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			PATRICK BYRNE

			in conversation with Hilary Makepeace

			A new packet of cigarettes in his pocket got ruined!

			“I saved your life once”, were the first words Pat said to me when I met with him as his story writer for Mallee Living Histories. “I’ve never forgotten!” was my reply.

			Patrick (Pat) Joseph Byrne was born to parents Lawrance Albert and Margaret Mary Byrne in Sea Lake on 18 March 1935. His name reflects his birthdate, sandwiched between Saint Patrick’s Day and Saint Joseph’s Day, along with his Catholic heritage!

			Pat joined older siblings Des, Marie, and Brian at the family home. Older sister Margaret had died from diphtheria some twelve months before Pat’s birth. Pat recalls his parents telling him sanitation was almost non-existent in the town in those days, contributing to Margaret’s death. 

			The Mallee town of Sea Lake, with its rich grain farming history, is located 188 kilometres southeast of Mildura. Farm selectors arrived in the area around 1890, with the town’s population peaking in the 1960’s.

			Pat’s father Lawrance was employed by the local Shire as a mechanic. He cut and delivered firewood and carted wheat to supplement the family’s income. His work with the Council meant he was often repairing the Shire’s graders and other mechanical equipment.

			Following the declaration of World War II the family moved to Melbourne, living in a property owned by Pat’s grandmother in Richmond.  Lawrance enlisted in the Army. When he was serving his country Margaret undertook many of the parenting duties while also working in a local factory, along with many other women, filling in roles previously occupied by the men who were now away on active service.

			Pat described his mother as a good cook, managing to feed the family well when many household needs were in limited supply or rationed. Pat started his primary schooling at St John’s Catholic School in East Melbourne, walking the mile or so to and from school each day.

			As a young boy, whilst living in Melbourne, Pat started selling the Herald (now the Herald Sun), after school, in Victoria Street, Richmond. Service men were his best customers, buying copies of the paper to ‘impress the girls’. Pat would hide the money from his paper sales in his socks to stop the ‘local thugs’ from stealing it from him.  Pat sold papers rain, hail or shine, taking cover under a shop awning if the need arose and the opportunity presented itself.

			Following the end of World War II the family returned to Sea Lake where Lawrance resumed his work with the local Shire as a mechanic. Pat finished his primary schooling there, leaving secondary school in year 8 or 9. “In those days you didn’t stay at school long”. Pat’s recollection of the best thing about school was leaving; he did not like learning in a formal school setting, preferring to learn through hands-on experience.

			While growing up in Sea Lake Pat was a “runner” in the local fire brigade. Training sessions and competitions focused on building fitness and efficiency, whilst providing a pool of volunteers able to respond to fires within the local community. Along with other members of his team Pat would compete in competitions throughout the state. Pat loved football, playing for 17 or 18 years, both for Sea Lake while he was living there, and later for South Merbein. Coincidentally both teams wore red and white. Pat was a centreman and laughed about some of the “silly things” he and his teammates did and got away with in those days. It was not uncommon for Pat to return home in the early hours of a Saturday from a trip away in his truck only to front up for South Merbein’s game that afternoon. Pat is an avid Collingwood supporter and loves the fact that his grandson, Jack Fallon, plays and coaches in the Bendigo League. 

			At a party, Pat met a local girl, Irene Schodde, who was living on her family’s farm near Lake Tyrrell in the 1950’s. Irene worked at a cafe in town where Pat became a regular customer. He also made deliveries locally, including to Irene’s family’s farm, and would ride to the farm on his pushbike to visit her.  On Friday nights Pat and Irene would go to a local dance and on Saturday nights they would go to the movies.

			Pat and Irene’s relationship created tension with Irene’s parents Carl and Bertha Schodde – Pat came from a Catholic family and Irene’s family were Lutheran. Nevertheless, Pat and Irene were married at St Kilian’s Church in Bendigo on May 4, 1957. Irene’s oldest brother Trevor gave her away but as Irene was not Roman Catholic, they were unable to be married before the altar. Her parents did not attend the wedding.  Over time Carl and Bertha were able to reconcile their religious differences and played an active role in supporting Pat, Irene and their family until they passed away two months apart in 1983.   
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			Pat and Irene on their Wedding Day

			In 1954 Queen Elizabeth and Prince Phillip visited Australia. Their itinerary included a visit to Mildura which was reported, at the time, to be the greatest day in the history of the northwest of Victoria. Over the two and a half hour visit some 80,000 people turned out to catch a glimpse of the royal couple, including 40,000 in Mildura, 33,000 in Red Cliffs and 5,000 at Mildura Airport.

			At Irene’s insistence Pat drove her to Mildura in his truck, a return journey lasting almost twice the duration of the Queen’s visit, in the hope of catching a glimpse of Queen Elizabeth and Prince Phillip. Despite the thousands of people present also hoping for a glimpse of the Queen, Pat advised he and Irene were close enough to have touched her! Pat recalled a lot of talk around town about a special toilet being built inside a house on the outskirts of Red Cliffs in case Queen Elizabeth or Prince Phillip were disposed to need one.

			Following their marriage Pat and Irene lived in Sea Lake. They purchased a home which remained in the family with Irene’s parents Carl and Bertha moving to the house from the family farm when Pat and Irene moved to Merbein. A relative, Allan Amos, currently resides there. 

			During his time in Sea Lake Pat has held down many jobs. These included helping his father cut and deliver wood, delivering mail, driving a grader for the Council, working in a local garage and at the telephone exchange. 

			In 1962 Pat and Irene moved with their children Rex, Sharon and Rowan, to Merbein. Rowan was a baby at the time. Pat had been encouraged to consider the move by his friend and truck driver Maurice Onslow. Pat secured employment as a truck driver for Syd Knudsen. Pat and Irene’s fourth child, Anita, was born after the family moved to Merbein.
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			Pat working on his truck – the one he drove Irene to Mildura in for Queen Elizabeth’s visit

			Initially the family lived in an old house in Game Street before moving to a newer Housing Commission property across and just up the road from Gordon Cupper’s Transport depot in Merbein.  Pat and Irene subsequently purchased a house in Chaffey Street, off the plan, and moved into their new home once it was completed in 1973, watching the fire that destroyed the Merbein Fishers Store only a few days later. 

			Not long after their arrival in Merbein Pat and Irene met two couples who were to become lifelong friends, Robert (Buck) and Brenda Stevens and Maurie and Elizabeth Maffei (my parents). Maurie was a fellow truck driver. Pat delighted in telling me Maurie always led him astray! Buck and Maurie shared their love of fishing, camping, duck shooting and other activities with Pat. As friends, Pat said, “We worked hard and played harder”.

			The friends would often camp together on the Darling or the Anabranch, and regularly went fishing together on the Victorian side of the Murray River opposite the Wentworth Lock and other places along the Murray.

			Yabbying was another much-loved activity, often followed by the families coming together for a cook-up and feast afterwards. Pat admits he loves “a feed of yabbies”, but is not a big fish fan, eating it only when Irene cooked it for him. 

			On one fishing trip with Maurie the pair pulled over due to road grader work being undertaken on the road. The grader driver alighted to speak with the pair and soon after Pat jumped up on the grader and completed a few passes, while Maurie explained to the grader driver he had nothing to worry about as Pat knew exactly what he was doing!
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			Pat showing off a Murray Cod he caught on one of his many fishing trips

			Two trips to Andamooka in South Australia, where Pat and his friends tried their hand at opal mining, were a lot of fun. Merbein local Bill Lake, another truck driver, took a bulldozer and the group would dig a hole the size of a big dam, three or four metres deep, on their ‘stake’. They never struck it rich but had lots of fun and camaraderie trying.  Locating old rubbish tips and collecting old bottles and jars was another pastime.

			Pat joined the Merbein Witchetty Tribe. The ‘tribe’ was formed in 1951 by a group of keen local fishermen. Group members engaged in a range of regular events, including fishing, yabbying, grubbing and sharing meals. Witchetty grubs, the large white wood-eating larvae of several months, found in some trees, are high in protein and are consumed raw or lightly cooked.
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			Pat showing Chinese visitors how to find Witchetty Grubs at Chaffey Landing Merbein

			Buck and Maurie encouraged Pat to join the tribe. Pat reports ironically, he stayed a member for many years. They did not! Fellow truck drivers Syd Knudsen and Curly Gledhill were also long-term tribe members. The Merbein Witchetty Tribe would entertain special visitors, once hosting a delegation of Chinese visitors at Chaffey Landing where Pat spent time showing them how to find, extricate and eat the grubs. Pat was Tribe King, an annual role, on several occasions during his time as a tribe member.

			Christmas was a time of great celebration. On Christmas morning, alternating between the Byrne and Maffei households, gatherings were attended by friends, family and many of the truck driving fraternities including the Onslow’s, Appleby’s and McKenzie’s. It was a time of celebration, friendship and people letting their hair down. Needless to say, lots of alcohol and food was consumed and stories shared.  (If only the children benefited from recycling cans in those days like they can now!). Christmas lunch was usually late and well overcooked by the time everyone got back to their own homes. 

			After working for Syd Knudsen in Merbein Pat went to work for Gordon Cupper Transport as an owner driver. He mostly did the Mildura-Melbourne and Mildura-Sydney runs, delivering fresh fruit and vegetables to the wholesale markets before doing pick-ups for the return trip. One regular pick-up was at the Carlton and United Brewery in Abbotsford, helping to keep local beer supplies intact.   Pat said the 1980’s in the Melbourne Wholesale Fruit and Vegetable Market were troublesome times due mainly to the influence of organised crime, but things eventually settled down. In those days one of the benefits of being a truck driver was that your children could travel with you in the truck either to do local pick-ups or to travel to Melbourne or Sydney. One day, accompanied by Rowan, Pat stopped to do a local pick-up at a property where the owners’ monkey attacked Rowan, biting her on the head.

			Pat would take his children to Sea Lake, dropping them off at their Aunty Yvonne’s (Irene’s sister) in the school holidays where they would enjoy time with cousins and extended family. Pat would pick them up on a return trip, usually later in the week. There were favourite places to stop for a meal including the Inglewood Roadhouse, the Marong Hotel (especially in the days when truck drivers could have a beer with their meal) and one of the cafes within the Melbourne Wholesale Fruit and Vegetable Market, for breakfast at three or four in the morning.

			Pat reports he found it hard to sleep in the truck, often leaving the market and travelling to his first pick up or a depot in North Melbourne where he would try to catch a few hours’ sleep.  He reports hitting more than a few kangaroos and seeing his fair share of serious accidents. He was involved in one very serious accident, on Seventeenth Street, when a car ran under the truck. The truck was drivable, so Maurie undertook the trip for Pat who was too upset at the time to drive safely.

			Pat recalls taking a break from truck driving and working alongside a builder to build a house in River Avenue, Merbein. The break was short with Pat returning to driving as he missed it.
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			One of Pat’s early Dodge truck (from his Cupper’s Transport days) loaded and ready to go

			When he finished driving for Gordon Cupper Pat worked carting logs from Balranald to Yelta for Merbein Sawmills. Pat officially retired from truck driving in 1988 and secured a job at Mildara Wines, on the bottling line. He retired from Mildara Wines in 2004, returning part time after twelve months to take on the role of gardener and grounds maintenance. When Pat formally retired, he filled his time with the activities he loved. He also enjoyed restoring and making furniture, undertaking tasks for his children and grandchildren. 
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			Pat standing next to the Mack truck he owned before he retired from truck driving

			Irene passed away on September 10, 2016, at the John Fawkner Hospital in Coburg. Pat remained living in the family home until March 2018 when he moved to Chaffey Aged Care at Merbein. He did not enjoy living alone and did not want to be a burden to his children (his words). Initially Pat enjoyed life at Chaffey. He was actively involved in the Men’s Shed which enabled him to continue his love of restoring and making furniture while maintaining his connections with like-minded men.

			At the time his mobility allowed him to freely access the community and he would often ride his gopher to his granddaughter Laura’s where he would spend time tinkering in the shed and enjoy a tomato and sugar sandwich, a cup of tea and a few rollies (cigarettes). Pat’s grandchildren loved his visits, especially the gopher rides, up and down the driveway.  

			The impact of COVID (felt by all aged care facilities) including restricted access to and by family and the closing down of the Men’s Shed program had a huge impact on Pat. Pat continued to undertake small tasks with his own tools which were subsequently taken from him, due to safety concerns.

			In August 2021 Pat was resuscitated by Chaffey Aged Care and Ambulance Victoria staff after suffering a heart attack. As a result of resuscitation attempts several of Pat’s ribs were broken. Again, due to COVID restrictions, his family was unable to visit him in hospital.

			Following his heart attack Pat’s mobility started to decline and with limited access to his tools Pat became very despondent.  Following the removal of his tools Pat was provided with a Lego kit. Pat then purchased, with Anita’s help, several large-scale Lego models, a number of which are enjoyed by his great grandchildren and some of which are on display in his room. In recent times Pat’s loss of finger dexterity has made even this hard for him.
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			A lego helicopter built by pat, on display in his room at chaffey aged care

			Pat has twelve grandchildren and twenty-two great grandchildren. Rex and grandson Tim have driven trucks and Tim currently works for a large transport company in Western Australia. Tim purchased his first truck from Pat when Pat retired from driving. Daughter Sharon lives in Queensland and his other children Rex, Rowan and Anita, their partners and other extended family, live locally.

			Pat enjoys visits from his family. Recently he enjoyed an outing with Anita to watch his grandson Jack play football followed by a trip to the Yelta sale yards to check out the Vinelander train during its recent visit to the area.  
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			Pat (centre) with son Rex and grandson Ryan Byrne

			Story writer’s note: The ‘Saved my life story’...

			On one of our many family yabbying trips to the Anabranch, an overly confident young girl decided she would jump from the boat and swim to the bank. The distance was not significant. Somehow, she ended up under the boat, unable to find her way out and to the surface. My dad, a non-swimmer, was in the boat and Pat, without hesitation, jumped into the Anabranch and pulled me to the surface. As relieved as my dad and I were, Pat was very unimpressed as a new packet of cigarettes in his pocket was ruined!
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