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			Verna Farnsworth

			in conversation with Denise McCarthy

			Some family members threatened not to attend the wedding as it was the day of the footy Grand Final.

			EUNICE, CECIL, VERNA, ALBION, LESTER, NORMA, ALICE and LILA are names most people born after 1960 would associate with Grandma, Grandpa, Great Grandma, Great Grandpa or aunties and uncles lost now in the mists of time. There is a VERNA quietly and with great dignity living her best life at Dareton, who is the third from that line-up of siblings born in the 1920’s. She celebrated her 100th birthday on March 31, 2023, and extracted every moment of enjoyment from the day spent with family and friends.
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			Verna front and centre with sisters Eunice, Norma and Alice and Brothers Ab, Cecil and Lester prior to Lester’s death aged 88, the first since youngest of eight Lila (aged two and a half).

			In 1923 Verna was born to Cecil and Alice Driscoll in Merbein, in the simple house built by Cecil for the fast-growing family. Verna’s birth was attended by Doctor Speed, aptly named for his bicycle riding from house to house in the emerging township. Her mother’s mother, Grandma Hogan, was the attending midwife, the “team of two” probably providing more aid than was available to many birthing mothers.

			Verna’s siblings lived generally happy and healthy lives and although two of the brothers, Cecil and Albion (known as Ab), served with the Australian armed forces in World War 2, Cecil lived to 101, Albion to 96 and Lester to just a short time before his 88th birthday. To emphasise the longevity in the family, oldest child Eunice Krake passed away just before her 98th birthday, Verna Farnsworth is 100 years, Norma Maynard is 95 and Alice Williams is 93. The youngest child Lila sadly died at the age of two and a half years.

			1909 is observed as Merbein’s foundation year; the first land allocation was made that year to settlers who were willing to farm dairy cows to provide healthy products for the burgeoning populations of the Mildura irrigation settlements. However, in just two or three years the original farmers were transitioning to grape-growing, trusting in the same “Lady Luck” as the Mildura pioneers.

			There was work available for those who wanted work and hope for the future was abundant amongst Merbein’s young population. Verna was soon replaced as the Driscoll family’s golden-haired baby by Albion, and he in turn by Lester. No-one knew or could have expected the heartbreak and hardship that was to affect the family unfairly.

			World events began to reverberate in Australia before the 1920’s ended. The Wall Street Crash of 1929 destabilised the world economy, causing markets to crash and jobs to disappear in major cities and tiny outposts, such as Merbein. Australia and other developing countries blessed with abundant natural resources did not have the infrastructure to support rapid growth.

			Even before the Great Depression was really “biting”, Cecil Driscoll (senior) was having difficulty finding steady work so the family and Cecil’s father, Grandad Driscoll, moved to central Victoria. Barkly in the Pyrenees Ranges was Granddad Driscoll’s hometown, and they were able to move into a house near Moonambel owned by his sister and her husband. Granddad and Cecil worked beehives to provide an income and took up gold prospecting, for little return, in the worked over but still potentially rich soils of the Avoca region.

			In a cooler climate with a milking cow, fruit trees and healthy soil to grow vegetables, the family’s wellbeing was bound to improve. Alice and Lila were born at the Bush Hospital in Avoca, and girls now outnumbered boys by one child. Tragedy then struck when, in 1932, the head of the family passed away, aged just forty-one. Cecil died from the effects of an abscess on his brain before the arrival of penicillin in the medical arsenal. Verna was nine years old so there were many years of missing her dad ahead of her, as there were for her siblings.

			Soon after the dreadful disruption, Alice the widowed mother, her eight children and Granddad Driscoll retraced the journey to Merbein where Granddad returned to his own home with Grandma Driscoll. Grandma had remained in the Sanders Street family home when the move to Moonambel was made.

			Alice and the kids moved in with Alice’s parents Grandpa and Grandma Hogan, and as was the way in families, the adults shuffled the children from here to there until enough room was found for everyone. The Hogans were a big family with big hearts, and they worked together to make the crowded house as comfortable as possible, especially after Grandma Hogan died of pneumonia only a month or two after they returned.

			Verna reflected on an aspect of this time in their lives, “Grandpa Hogan was over 70 and his life had not been easy. All the kids at times found him “crabby” and when I think about this now, I can only ask myself “who wouldn’t have been?”

			“Grandpa Hogan died within a year or so of our return to Merbein and an arrangement was worked out between Mum’s brothers and sisters, with Mum’s agreement, for us to continue to live in the house. It was just across the road from the Merbein State School and as each of us reached school age we happily joined the Driscoll ‘gang’ in the mornings, having learnt all the ins and outs of going to school from them”.

			Time flew by for a year or so, until little Lila died of laryngeal diphtheria, aged two and a half. Not having heard of this illness “before or since” Verna still feels the tragic unfairness of this loss. While she has no strong recollections of life being materially harder for her family than for any others in Sanders Street, she remembers more grief. Thanks to the extended families of Driscolls and Hogans there was always wood for the fire, clothes for everyone, fresh fruit and vegetables dropped off in their seasons, and lots of love instead of lots of money!

			When they first moved into the house there was no running water; an uncle piped water into the kitchen and Verna, though just a child, noticed what a difference that made to her mother’s daily load. Another clear memory is of being given one penny to “put in the plate” at the Sunday Community Concert and stopping off at Barker’s Store to buy a halfpenny lolly, leaving a halfpenny to go into the plate. Though this did happen, it was on a rare occasion.

			It’s very likely that Verna’s character traits of acceptance, patience, empathy and composure were forged in the early years. She says that when the Depression was affecting all but the very rich, children expected very little, knowing that everyone they knew was in the same boat, penniless but somehow staying afloat. There was little, if any, assistance from the Government but the “ordinary” people went to extraordinary lengths to help their neighbours and the children learnt from them. Life was simple, but safe.
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			The Community Concerts were held in Merbein’s Picture Theatre on some Sunday evenings, with free admission and local adults and children providing the entertainment. Verna’s younger brother Lester liked to recite and took to the stage like a duck to water! Uncles and aunts were involved, and they watched out for Verna and the younger ones, as their mother stayed at home with the “littlies”. 

			In December 1937 Verna completed the compulsory years of schooling at Merbein and departed with a Recommendation for Merit Certificate. At 14 years old she was well versed in academic subjects from school and practical knowledge from home. She well and truly knew her way around the kitchen and had been minding toddlers and babies for many years. Her first job was as a house maid, doing the daily domestic chores usually taken care of by a woman who was working on the family block during the harvest season.
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			The IPC Merbein Girls In 1938 – World War 2 had not started but some have their knitting needles clicking.

			As Merbein grew and industries moved into town there were employment opportunities for men and women. The largest employers were the packing sheds where dried fruits and citrus, from the cleverly irrigated sandy blocks of land surrounding the town, were prepared for freighting to markets. Packing fruit was Verna’s first regulated job, starting from around the age of 15 at the Merbein branch of the Irymple Packing Company, known to all as the IPC.

			Speaking of the job, Verna said, “Working conditions were acceptable and the bosses were good to the girls. We went to school with their children, played sport with them and made our closest friends with the local young people”.

			A word used freely these days is camaraderie and that’s the kind of mateship shared by the workers of the 1930’s, rudely interrupted by the outbreak of war in 1939. Women had to be the mainstays of the workforce when men were called to the armed forces in defence of our country. Women were called on to help the war effort in many ways and word filtered through to girls in the country of the kinds of jobs now open to them.

			Australia had established the Australian Women’s Army Service, commonly known as AWAS and Merbein girls are known to have joined up and flourished. In 1944 almost 50,000 women were serving in the military and thousands more had joined the civilian Australian Women’s Land Army (AWLA). Many women were trained to undertake skilled work in traditionally male occupations so that men were available for operational service. For example, the Women’s Transport Corps equipped women with driving, mechanical and engineering skills and experience.

			One of the opportunities that may not have been open to Verna, except in circumstances when job openings were difficult to fill, came her way when she was 18, going on 19. Two local girls she knew had secured employment as housemaids at Geelong Grammar School and when they returned to Merbein for the long summer holiday, Verna was encouraged to apply for a position. Well able to write a letter of application, Verna was thrilled when she was accepted by mail and invited to report to the school in January 1942.

			Leaving Merbein for the first time on her own, she travelled by train from Merbein to Mildura, Mildura to Melbourne, Melbourne to Geelong and on arrival at the renowned Geelong Grammar School, moved into the staff quarters with her Merbein friends and other young ladies.

			Under the tutelage of Housekeeper Mrs. Gorrie, Verna learnt a great deal about the care and maintenance of living spaces, furniture, dining areas and school-aged lads. The housemaids grew to respect Mrs. Gorrie, more so as she was widowed in World War 2, yet continued to demonstrate and oversee the day-to-day routines, best practices and economical use of physical strength in doing the required daily jobs. Verna found the life of a housemaid at Geelong Grammar School disciplined, organised and providing a sense of safety in wartime.

			Verna learnt to make beds with “hospital corners”, to carry six plated meals at one time from serving window to tables, and to regularly take part in the “Great Kiwi Nugget” polishing. The latter activity meant applying tan nugget to one-foot-deep skirting boards, wooden chair frames and side tables and leather furniture before a vigorous polish, at regular intervals.

			The school boarding-houses were filled in the War years; with fathers away from farms and pastoral properties and mothers required to take on management duties, boy children were enrolled in boarding schools in greater numbers than ever. Verna, her Merbein friends and other employees enjoyed two weeks of term holidays while the boys were away for three weeks. A thorough spring cleaning was conducted before the beginning of a new term.

			Verna’s two years at Geelong Grammar were a time of safety, security, learning and friendship and but for a rare medical intervention she may have stayed longer. She was never sick but towards the end of her second year at the school was troubled by a foot injury. Towards the end of that year, she had foot surgery in Geelong and went home to Merbein just prior to Christmas in 1943. 1944 was the year of Verna’s 21st birthday and she remained at home, with the attractions of her birthday and a deepening friendship with Mick Farnsworth being enough to make life interesting.

			Both the Driscoll and Farnsworth families originated in the Avoca region of central Victoria and knew each other from there; beekeeping was one of the means of making a livelihood common to the families and passed down through generations. Mick was born six years before Verna, in 1917, when his birth was announced by his father to family members with “It’s a boy, a little Ginger Mick”. The name came from the writings of C.J. Dennis which were very popular, and that’s how Albert became “Mick”, his unofficial name for life.

			In later years when Mick came to the Mildura area for seasonal work, he would visit the Driscoll families in Merbein, and it seems he may have secretly deferred ideas of courtship and marriage until Verna was a little older. The two were growing close but in 1941 when Verna was 18, Australia was becoming deeply involved in World War 2 and Mick, being 24 and single, fit, healthy and willing, was destined for the Army. In 1941 Mick enlisted and was on active service until the war ended in 1945.
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			Verna and Mick Farnsworth on their wedding day.

			During the four years that Mick was away Verna worked conscientiously at the jobs she held and helping her mother through the difficult war years. Verna was close to her sisters Eunice, Norma and Alice and she had good friends in Merbein, especially those of her age who attended St. John’s Church of England and took part in its activities. She and Mick wrote letters regularly while Mick was away and when he appeared in Merbein again, he and Verna soon became an “item”.

			As a couple Verna and Mick were very practical, and happy with a minimum of fuss. Living, and staying alive, through a World War that impacted millions of people across half the world tended to put things into perspective.
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			Wedding party leaving St John’s Church Merbein when Verna and Mick married on 24.8.1946.

			When Mick returned at the end of the war, he and Verna were happy to just fall into each other’s arms, taking time to make their plans. After the announcement of their engagement when Verna’s 21st birthday was celebrated, they began to plan their church wedding. There was no rush, as the modest pair found the birthday created enough “fuss” for a while.

			They would never have expected trouble in the family when they did reveal their arrangements but there was a true hullabaloo! When Mick and Verna announced the date, chosen in consultation with the Anglican minister at St. John’s, Merbein, some family members threatened not to attend the wedding. The selected date of August 24, 1946, was the day of the Sunraysia Football League Grand Final between Merbein and Red Cliffs, presenting the dilemma of football versus family! As it turned out the game was a draw and had to be replayed the following Saturday. Everyone could have their (wedding) cake and eat it too!

			Having to build their married life “from the ground up” Mick and Verna were great partners. An offer made by Mick’s father and two brothers took them back to central Victoria for a while, as the Farnsworths were able to give Mick a share in their eucalyptus plant at Mitre, near Horsham. This carried them along for the first year of marriage and Mick then applied for the Soldier Settler Coomealla Irrigation scheme. They could see more of a future in irrigated horticulture and returned to the area, familiarising themselves with the developments at Coomealla, on the New South Wales side of the Murray River.

			Mick became impatient when the launch of the Soldier Settlement was slow to materialise and in 1948, they unexpectedly found their “forever” home, at Block 43, 22 Kardinia Road, Coomealla; a block taken up by an earlier settler who was now looking to sell. The property now comprises the comfortable conite home where Verna and Mick raised their family and a shed or two, subdivided from the original Block 43. At this place loamy red soil and reliable water from the Murray River plus men, women, kids and machinery delivered the Farnsworth family’s livelihood for many years.

			In 1922 the Coomealla area, then known as the “Nine Mile” was recommended to become the Coomealla Irrigation Area, where men who had served in World War 1 could take up a block as part of the Government’s “Million Farms” scheme. Under the direction of capable engineers such as F.M. Smith, J.W. Searey and H. Wagstaffe the designated land was developed astonishingly quickly. All did not go to plan however, as there was a collapse of the brief dried fruits and wine grapes boom following the first harvests of irrigated blocks on the Victorian side of the river, and the Coomealla plan slowed to a halt.

			It was 1930 before applications were made again and through that decade and the next there were many ups and downs in the scheme. Blocks were set up and planted only to be let go by disenchanted potential settlers, and life events such as marriage break-ups, illness and death meant properties still to be fully developed came up for sale. Thus, Mick was not part of the Soldier Settlement scheme that saw returned servicemen allotted blocks of 16 acres, with irrigation water immediately available, in the late 1940’s and ‘50’s. 

			When returned men who served in World War 2 were just becoming informed about Soldier Settlement in the Coomealla Irrigation Area, Mick and Verna had already secured their future home with a deposit. They were ahead in the race, surely a good omen! Whether or not the omen played a part, the Farnsworths had a good life, growing grapes and raising children, contributing to their community, celebrating innumerable happy occasions and carrying on bravely in sad times.

			Four children were born to Verna and Mick, but in 1956 their third child died during a difficult birth, at (old) Mildura Base Hospital. This was a tragic loss for the family; fortunately, a healthy baby girl was brought home in 1958. During this pregnancy, due to the Rh factor detected when her older brother was born, Verna submitted to monthly testing of her blood in Mildura and was required to go to Melbourne for the birth, spending the ninth month of her pregnancy in the care of Royal Women’s Hospital.

			All was well in the end and Jan Michelle was born in the city, with Verna and Mick there to welcome her. Mick had driven the new mother there one month before and immediately returned home to care for the little boys, typical of the couple’s sharing of everything in their marriage. When Jan’s birth was imminent, Mick made the long drive back to Melbourne.

			Jan is now Jan Lyons, and lives in an irrigated farming area at Leeton in New South Wales. Jan and husband Patrick have raised two daughters: Tess and Sophie, and in addition to a farm some distance from town, have successfully operated school buses locally. Jan has recently retired from her job in financial administration at Catholic College in Leeton and may have more time to pursue her interest in painting, when not bus driving! The eye-catching canvases now on Verna’s walls are proof that Jan has artistic talent.

			Tess her husband Declan and family live at Wagga Wagga, about an hour’s drive from Leeton, and Sophie has recently moved from Wagga Wagga to Melbourne, ready to test her tolerance of the city lifestyle.

			Tracking back a little, Mick and Verna’s first child, Haydn Charles, was born on November 5, 1948, at Mildura Base Hospital and educated at Dareton Primary School and Mildura Technical School, as were his siblings. Haydn followed his father into the occupation of “blockie” and lived by the same values -- running a successful property and contributing to the progress and harmony of his hometown. He and his wife Betty have two children: Brent is now the owner of the family farms, a third-generation horticulturist, and lives on one of the properties with his wife Jackie and offspring. Brent’s sister Stacey is married to Gary Cullinan and lives on Carstairs, a family grazing property near Pooncarie.

			Brothers Thomas and Jack Cullinan, Verna and Mick’s great-grandsons, work with their father Gary on the land. Not long before Verna’s 100th birthday Thomas and his wife Adele became parents of Verna’s first great-great-grandchild, a girl named Amity.

			Verna and Mick’s middle child Garry Cecil was born on September 30, 1951, at Mildura Base Hospital and soon discovered to be an Rh baby. Rh disease occurs during pregnancy when the Rh factors in the mother’s and baby’s blood do not match. In 1951 only city hospitals were equipped to deal with this issue but today improved medical knowledge, beginning with the pathology tests available, has diminished the seriousness of the condition. Garry did not make a good start in life, not thriving and seriously worrying his parents and hospital staff.

			At thirteen days, Garry was flown to Melbourne where, with the correct blood transfused into his tiny veins, he made a rapid turnaround and in the seventy-plus years since has not looked back! It was a hard time for Verna and Mick as Garry’s transfer was impersonal, excluding the parents. They had to trust in a nurse who did not even know their baby’s name to care for him in the sky, and in the unfamiliarity of a big city medical centre. The nurse carried out her duties capably but was heard to say of the red-haired infant, “I don’t know his name, at the Mildura Base we just call him Coppertop”.

			Garry and his wife Irene have raised six children: Kayne, Lauren, Daniel, Timothy, Mark and Sarah on a viticulture property at Mount Dispersion, on the Murray River in New South Wales. Daniel lives on the property, working with his father on the block with a view to running it when Garry is ready to retire. All adults now, three of these children are scattered from Balranald to Cairns while two, Tim and Sarah, live in Nichols Point. Together they are parents of eighteen of Verna’s great-grandchildren.

			Despite war service at home, in New Guinea and on Bougainville Island, a long period of manual work and stressful situations, Mick enjoyed reasonably good health for more than 50 years on the Kardinia Road property. Photographs taken when Verna and Mick are enjoying weddings and parties in the “autumn years” certainly make it clear they are happy together and fit enough for the dance floor. It’s sad but true that for most of us, when time is running out health is also running out, and when Mick was eighty, he began to experience the “aches and pains” so common at that age.

			The situation became serious when he had a severe stroke in 1998. After critical care in Adelaide before transfer to Mildura Base Hospital, he was admitted to Wentworth Hospital for on-going care, due to disability making it impossible for him to return home. Mick spent two and a half years in Wentworth, and this was when Verna refined the drive from their Dareton home to Wentworth, as she visited Mick almost every day. Verna and the family farewelled Mick from this life on July 10, 2001.

			Verna has never faltered in her faith in God and the Anglican Church and has been supported by faith and consoled by God’s goodness through hardships and difficulties experienced by herself, Mick and their families, immediate and extended. Verna continues regular attendance at weekly services in St Martin’s Anglican Church, Dareton in her 101st year, driving herself and collecting her friend Judy Robinson on the way. There is at least one other weekly commitment to which Verna drives; each Friday morning to Wentworth’s Cut ‘N Curl Salon, from where she returns with her hair perfectly arranged and radiantly golden!

			Amongst Verna’s collection of awards won and acknowledgements presented are several “Volunteer of the Year” certificates and it seems volunteering is part of her DNA. In June 1980, she and Jenny Gledhill, mother of five-year old Jodi who was to die of acute myeloid leukaemia eighteen months later, launched Sunraysia’s first Cancer Support Group. This ground-breaking group has now been absorbed by Sunraysia Cancer Resources but not before raising thousands of dollars and visiting many hundreds of canceraffected children and adults.
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			Verna, second from left, Nola Hunt on her right, Joan Daymond and Francie Brown to her left, promoting an exercise class at The Coomealla Club.

			Verna has steadfastly volunteered at the schools her children attended; helped the Wentworth Meals on Wheels Association for 24 years; called Bingo at Mildura Nursing Centre (Regis Tenth Street); has been nominated for Wentworth Shire’s Most Valuable Volunteer in Dareton and for Outstanding Service to the Shire; and has several Local Achievement Awards from NSW Seniors Festival. Of course, these awards portray just a sample of her public and private generosity.
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			Verna at The Coomealla Club on her 100th birthday.

			This story will have allowed the reader to appreciate the inherent kindness and empathy in Verna’s nature. Through time spent with her, this writer has found her to be without malice towards any neighbour or stranger who walks the same earth as she does. We all gain when such gentle souls spend a century and more among us.
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