently, Major Mitchell. Tenders for the lease of the ‘back blocks’ began in 1851 with the Garnpang lease taken up by J. S. Robertson and D. Chrystal in 1860. Coincidentally, it was in that year that Burke and Wills traversed the ‘back blocks’ when travelling from Balranald to the Pooncarie area. 

			The Garnpang lease transferred to William Taylor in 1863 and he extended partnership in the property to John Bertram in 1870. Taylor and Bertram were to hold the lease until 1906 when the lease transferred to Benjamin Chaffey, William Salmon and John Dunne. Chaffey of course was one of the Canadian brothers recruited by Alfred Deakin to develop Mildura’s irrigation colony. Chaffey had established the Mildura Butchery, supplying meat to the colony, so his interest in a grazing property was probably inevitable. In 1908, the Garnpang lease was taken up by John Danson who, with his wife Maria, were the grandparents of Geoff Pollock. Following is a copy of the agreement with John Danson for the sale of Garnpang in the handwriting of, and signed by, Benjamin Chaffey… 
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			The Garnpang property was to change hands again in 1911 when the lease was purchased by Ted Richardson whose wife, Ellen May Richardson née Byrnes, was the granddaughter of Daniel and Ellen Byrnes who were in residence at Arumpo Station in 1860. Family records show that Burke and Wills stayed with the Byrnes at Arumpo en route to Pooncarie. The Garnpang homestead was about twenty kilometres north-east of the route taken by the explorers. 

			The name of the homestead is variously spelt by members of the Burke and Wills expedition in their respective records as… Conpang, Garnpang, Kumbung and Kormpung. 
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			Geoff’s grandmother, Maria Danson
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			The Western Division ‘Back Block’ Stations 

			In any event, Geoff’s heritage is intrinsically linked to the history of Australia, its exploration and development. The Garnpang Homestead is now located at the Oasis Inland Botanical Gardens in Buronga, having been gifted to the Gardens by Edward (Ted) and Mary-Anne Richardson, the third generation of Richardsons to own the Garnpang Lease. After selling Garnpang Station, John Danson purchased Turlee Station, one of the subdivisions of 1919. 

			While Geoff Pollock (senior) was working as an assistant to the Mildura Town Clerk he also worked as a penciller for a local bookmaker. He had a fantastic mathematical brain and was reported to be able to calculate numbers quicker than a comptometer, (a manual high speed mechanical calculating machine or ‘an early-days calculator’). 

			Mr Pollock invested in a 20-acre fruit growing vineyard on Benetook and Fifteenth Street and the family moved into a big rambling homestead, but the property was managed and worked by their neighbours the Lyle family. 

			Geoff (junior) attended Mildura Central School in his primary years and then went on to Mildura High School. Geoff enjoyed playing sport, especially football and tennis. He also enjoyed visiting his uncle Cliff Danson, his favourite uncle, who owned a big property known as ‘Merrigulla’ at Trentham Cliffs. The 2000-acre property had a pump on the river and grew lucerne and vines. The highway ran through the property and Uncle Cliff ran sheep on the dry land on the north side. 

			When his mother and father decided to move to Ascot Vale, Melbourne, Geoff moved in with his grandmother. 
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			Geoff Pollock and ‘Dory’ at the restored ‘Garnpang Homestead’ at the Inland Botanic Gardens 

			At about this time Geoff became involved with the Mildura Church of Christ Youth Group and enjoyed participating in their activities. Although his father was Catholic and his mother Church of England this new religious following of Geoff’s was to lead to unexpected and far-reaching ventures and exciting new friendships. But in time, Geoff was also to move to the ‘Big Smoke’ to finish his education at University High School where he obtained his Leaving Certificate. 

			He did not really enjoy his city schooling. “They thought they were posh!” The fellow student Geoff most fondly remembers was to become very well known in football circles later, but at school he stood out to Geoff because he was friendly and kind. Allen Aylett at 16 and 17 years old offered encouragement to the unhappy country boy and lightened his days through friendship and good humour. ‘Micky’ Aylett’s athleticism and Aussie Rules skill saw him join North Melbourne Football Club straight from school. 

			In later years Geoff was able to claim the captain of the North Melbourne Bulldogs as a friend, and naturally he is a North Melbourne supporter. ‘Micky’ was a nickname which applied to Aylett’s playing days and he was arguably even better known in years to come as Dr Allen Aylett, a dentist who headed-up the Victorian Football League. 

			Maybe as a result of her farming days, Grandma wanted Geoff to have a career in the wool industry when he left school. So, to please her, he started work at the wool brokers, Bennett and Gillman, in Melbourne. He didn’t fit in there and being quite unhappy, he left after six weeks on the advice of his father. His next job he loved. He said he had a fabulous boss, Harvey Norris. Geoff was working for the SEC (the State Electricity Commission). 

			As a junior at sixteen, he became known as the ‘kid from the bush’. He worked there for three or four years. At first, he was a messenger boy, running from the Flinders Street office to William Street. Unbeknown to Geoff, the more senior staff were running a ‘book’ (gambling) on how quickly the ‘kid’ could get from one office to the next. A very fit Geoff could beat all the other city messenger boys. 

			Geoff seems to ruminate often on the degree of ‘luck’ he enjoyed in his relationships with various bosses; he even believes it could have been Harvey Norris’s gambling success that led to his interest in Geoff’s progress. However, there is also the possibility that working for this boss, in this positive environment, started him off on the right track and he followed it throughout his career! 

			While working for the SEC, Geoff had to participate in Compulsory National Service but because he was employed in a government job, he could complete his service with three months full time training at Puckapunyal. At ‘Pucka’ he also showed his competitive spirit when he decided to study part-time to get his ‘pips’. He was clearly motivated by his father who had been a captain in the regular army. 

			Sometimes Geoff and his boss at the SEC would travel to country areas to oversee the selling of excess stock at disposal sales. Going to stay at Mt Beauty was a well-remembered highlight and no doubt gave Geoff an early insight into the joys of living in lush green highlands. At the same time, his link with the Church of Christ was going to play a huge part in his recreation hours and his future. An old connection from Mildura days encouraged Geoff to join the local Church of Christ Youth Group. A close friendship formed between three girls and four boys. They enjoyed camping on weekends in the Monbulk area. Bicycling was a favourite activity. One of the girls was Valery Redman, a very attractive brunette whose father had been in the Air Force. 

			Geoff and Val were not the only ones from their group to fall in love and marry. 

			Geoff and Valery began married life living in Ascot Vale, but eventually decided to buy a house in Sassafras and Geoff travelled to work by bus to Ferntree Gully, and then train to the city. Geoff and Val were to have two children, Merinda (‘Rindy’) and Anne-Maree. 
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			Valery, Geoff, and daughters, Merinda and Anne-Maree 

			Serendipity was soon to play a part in Geoff’s life. He was doing accounting studies with eighteen others when one of his mates encouraged him to apply for a job at the recently formed GTV 9 (General Television Victoria). This station was launched in Melbourne to cover the 1956 Olympic Games. With Colin Bednall as managing director the team at Channel 9 was finding its feet in this new industry, arguably the first commercial operation emerging in Australia to rely so heavily on the combination of technology and new skills. Geoff enjoyed learning new things and he found, as the years passed, that opportunities and rewards followed. He says wryly that maybe these were not fully appreciated at the time. 
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			The ‘flagship’ of G. J. Productions

			He applied for a position as accounts clerk, this being the work he was training in at the SEC and the focus of his part-time studies. During Geoff’s job interview with the GTV9 chief accountant, Colin Bednall barged into the office on a mission and when introduced, Geoff clearly felt that ‘the boss’ took note of him for some reason. It turned out that he was to be mentored by Bednall into the career he followed and in which he was very happy. 

			About six months after he started as accounts clerk 18 years old Geoff was appointed Channel 9’s accountant (“so-called accountant” in Geoff’s own words). Around this time a subsidiary company called Fanfare Films was being set up to establish an animation team and make TV commercials for Channel 9 and later for a wider market. In just 12 months from its inception Geoff became manager of Fanfare Films. 

			Mildura boy made good became an executive of television and film advertising at the age of twenty! Fanfare Films continued as the company behind this output and along with all other members of the team Geoff learnt the film business from the ground up. As an advertising producer Geoff accessed animators, actors, writers, technicians, and photo crews to make original material for Channel 9, as it grew to be a Melbourne institution. It was a truth acknowledged in the early years of the television industry that Channel 7 in Sydney, Channel 9’s opposition, tried its best but Channel 9 won all the awards! 

			Geoff’s move into television would result in a new friendship and a second marriage. It was to Ellen Warning who worked in advertising at USB Benson, in Sydney. By this time, Geoff was also working for Benson’s, but based in Melbourne. Ellen was born in Germany and travelled to Australia at the age of nine years with her mother, Valeria, and her father, Ernst Warning. They embarked on the journey to Australia as refugees. They didn’t know the language and took only one trunk with the family’s belongings. 

			They arrived in Fremantle, Western Australia where they boarded a train to Bonegilla in north-east Victoria. Bonegilla was what would now be called a “migrant reception centre” but it was essentially a refugee camp. It had previously been an army barracks and following World War 2, was transformed into a camp accommodating hundreds of people who travelled to Australia seeking peace and a new start. After two months Ellen and her family were given passage to Launceston, Tasmania, where they were placed in a migrant hostel. Ernst took whatever work he could find and although he did not speak the language, he managed to secure a job while Valeria did housework and sewing for local families. 

			Ellen was to marry at a very early age and then realising that she and her partner were far too young, they ended up going their separate ways. 

			Ellen worked as a television presenter at Channel 6 in Hobart before moving to Tamworth, NSW where she worked as a host, presenter, and producer. In 1966 she moved to Sydney where she lived at Potts Point and worked in advertising at USB Benson. It was during her time there that she met Geoffrey Pollock. They married at St Peter’s Presbyterian Church in Sydney on the 25th of January 1970. 

			On the 14th of July 1971 they were proud to announce the birth of Cassandra Ellen Pollock. The family then moved to Melbourne where there was another proud announcement and Vanessa Ellen Pollock was born. Over the years Ellen and Geoff worked hard to send their girls to private school. Ellen took on the local mail run. She would pack her two little daughters into their bright green Mini Moke with black and white daisies on the roof, and scoot around the hills delivering letters and packages. 
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			Ellen Pollock née Warning 

			Ellen took whatever jobs she could, and like the chameleon she was, she engaged each with gusto: jewellery importer, seminar and conference coordinator, restaurant host, film maker. 

			Years later when Geoff’s career was winding down, in a situation of both affection and irony he engaged again with a friend of long standing, Andrew Knight. Knight is known for such Australian TV success stories as Sea Change, Rake, Jack Irish, The Water Diviner and The Eric Bana Show. His outstanding five-decade career, during which he has won numerous TV and Film awards, is to some extent built on an early job at Film Victoria secured for Andrew by Geoff Pollock. Geoff’s last job in the industry, in fact the last job of his professional life, was a position in Brisbane. After many years of friendship Andrew Knight returned the compliment in his support of Geoff securing this employment. 

			In 1996, with both their daughters grown-up and living their own lives, Cassandra in Sydney and Vanessa in Noosa, Ellen and Geoff moved to Queensland for their retirement. They lived in Tewantin and then in Pomona, in the Noosa hinterland. Partly to help with finances and partly because she loved people and travel, Ellen found a job as a tour director for AAT Kings. In this role she travelled all over Australia and although it was long hours, she clearly embraced the work. As a result, Ellen and Geoff’s marriage would come to an end, and again it was a case of heading separate ways. Ellen was later to die after losing her battle with cancer. 

			It was, however, the beginning of a new chapter in Geoff’s life and the years ahead saw him travel extensively, up and down the east coast of Australia with a caravan and his dog. The skills acquired in his working life equipped Geoff as a handyman and he made firm friendships with several caravan park owners and managers, doing jobs in return for credit on tariffs. His first van was an ‘eleven -footer’ purchased while living in Melbourne; he later owned larger vans in which he enjoyed the grey nomad life in retirement. 
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			Geoff Pollock and all four daughters 

			The families of Geoff’’s parentage, the Dansons and Pollocks, are now counting the sixth or seventh generations of their respective families living in Mildura and its environs. Cliff Danson, well known as a landholder in Trentham Cliffs, was Geoff’s mother’s closest brother and Geoff looked up to him as a father figure. Among Cliff’s children are daughter Anne who is known to many locally because of her nursing career over decades and her brother, Coomealla blockie Richard. 

			Interest in family history often stirs in retired people and this happened in the Danson family. Dianne from Orbost, Anne from Merbein, and Geoff, of ‘no fixed address’ planned a trek in 2012 with Dianne and Anne travelling and camping in a small motor home and Geoff towing his van. The trip took them to properties in western and central New South Wales where their ancestors had lived and eventually, they arrived back at Richard and Heather’s block in the Coomealla irrigation area. 

			Geoff had become close again to his older sister and his cousins and keen on family life while on the road, and he settled at the Wentworth Caravan Park for a few months before moving his van to Richard and Heather’s block. Although not in robust health he worked odd jobs on the block, and filled his days with fishing, birds, his dog, and his family. After a couple of years, aged seventy-eight and with only a reluctant blessing from Richard and Heather, Geoff took off to travel to Brisbane to catch up with his daughters. He packed all his belongings into his van and set off with a promise to not over-extend himself by travelling long distances each day. It was only the second day when Geoff came to grief. Between Hay and West Wyalong, close to Rankins Springs, the van jack-knifed and although Geoff’s car was not damaged the van disintegrated. Clothes, cooking gear and bedding, books, and photo albums; all the bits and pieces that make up a man’s lifestyle were strewn across the road and further. Geoff was shaken but he and Fergy the foxie was unharmed. The council worker whose job it was to clear the scene was kind and took both to his own home; once again Geoff was lucky. Help was close at hand. Richard, Heather, and Anne drove up the next day with a trailer to transport the wrecked van and the personal and household items that could be salvaged. Another van set up near a pickers’ hut on the fringe of Richard’s block; Geoff and his new dog Dory, chosen from the pound when Fergy died, made themselves comfortable. The good life lasted for another year or so, but Geoff’s health was fragile. An alternative had to be found. 
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			Geoff’s constant companion, ‘Dory’ 

			In 2017 Geoff moved into Wentworth’s Murray House, an awe-inspiring place of care and compassion for people with a wide range of reasons for needing both. Geoff and Dory share a room which opens directly to a courtyard where Dory can attend to dog business such as sniffing, trotting, chasing birds away, snapping at insects and so on whenever the impulse takes her. Geoff expresses heart-felt gratitude that this haven was offered to Dory also, as they need each other equally.
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