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			STELLA BARNES

			in conversation with Judi Harris

			A Darling of a Life

			If, ninety years ago, you were wandering along the banks of the Darling River, half-way between Wentworth and Pooncarie, on a Sunday, you might have heard the ‘whack’ of tennis balls. If you stopped to look, you may have seen a ten year old Stella Wilkinson, playing tennis on her family’s dirt court. Neighbouring families might be sharing a picnic lunch with the Wilkinsons, there at Camborn Station, as they took turns on the tennis court throughout the day. The following Sunday, another family would host the weekly tennis matches which had quickly become a favourite sporting outing. Never, might Stella have imagined, that in just ten years, she would meet her future husband, Frank, at one such tennis day when they would begin their courtship.

			Camborn, is today, still being run by the Wilkinson family after five generations. Stella’s parents Ted (Arthur Edward) and Mary (Mary Nicholls) had inherited the property from Ted’s parents. The home they lived in then was called ‘Teranga’ and was a small ‘sand’ house on a freehold lot of Camborn Station. It was made of local sand mixed with lime and Stella lived there with her parents and older sister Aileen. The sand house had a kitchen, lounge and two bedrooms. It had no water supply, so the family carted water up the steep bank from the Darling River.
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			The remains of the ‘Salt’ House

			With more children on the way and Ted’s parents, Lizzy and Arthur, retiring into Mildura the family moved into ‘Camborn’ the bigger house. This homestead became the base for a growing family. Five daughters had arrived before they had their son Graham. Aileen was the eldest, followed by Stella, Olga, Nola, and Valerie. All the children were born in the Wentworth hospital.

			Water was now more accessible in this homestead. The Darling, a reliable river back then, became the lifeblood for station properties on its banks. Stella remembers, “We had a rainwater tank for drinking water and cooking. We had a bucket in the kitchen filled with rainwater. During a drought we had to be careful to ration the rainwater. There was a windmill to pump water from the river. When the wind didn’t blow, Dad would hand turn the windmill to get enough water for the river tank. There were often several days when the wind wasn’t enough to turn the windmill. This water was for the house, animals and garden. We bathed once a week in this water from the river. The farm dams were filled by rainwater. It was many years before water was piped out for stock.

			

			“Supplies came by boat up the Darling. You bought goods such as potatoes, onions and sugar by the bag. Also, long rolls of material that mum used for making our clothes. She made her own bread with flour that came up on the boats. We often had to sift out the weevils before baking.

			“We had a meat house and salted a lot of meat. We used a big cement tank that we put salty water in. The salty water boiled and poured in on top. We always had meat even in a drought when the property was destocked. We ate goats, pigeon and fish.

			“When dad killed a sheep, mum always used the necks first as they wouldn’t keep. She would make soup and make a stew or curry with the meat off the bones. The same with the shanks; she would make a stew or mince with the meat and boil the bones for soup. We had an old IXL stove with a firebox. A fountain with a tap sat on the slow combustion stove to provide hot water.

			“Hot water was also boiled in the copper. The day before a Monday washing day, mum would sort all the dirty clothes in heaps on the cement floor of the back veranda. Then she got up at four the next morning to light the copper. She lit a wood fire underneath and had to keep it going for the washing; there was a bowl inside the copper that heated. We had a hand wringer with a cement trough for rinsing the clothes. Mum had a tin tub that she lifted them from. When we did our white clothes and sheets, we put a blue bag in to keep the clothes white. The washing would be pegged on a long line of wire. Some clothes had to be starched. Mum would starch the pillowcases and the tablecloths. The iron had a kerosene drum on the back and you filled it, lit it and it heated the iron. You waited until the iron was hot and then you blew the flame out. We used to have kerosene bought in tins, two side by side in wooden boxes. The empty boxes were then used for furniture like dressing tables. A material cover was put around them.

			“In the Depression, we wore flour bags made into skirts. They were washed, dried out and bleached in the sun. Mum used the bottom of dad’s trousers to join them up until they made enough material to turn into a vest, skirt or coat. Nothing was ever wasted. If a tablecloth got a hole in it, or sheets, she would keep the good parts and eventually join them up to make another one.

			“Mum had terrible varicose veins and had trouble for many years, especially when she was pregnant with Graham. We girls all had several jobs to help mum out. We had a garden bed each and all grew vegetables with seed that came up on the boat. Mum would get a variety of seeds. We had no trouble growing tomatoes. We had to be sparing with the river water in case there was no wind for a few days.

			“My job mainly was to look after the chooks. I also had to separate the milk before starting schoolwork. We made our own butter. Between us, we all looked after the dogs, feeding them and putting them on their leads at night. We were treated like boys as our parents needed us to do whatever was required.

			“I learned how to ride a horse. We never had bikes. We had several horses; mum taught us to ride. She came off a property, Hazeldell, twenty-two miles down the river. Nearly every weekend Olga, Nola and I would go out rabbit trapping. We took a horse and cart. Rabbit was one of the main meals on farms. We would set about 100 traps each weekend and mark the burrows in the sand. We would usually get every trap filled. We had to wring their necks. We couldn’t use any dead ones. When we got back, we gutted them and hung them on a wire in pairs and put hessian over them to keep flies off. We had stitched the hessian on the sewing machine and made a tunnel shape. The owner of the chiller in Wentworth, John Christie, would come every weekend and buy them from us. That money was the only income for us girls. The depression had just finished. We got two shillings for a pair.

			“Our cart horse was flighty. One day I was with Nola and Olga, and I fell out of the cart. I took skin off all my legs. We weren’t far from home. I said to the girls, ‘don’t let on to mum and dad as we won’t be able to set rabbit traps again.’ We kept rubbing cinnamon on it constantly for a few days and it all sealed up well. I don’t think mum ever found out.

			

			“Mum would fix most of our injuries. Cinnamon was used to stop bleeding. A neighbouring aboriginal lady used it on mum’s varicose veins at one time. They would grind it and put it on wounds and lacerations. Mum also used Man and Beast, a popular ointment at that time. I had a bad rash at one time, and this was the only thing that healed it.

			“Mum started us off with our schooling. She taught us the alphabet and our tables. As we got up to about 3rd or 4th grade, we began correspondence school from Sydney. A package would arrive by mail with six weeks of work inside. Mum and Dad hired a governess and turned a building on the property into a school room with desks and supplies. Mum took our school hours so seriously, that she had us wear school uniforms to our classes. In winter we had long white shirts, tunics, blazers and school shoes, even though, at the most, there were only the five of us girls attending and it was a short walk from the homestead. When we got home, we had to change back to our casual clothes and begin our chores.
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			The Wilkinson girls outside their school house

			“Most of our governesses stayed for a year or two and lived in the house in a single room. We girls were envious as the governess had a complete room to herself. We slept in the sleepout, with calico blinds to keep out the cold in winter. Sometimes we would sneak our mattresses into the lounge to sleep on the warmer floor. We had to sneak out the next morning before dad saw us. While we slept in the sleepout we had a room in the house as a dressing room, where our wardrobes and cupboards were.

			“We always went to the Wentworth Show. It was the biggest day of the year. Mother made us all a new dress beforehand. It was all made from the same bolt of material, until I was about 8. By then I could sew. She had, that year, a roll of blue velvet, from which I made myself a dress. It had a white lace collar, and I felt like a princess. We used to enter our schoolwork in the show. We had to go early that same morning to enter our work, and it was judged on the day. Then we returned in the afternoon to see all the results. It was a very long day but we always looked forward to going.

			“Once a year we all went into Mildura for Christmas. Grandpa and Grandma Nicholls lived there, and we visited them as well as dad’s parents, Arthur and Lizzy Wilkinson. Dad had a truck by then with a tray on the back. He sawed the legs of an old couch and we kids squashed up on it in the tray.

			“Mum sent me to Mildura at about 14 to look after Grandpa Wilkinson. He was well but couldn’t cook. His wife Lizzie had died of cancer. Olga and Nola went down to go to secondary school at the Convent. The 3 of us lived with him for 3 years. I looked after the house. I was paid 5 shillings a week to look after the house, clothe myself and pay for entertainment. I could only go out if the girls came also.

			“Mum taught me to play the violin. She had played when she was younger. Olga was playing the piano and dad took a sudden interest in playing the saxophone. He purchased one and taught himself. We began playing together. We played a few times at the dance in Pooncarie. We played together for a few years until I moved to Lethero.

			“Every weekend, on a Sunday, we played tennis with neighbouring families. We took food for lunch and tea. We played tennis all day and played cards or music in the evening. We had a court at Camborn, but other stations took turns to host the weekly games. Lethero also had a court as did Carstairs and Kelleen. Frank Barnes was one of 9 children from Lethero. The others were Snow, Violet, Albert, Hilda, Alec, Nell, Clarrie and Daphne. Sadly, Snow, had fallen from the back of a ute while going to a cricket match at Burtundy Station. He died shortly after, at around 20 years of age.

			“Frank was a regular at our Sunday tennis days. He used to come to visit from Lethero on a pushbike when we started dating, around 12 miles. Clarrie rode with him and used to ride on from Camborn to Ashvale on his bike. Every time it rained we would roll the dirt tennis court. It was heavy work.
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			The Wilkinson tennis family in uniform

			“When the WWII started, Frank and Clarrie had to stay on the land. Aileen had a boyfriend who enlisted and went overseas but he never returned. During this time, men were sent to Mildura for pilot training. Bill Smart was one of the trainees, he met Olga, and they started dating. They ended up living in Melbourne and having four children. Aileen was the first of us to get married. She had been living in Mildura with the Wilkinson grandparents while working at Bowring’s department store. She married Cecil Thompson, and they went to live in Merbein. They also had four children. Nola married John Hamilton from Pomona, and they had two children. Valerie married Gordon Wakefield, had two daughters and they took over Carstairs from Gordon’s parents Ben and Violet Wakefield.

			

			“Towards the end of the war, Frank and I became engaged. We married on the 12th of June 1945, a month after VE Day. I was twenty years old. Frank was 29. I paid 20 pounds for my wedding dress. We got married at the Methodist church in Mildura. Olga and Nola were bridesmaids. Gordon Wakefield and Alec Barnes were best men. We had a reception at the hall across from the Grand. I got changed at the end of the reception and we travelled on the overnight train to Melbourne. It was my first ride on a train. We stayed at a friend’s place for a week. It rained heavily and the roof leaked. We didn’t get any sleep that first night.

			“On returning home, we went to live at Lethero Station. Frank’s mum (Lizzie) and dad (Denham) Barnes were there. Gladys and Clarrie, Arti Pippin and Nell and Daphne were living there also. Clarrie and Frank did all the paddock work at Lethero. The family assisted all the brothers and sisters during shearing on their own properties. Soon after marrying, Frank and I went out to Mungo to help Venda cook for shearers and Albert with shearing. We supported a small shearing team from further south. Then we moved on to Joulnie to help Alec and Jean with shearing. We moved to Carstairs next to work with Ben Wakefield and Violet. Art Pippin and Nell also worked at other properties during shearing. Then we would all return to Lethero to finish the shearing there.
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			Stella, Olga and Nola at Stella’s Wedding in 1945

			“Mum and dad Barnes later retired and came to Mildura. Daphne married Ray Wakefield from Ashvale. Then Gladys and Clarrie stayed at Lethero and worked with Frank and me. Art and Nell eventually took up land at Coomealla. There were many marriages between Wakefields and our extended family. Hilda married Bill Wakefield a brother of Ben. Eventually, in 1955, Clarrie and Gladys bought Leaghur leaving just our family at Lethero. We were well supplied with a cow, chooks and a vegetable garden that I enjoyed working in. There was always work to do. I never went to bed before 11pm. That was when the generator went off.

			

			“Frank and I had three children: Steven, Doreen and Laurence. We decided to add to the house in 1960. While pregnant with Lawrence, I cooked meals on an outdoor barbecue in the garden, for all the builders.

			“In the early days at Lethero, when Frank was young there was a blacksmith, pub, and post office there. There were more than a dozen people employed at the station, living there. They also had a school room.

			“At Lethero in the post war years, times had changed. Being right on the Darling River, we always had water. Not always good water but it was available from the river. There was one time when we sunk a bore in the river to try and get better water. It worked and the water was clearer. “One drought, Frank cut trellis posts to supplement our income. We did a lot of wood cutting. Frank and Gordon would cut large gum trees down and trim them up for sale.

			“The schoolhouse at Lethero was an original log cabin from early days, 50 metres from the main house which is still standing. The children all started with correspondence school there under the supervision of a governess. Laurence, in his later primary years, went to school at Cavan station, with other kids. I would drop them off, then go to a block and pick grapes, or oranges, until it was time to pick the kids up at the end of the day.
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			Wood cutting

			

			“Steven went on to do secondary schooling at Mildura Technical School while boarding with Phyllis Cullinan; Doreen went to Mildura High School and boarded with relatives while Laurence also went to Mildura Technical School. We had bought a house in Magnolia Avenue by then and Phyllis and I would take turns driving them into Mildura for the week.
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			Doreen, Steven and Laurence Barnes

			“We continued with our tennis Sundays for many decades. Frank and Gordon were also very good clay target shooters. When Gordon and Valerie sold Carstairs we built a shooting trap for Desiree to train for the Atlanta Olympics.

			“The annual New Years Day picnic at Lethero was by then a local highlight. It was an annual community gathering to foster spirit and tradition in the isolated Lethero district. It first began around 1917 and has been going ever since. In our early days, mum and Lizzie Barnes were the organisers. We would have meetings to organize the day beforehand and around 20 people would attend to offer their help.

			“By the 1970’s we had 300 to 400 people attending. This was because the day began to be advertised to the wider community. The event was held about a kilometre upstream from the house. There was an old schoolhouse up on the sand dune and the picnic was held near there. In the earlier days it was for all the neighbouring farms. “We would have the picnic and then a dance afterwards. People then began to come up from Adelaide. A shelter was built with a brush roof that needed more brush put on each year. It was a lot of work preparing for the day. Phyllis Cullinan who lived across the river at Kelleen helped us by being one of the organisers. Big coppers were heated for drinks and afternoon teas. It would be taken up to the picnic area. Races were the highlight with the Men’s Sheffield being the main event. We also had many kids races such as the egg and spoon race. It was a great day.

			“Later on, in the mid-70’s, when Frank couldn’t finish calling the dances at one picnic, I tried to get him to see a doctor. He was reluctant, but we eventually got to Mildura, and he was seen by Winton Phillips. He diagnosed throat cancer and sent Frank to Melbourne. Frank took the cigarettes he had and put them all in the IXL stove. He was in his early sixties.

			“I went with Frank by train the first time. We travelled for over 6 months for treatment at Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre.
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			Stoking the coppers for the afternoon teas 
at the Lethero New Year’s Picnic

			

			We would stay down for six weeks at a time for each treatment. Frank couldn’t swallow so he was fed by tube. Valerie kindly took Lawrence in during this time and supported him with his schooling. Alan Coombs, our regular handyman and Steven, stayed at Lethero and looked after the farm while Frank was treated in Melbourne. Gordon Wakefield would also often come up and help with farm work. Frank recovered from the cancer. He was a strong man and very determined. He continued to work on the property. He wasn’t supposed to do heavy work, so I went with him a lot of the time and helped with tasks. He never complained. Coombsy helped a lot also.

			“Later, Frank had heart trouble. After a significant operation he settled back at the farm. Soon after, Laurence had an accident. He was 12, and riding a small motorbike, about 100 yards ahead of Frank. They were coming in from the woolshed about ten kilometres from the house. He collided with a car coming from a different direction. They drove back in the ute and Frank was yelling, ‘get an ambulance’ as they arrived at the homestead. Doreen was at home playing table tennis on the veranda with Kevin, the Cavan teacher and ran to the front of the house. I grabbed towels and was wrapping Laurence’s mangled leg with them while he was still in the ute. The wound was full of dirt. We put Laurence in the car and drove quickly towards Wentworth, meeting the ambulance at Tapio. The leg was severely damaged and later got gangrene, so it was amputated. There was a long period of rehabilitation for a couple of years. I used to carry Laurence around before he received a prosthetic leg. When Laurence got his leg, he was half-hearted about it, but he was able to meet Allan Marshall who had also had his legs amputated. It never held Laurence back and he was able to do everything a young farm boy would do.

			“Ray and Jan Tinker from Melbourne, owned an aeroplane. When Frank had throat cancer, he met Ray having treatment at Peter Mac. We caught up with them every six weeks when Frank went down for treatment. When Ray recovered from his cancer he had to go for his pilot’s licence. To assist him, we built an airstrip for him to fly up and practice on. This got his hours up. One time, he picked up Doreen and took her back to Melbourne so she could do her hairdressing apprenticeship there. Ray started servicing private aeroplanes and Frank enjoyed helping. Ray would come to Lethero and we would fly up north and they would service small planes. We would often be away for a week or so. Once we got stuck at an isolated station. There were six of us this time. We usually stayed in the shearing quarters. Frank went out with the aborigines and caught a beef and cut it into quarters. The aborigines used to hang it and take off what they needed. So, Frank did the full bullock and cut it into pieces, so they used up all the meat. Coombsy and Steven were able to run the property while we went away.

			“Ray also had to investigate most of the plane crashes in the outback. We flew to Broome once and landed on Cable beach. We flew to Ayers Rock also and landed on a small airstrip next to the rock. We serviced three planes while we were there. At one place we disembarked, and someone cut one of the tyres so we had to wait for a replacement from Sydney. We had a lot of fun. Ray was wonderful to work with. Ray did this until he died in a car accident.

			“We enjoyed other trips as well. We went with friends to New Zealand on a caravan trip as well as other caravan trips. Lois, my friend and I went around Australia. We also went to Tasmania after Frank died.

			“Before Frank died, we had shifted from the homestead. Laurence and Helen had three children: Tom, Sam and Kate. I decided that they should live in the big house, and we moved to the smaller cottage.
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			FIFTIETH WEDDING ANNIVERSARY

			“We were only there for six months when Frank died in 1998. He was 82 years of age. I stayed in the cottage after Frank died. I looked after the grandchildren when they were small, and their parents were working. When they started going to school, Helen would take them to Pooncarie where she was teaching.

			“Steven and Heather had moved into the Lethero woolshed after they married, before shifting again to Canargee, a freehold farm they worked until moving to Yelta. Their two girls are Sharlee and Sonia. Doreen and David were married and moved to Iraak, where they had two boys, Leigh and Derek.

			“Gordon kept coming up from Mildura after Frank died and helped Laurence. Tom was older and he also helped on the farm. I stayed on for about six years until I came down to Mildura just before my 80th birthday. I had been helping fencing. I also did gardening, cooking evening meals and made all the biscuits and cakes for snacks.

			“While Frank was still alive, I came to Mildura every Wednesday from Lethero to clean grandson Leigh’s Sunraysia Engineering premises. I would make biscuits and slices for their morning teas. After shopping in Mildura for supplies I would drive back home. I continued to do this every week, while he had the business, even after I moved down to live in Mildura.

			“I was in CWA for many years. We had the Murulla Branch, made up of mostly station women so it was a good way to catch up. We entered the Wentworth and Mildura Shows for many years. I won many awards for my crochet, knitting and cooking. This Branch has now combined with the Mildura Branch.
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			Stella and her Mildura Show entry

			“When I came to Mildura, I lived in Kingfisher Court. I had always loved gardening, so not only did I care for the garden at the house, I took responsibility for the roundabout in front of the house. There was a lot of weeding to do but I liked making it look cared for.

			“Helen was still teaching and during shearing I would go back to Lethero and help with cooking.

			

			“I joined the Royal Flying Doctors Society and enjoyed the fundraising activities.

			“I decided to play croquet. My grandmother had a court in the old days near the St Joseph’s convent. She had a bird aviary and 3 croquet courts. I came down one time as a child when I had a poisoned thumb. Dad brought me to the doctors, and they took a part of bone out. I stayed with Grandma Wilkinson. While I was there, she taught me how to play croquet. I contacted the croquet club when I moved to Mildura and started playing at Mansell reserve. I played Mondays, Tuesdays and Saturdays.

			“Derek, a grandson, was living out at Red Cliffs with his wife Rebecca. I took on babysitting for my great grandson Cooper for some years until they moved away to Griffith.

			“In 2002, Doreen’s husband David had a stroke. Doreen was still working in the office with Leigh at his business. I cared for David for over six months while he recovered. I supervised his physiotherapy and his medical appointments.

			“When Doreen and David retired from their fruit and vegetable farm in Iraak in 2011, they moved to The Grange in Mildura. I came and lived with them taking an interest in caring for the huge garden around the house.

			“Doreen and David travelled a lot around Australia every year for about eight to ten weeks. I was home on my own and was getting a few health issues. A constant rash wouldn’t heal and a respite option at a nursing home was investigated for the time that Doreen and David would be away. At this point, I decided I didn’t just want respite, I would move in permanently.”
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			Stella with her three adult children and partners

			Stella moved into the Bupa nursing home at the age of 98. She still gets about without a walker or walking stick. Stella loves jigsaws and does them while standing to maintain balance and good circulation. Stella plays croquet every week. Going on day trips and joining in with activities at the home is important to Stella. She keeps constantly busy with knitting and other activities.

			Recently, Stella celebrated her 100th birthday with many family and friends. 80 years of living on the banks of the Darling River, helped turn Stella into a darling of a woman who has lived ‘a darling of a life.’
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