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			PETER WHARTON

			in conversation with Christina Leamon

			You’ll Never Get that Working Again!

			In December 2024, the Sunraysia Steam Preservation Society presented Peter Wharton with a Life Membership to acknowledge his twenty-six-year involvement as an active volunteer member. The Psyche Historic Steam Pumps is the main project for the “steamies”, as SSPS is affectionately known. Peter’s connection with Psyche has been lifelong. He is a third-generation dried fruit grower who has lived close by for his entire life up until late 2024.

			Peter developed his horticultural knowledge and mechanical problem-solving skills from a young age. He was raised on the fruit block of his parents, Lance and Jean Wharton, in Dewry Avenue near Fourteenth Street, Irymple.
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			Lance and Jean Wharton, and Son Peter

			He came of age in the 1950s at a time when mechanisation was becoming a game changer for those on the land, with cars, tractors, engines and pumps replacing horse drawn implements, steam powered engines and back breaking labour. The property was initially owned and established by his grandparents, Jimmy and Ellen Wharton.

			As a young man Peter worked for Mildara Wines mainly at the site of the original Chaffey Mildura Winery in Irymple. During this time, in 1959 the Psyche Pumps were de-commissioned, it was the end of the steam era with electricity taking over. Sunraysia’s history, the river, irrigated horticulture and Psyche Pumps at Kings Billabong feature in and provide a great deal of context to Peter’s life.

			Peter married Patricia Smith from Dareton. Whereas Peter is an only child, Pat is one of eight. They both strongly value family. They remain life partners, have raised their own children and worked together producing dried fruit up until their retirement. Pat has also been a great support to the “steamies” maintaining the facilities, cooking for functions and like Peter, being available at short notice.

			Peter has lived an honest, hardworking life, dedicated to family and community. He was fortunate in the upbringing he had and the close relationships he continues to enjoy. I observed him to be an even-tempered man, always chirpy and easy to converse with. I think gentleman would be a fair description. I hope you enjoy this story.

			When I first met up with Peter and Pat, they were (and still are) adjusting and recovering from the major life transition of relocating from their home of sixty-two years. They had lived and worked on their property near Kings Billabong, referred to as simply The Billabong, and in late 2024, made the move to Irymple. Moved house or shifted are words that can never exemplify how big an event this is. It is a physical act to move house and perhaps the shifting part is more about identity and psychological

			change. The wonderful thing is that they have been able to purchase a home right next door to their daughter Janice and son-in-law Michael. Peter and Pat have witnessed each other’s lives for a long time now, so they often check in with each other on facts or when remembering how it was.

			The Whartons

			Peter’s Grandfather James Wharton known as Jimmy came from northern England. He was born in 1860 and was the only one from his family to come to Australia, migrating in the 1880s. The name Wharton emerged in the fourteenth century and evolved from de Querton to de Wherton, de Wharton and finally Wharton as detailed in the family bible and there is a Baronetcy dating from 1292 with a current Lord Wharton. It’s truly a stunning history which Peter’s eldest daughter Janice has been able to explore further by visiting England after a distant cousin Jean contacted Peter some years ago. Jimmy Wharton was well connected to the Chaffey Brothers and Peter always wonders whether he was lured here by George Chaffey, made some connection on the ship or met him once in the district.

			Jimmy accompanied George Chaffey to Renmark to establish the irrigation settlement there. The Chaffey brothers signed an indenture with the Victorian State Government in 1887 creating the Mildura Irrigation Colony. So, Peter’s grandfather James Wharton was here from the very beginning of the irrigation scheme that has defined Mildura’s history. Perhaps grandfather Wharton had the capital to purchase some land, he had the skills to set up a dairy needed to supply the local population. He was certainly capable of working soil, having won a competition ploughing Deakin Avenue in the 1920s.

			In the late 1890s and early in the twentieth century Jimmy had a dairy farm that took in the area between Etiwanda and Deakin Avenue from Eleventh to Thirteenth Streets, although the exact footprint needs further research. It was on the area where the No 1 Oval now stands and through to the current Henderson Park. Peter’s grandfather sold to Cr E T Henderson. Mildura was growing - it was a borough until 1922 then a town, and when it became the City of Mildura in 1934, Henderson Park was established as a war memorial to honour WWI soldiers.

			Jimmy Wharton bought a fruit block in Dewry Avenue near Fourteenth Street, Irymple after he sold the dairy farm in 1913. His son Lance worked for his father and continued to do so after marrying Alma Jean Carter, known as Jean, in 1934. When Peter’s grandfather Jimmy died in 1938 the bank stepped in, and part of the block was sold to recover losses. It was Block F Sec 99 Lots 7 and 13. This block was part of the original Chaffey set-up causing Peter to again ponder on whether his grandfather had negotiated the purchase of this land with George Chaffey.

			Something for a genealogist to explore and a reminder for us all to write things down.

			Peter was born in 1938 and sadly his paternal grandfather Jimmy Wharton died ten days later. Seventy-eight was considered old age. James Wharton’s obituary in the Sunraysia Daily noted him as one of Mildura’s earliest settlers. Even though Peter was born the same year his grandfather died, he has been able to know Jimmy Wharton through the memories of his father Lance and grandmother Ellen.
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			Peter and Pat Wharton

			In consideration of Peter’s polite respectful manner in conversation, it seems he had wonderful role models. Being an only child, he grew up with the wisdom of having been in the company of adult conversations a lot during his childhood. He was able to listen and observe a great deal. He had his parents of course and both grandmothers were a big part of his life. On the Wharton side there were no cousins, aunts or uncles, as his father was also an only child and his grandfather had migrated from England. However, on his mother’s side there were aunts, uncles and cousins.

			His maternal grandparents Robert and Julia Carter (née Barnes) had seven children including his mother and had moved up from the Bendigo area perhaps because the Gold Rush was waning. Robert was listed as a miner in the 1903 census at Kangaroo Flat. Robert Carter died aged 58 before Peter was born. The Carters lived in Fern Avenue, Fourteenth Street Extension. Dad would have been riding his bike back and forwards past the Carters to his Dewry Avenue home. Peter thinks that’s how he spotted Miss Carter.

			Once married, Peter’s parents lived, worked, volunteered and played tennis in their community. Jean was 22 and Lance was 30 when they married in 1934 and four years later Peter arrived, just shy of Anzac Day. He was born at the Olinda Hospital. The Mildura Base Hospital opened a few months later. Peter cannot recall where his father was born but the family enjoy the story that his mother was born at Candy Perry’s Piggery, between Cowra and Benetook in Eleventh Street, right alongside where the channel crossed the road. ‘Mrs Perry must have been a midwife.’

			Talking tennis, Peter recalls, ‘I started tennis most likely when I was five or six. I chewed up a few things at tennis that’s how young I was.’ It seems that Peter was taken along to tennis at a very young age. ‘Mum and Dad were two of the best tennis players in the district.’ Peter’s parents helped build and establish the Billabong Tennis Club courts, in the mid-1930s after they were married. Perhaps tennis is how they got to know each other?

			When he was older Peter went to tennis tournaments all over Sunraysia and the Mallee. There were a lot to attend because each small community had a tennis court and its own tournament. Peter played both hard courts and on lawn at Red Cliffs. He was vice president of Red Cliffs Lawn for two or three years after he married. Peter played tennis up until the children had come along and were a bit older, then, ‘We bought a boat, and the kids started water skiing.’

			Peter played cricket with the Red Cliffs Cricket Association. He played B Grade for a little while and then A Grade because three or four players wanted to play together so they played in B Grade while Peter was pushed up. This is something Peter remembers as annoying because he was happy in B Grade. He felt that was the right standard for his play. Peter was a batsman rather than a bowler. He had a good enough eye that he could bat for some time, maybe not a lot of runs, but he could, ‘tame the bowlers down for a while and tire them for the later batters.’

			Peter’s early years and schooling

			Peter attended Irymple South Primary School from Prep to Grade Six. Following this he attended Sacred Heart Primary in Mildura for two years, after Peter’s dad said he needed to go back and repeat Grade Six. At Irymple South there were a lot of girls but only four boys Prep to Grade Six. After Grade Six they all went off to High School while Peter went into Sacred Heart Convent and repeated Grade Six.

			Peter was only four when he started school in September 1942. This may explain why he needed that extra year. It was war time and maybe that is why he was sent early. Peter did five and ¾ years at school without missing a day. So, he was young for high school which is possibly another reason why he did his time at Sacred Heart. Peter says he was a terrible speller and still can’t spell. His strength lies in problem solving and maths. While at Irymple South Primary School, Peter enjoyed looking out the window to see what the tractor was doing.

			Peter learnt to ride a bike then rode to Irymple South School on a second hand twenty-inch bike for three or four years, once old enough. He was growing out of the bike by the time he left Irymple South. The afternoons were hot coming home from school. Peter’s grandmother lived at home with his parents. He didn’t come home to an empty house.

			At Sacred Heart Peter was taught by a lay teacher for one year and a Mercy nun for the second year.

			‘Where the old hall is now, there were four classrooms.’ The room Peter was in had one teacher and ninety-seven pupils. Nuns were known to be strict but perhaps they had to be. The girls were at the front, and the boys were normally at the back. But in this case the boys were placed in the front so they could be kept under control. Both Peter and Pat left school before they were fifteen to start work and this was quite usual for the time.

			Peter and Patricia’s life together, how it all began

			I asked Peter how he came to meet Pat, and the reply was through a youth group - Young Christian Workers or YCW as it was known. There was a picnic at Sandilong Park. Pat was there with a group of friends from Dareton, Nellie and Jim O’Donnell were mentioned and two or three others that he knew from school. Pat’s crew got a ride back into town with Peter. Peter said wryly, ‘I had a car, didn’t I?’ The Picnic Day continued later in the evening with a dance organised and Pat was staying with her friend Cathy Lucini. ‘I picked them up in Seventh Street and took them to the dance that night.’

			In relation to Peter’s first car he said, ‘Living out of town you didn’t go anywhere unless you had a car.’ Peter had looked at a few old bombs, and his dad came home with an A40 Austin for him to consider. It belonged to Jimmy Rooney who owned the Billabong Store. Peter’s father encouraged him to buy this car rather than to borrow money for a Holden.

			Peter attended lessons at Alan Tuck’s Dance School. He never wanted to learn to dance but his mum insisted. So it was that he became a “reasonably good dancer”, and this caught Pat’s eye. Peter said ‘It was an advantage as it turned out’.

			Back to reminiscing, Peter talked about the Old Mill dances, ‘When we used to go there, if something good was on at the Ozone you would go to the pictures and then as soon as the pictures had come out you’d jump in the car and go down to the Old Mill and you usually got another hour dancing afterwards.

			‘We’d dance till midnight then up to the Mary E the Mary Elizabeth. You could get a cup of coffee and some toasted sandwiches. Around 1 a.m. it was time to go home.’

			Peter remembers that when the Old Mill was sold it became the Ford dealer, Washington Motors for a while. ‘There used to be the dance hall and alongside there was a little café where you could get an orange drink. Originally there was 6 o’clock closing at hotels. When 10 o’clock closing came in in NSW, at around 11.15 p.m. fellas used to turn up at the Old Mill. They would go to the Gol Gol Hotel (six miles interstate). They had more than one or two. They’d come back to the dance after the pub shut and there would be the odd brawl out the front of the Old Mill.’

			Alan Tuck wanted Peter to go on with his ballroom dancing to work towards dance medals but that would have meant going into town another one or two nights a week.

			

			Peter recalls that, ‘on Friday nights the Mildura Rowing Club had a dance at their rooms on the river front. Saturday night was the Old Mill. Sunday night St Joe’s, where Father Kelly had a dance in the hall at Red Cliffs, that used to be packed (three or five bob entry). While there were brawls at some venues, Father Kelly never had any fights.

			He had two or three good friends. They were the Hogarths. As any local would know, they could box. Bob Hogarth never danced, he used to stand just inside or outside the door. A few troublemakers got to the door, but they never got in. He didn’t have to be rough with them, he was known as a heavy weight boxer, his presence was enough. The young ones respected him.’

			After a courtship, Peter married Patricia Smith from Dareton. She is known as Pat and Peter sometimes calls her Tricia. The wedding took place on 12 January 1963 at the St Maria Goretti Catholic Church in Dareton. It was a drizzly muggy type of day. A reception followed at the Curlwaa Hall. Peter and Pat then honeymooned in Renmark, Adelaide, Stawell and Ballarat returning to their new life at The Billabong.

			A little about Pat

			Pat was born in Wentworth to Veronica and Ostell Smith and attended the Curlwaa school until she was 10, then onto Francis Xavier in Wentworth. Her parents had lived in Curlwaa and moved to Dareton. Pat was taught by Josephite nuns from Sydney; however, the Mercy nuns taught at the school prior. The school is closed now. Pat wasn’t quite fifteen when she started work.

			After her paternal grandma died in 1951, the family fruit block was split and Pat’s father built a house in Dareton and worked for the Council, setting up the gardens near the Club and Hotel and planting many trees around the football ground, still there today. He had moved with his parents from Broken Hill as a four-year-old. Pat’s paternal grandfather had worked in the mines after coming from Yankalilla on the Fleurieu Peninsular of SA. Pat’s father was only sixteen when his own father died.

			

			Pat’s sibling group goes like this: Joan, Jeanette, Noel, Kevin, Brendan, then Patricia on St Pat’s Day. Pat says she was to be the fourth boy Patrick, but it didn’t turn out that way. ‘That was six in ten years and then came Elizabeth when I was six then the baby of the family Marie’ – eleven years younger than Pat.

			During Pat’s childhood her family were involved with the Curlwaa Hall and school, her dad also with the poultry club. Dad used to pump water from the channel to fill tanks as irrigation was only once per month. Water was scarce in those days. One bath per week, in and out, one after the other.

			Just before Christmas after leaving school Pat started working for Frank Davidson’s Chemist Shop, she wasn’t fifteen until the following March. There were no prescriptions dispensed, only what you could sell off the shelf. The Fisher’s store was across the road, but they didn’t sell toiletries like soap or toothpaste or hair products back then. ‘The fellas from the supermarket would fill orders and come over to get those products from the chemist for delivery to the fruit blocks (in the Coomealla Irrigation District).’

			Dr Morrison from Wentworth used to come out from Dareton. Customers came up to Pat with a script, Pat would run that out to Jeff Sawyer on the bus, he would take scripts into the chemist in Wentworth, and the filled scripts would come back on the next bus. At ten to six the Wentworth bus would arrive back in Dareton. Pat would run and grab the filled prescriptions and take them into Gates’ shop if anyone wanted to come up after hours and collect their prescription. Gates made sandwiches and coffees, a mixed café business. For those scripts that remained, Pat put them in paper bags and labelled them for collection during shop hours the next day. ‘Everyone was really trustworthy.’

			Pat’s son Rodney was the youngest of her parents’ grandchildren and he made twenty-five live births. At

			the time of writing there are around 150 descendants, there is a baby arriving often. Marie, Pat’s youngest sibling, keeps the spreadsheet up to date. Pat has had a close-knit family and feels the losses of her siblings and their spouses. There has been sadness as in all families with some difficult tragedies.

			Peter and Pat’s Married Life

			Peter and Pat purchased a fruit block after they became engaged to be married. It came with an existing dwelling, a basic four-roomed old weatherboard house with a veranda right around, an open fireplace and a wood stove. They lived in this house once married, from 1963, for sixteen years before building their new home fronting Cureton Avenue, not far from the Billabong.

			Pat’s brother Kevin helped Peter build their new home at a cost of $25,000. Pat reflects that, ‘if new air conditioning costs $12,000 these days, how are the young ones ever going to put enough aside? Compliance and red tape prevent people doing their own work.’

			When they moved into their new home between 1979 and 1980, their eldest Jan (Janice) was fifteen, Margaret was ten and Rodney five years old. There is a marked gap in years between Peter and Pat’s children. Their first baby was a daughter Janice, born in 1964. Then came Karen Patricia on St Patrick’s Day in March 1966, on her mother Pat’s birthday. Sadly, their second baby only lived for three hours, she was six weeks premature, and Pat had been in hospital in February and had been ordered to bed, staying at Peter’s Mother’s place. As time went on Pat’s situation deteriorated, with disruption to the placenta. Peter took Pat out to the Red Cliffs Hospital. Peter was instructed by staff to go into Mildura to the Blood Bank. As Peter was a blood donor he knew where to go. He was asked to bring some blood back to the Red Cliffs Hospital being told that Pat will need it, she is having a caesarean. This must have been terrifying for both of them, and times were very different then.

			Pat said, ‘We never saw her, that wasn’t the norm in those days, Peter wasn’t allowed near her. He rang the hospital and was denied a visit.’ In the 1960s fathers weren’t generally present at their children’s births. Pat said, ‘It would have been the same for my mother.’ This prompted a reflection on when the medical model was at its height with hospitals interrupting the grief process, certain that they were doing the right thing at the time.

			Peter insisted on a funeral, and this too was not the norm at the time; but it helped them so much with their grief. Peter and Pat were grateful for the compassion showed by Arthur and Josie O’Connor who handled the arrangements. It was hours before they were even told. Pat was still recovering from the anaesthetic, asking for her baby and no one would answer. ‘It was tough going but we have three other kids.’ It was a traumatic and difficult time with Jan

			just over two years old and Pat not being able to pick her up for some time. Many people in their lives never spoke of baby Karen Patricia and grief was not acknowledged.

			Growing up for the Wharton children Janice, Margaret and Rodney, meant a lot of time at the river water skiing. Peter says all of the nieces and nephews wanted to come and a huge following of children came water skiing with us. It was a good time. Our favourite sandbar was down at Psyche, not far from home. This was the first generation to have a ski boat.
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			Peter and Pat, with their adult children: Janice, Margaret and Rodney

			They were also involved in the Mildura District Ski Club. Peter made it to President. ‘These roles, I got talked into them.’ I suspect this is largely because Peter showed up. Two of Pat’s brothers were also members of the ski club. A highlight was seeing some of the club’s members water skiing behind a paddleboat for a world record event. Rodney was one of them.

			Block Work and Floods

			Peter recalls that in 1956 it seemed to be raining every day. Of course, it was a wet year in the entire catchment upstream too. Peter remembers that his father borrowed a drying machine to dry the fruit, running a power cord from the house down to the racks. The Gordos were lost back to the block that year. The flood came in October continuing through to December. ‘The Gordos were picked and on a rack, it started raining, we weren’t going too bad till then.’ It rained every day in April bar one and on the one fine day we went to Llanelly near Dunolly. Peter was eighteen and it was a precarious trip with the Calder Highway floodways inundated and his father in a new Holden Belmont.

			There were many difficult years early on. Peter’s father was in debt all his life. Unfortunately, this was inherited from Peter’s grandfather, a reminder that intergenerational farming doesn’t always mean inherited wealth. However, Peter’s grandfather was a first-generation migrant who worked hard and paved the way for future generations, surviving the impacts of the 1890s crash, (Australia’s worst

			economic depression), the Federation drought, WWI and the Great Depression.
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			Peter in lifejacket during the PNG floods

			Peter and Pat’s block grew grapes for dried fruit; sultanas, currants, Gordos and Walthams. They started with fifteen acres planted initially and had thirty-five acres at one stage. ‘I then decided it’s too much to look after on my own and I sold some of it. Then Pat and I could look after ourselves and we had a better chance; we started to make money after that.’

			Peter’s Dad Lance progressed from horse and dray to a tractor. He was one of the first around the district to acquire one. It was a steel wheel American Fordson with a rotary hoe on it. This allowed him to do some contract rotary hoeing. The tractor is notable because people had British tractors mostly. With less available labour in the family, perhaps this is why Lance mechanised early. Peter started off with a Dandy Dip, twelve boxes at a time. ‘You had to wind them up and down, in later years we ended up with a bulk dip. Then the fruit was tipped onto the rack and spread; and the dip tins were returned to the end of rows for the pickers to re-fill.’

			After fruit was dried on the rack and shaken down, the fruit would go into a sweatbox. Peter explained that the fruit was handled a lot. ‘A bucket or dip tin of grapes was handled three times; you picked it up out on the block you put it on the trolley; you picked it up off the trolley and put it on the rack. After you shook it off the rack it was placed out on sheets lying on the ground to dry. Then it was shovelled into the sweatboxes. These wooden boxes were designed to protect the grapes from the weather during transit and to keep the moisture content of the dried fruit uniform.’

			‘The sweat boxes were picked up and stacked and when the IPC (Irymple Packing Company) truck came you loaded it onto the truck. We used to stack them up, four boxes high. Later, we had to go higher because once forklifts were adopted, IPC required growers to stack boxes five and six high.’

			Peter needed to buy a forklift for this task. Peter thinks it may have been around 1970 after his father died when he bought a David Brown tractor and then a forklift. ‘So, I learnt to drive it didn’t I?’

			As technology became available, like many others in farming and horticulture, growers adapted to progress. The forklift was fitted to the David Brown tractor, with no power steering in those days. It is interesting that Peter hasn’t worn out his shoulders, knees or hips. He said, ‘We were fit then.’

			Caravanning

			Peter and Pat have enjoyed many trips all over Australia. They have worn a well-trodden path to visit both Margaret and Rodney and their families including grandchildren, in the Bundaberg region of Queensland, around twenty hours of driving time. Needless to say, the roads to Queensland are very familiar. Peter and Pat always had their UHF radio on Channel 40 for updates from trucks on road conditions and roadworks. ’We talked to a lot of truckles over the years, on the whole they have been very good, and they are a great source of information.’

			Advice from Pat is to check your washing before leaving, after one humorous occasion where a couple had left their underwear hanging across the back of the van on the highway. Also, you must wave to oncoming vans by lifting a finger nonchalantly as you pass each other. Pat has been able to share in the driving having been used to driving vehicles and towing on the block. They never travelled overseas, not even to Tassie.

			We forgot to tell you; he was also a film star.

			During one of my visits, we got to talking about pets however this discussion was soon abandoned after Pat popped in with a newspaper cutting, ‘We forgot to tell you, he was also a film star.’

			Mildura was a location in the 1985 film Burke and Wills, Peter was given a role. ‘They were looking for men with beards.’ Peter even got a speaking role in one scene. When he saw that the camels were coming, he stood up and said, ‘Look, here they come.’ The movie premiered in Melbourne on 2 November 1985 before Prince Charles and Lady Diana; the first ever Australian Royal Premiere. With a budget of $8,900,000 this was the most expensive film ever made in Australia at that time. Peter went on to take a small part in a 1987 TV movie called a Place to Call Home, ‘where a family was relocating from Houston Texas to a sheep station in Australia.’ The process of filming was interesting and only a short commitment.

			In relation to health setbacks or illness Peter said he was fairly lucky and didn’t have many problems regarding ill-health or injury, saying he didn’t play football, and he didn’t ride a motor bike. Peter preferred four wheels and something over his head.

			

			At around thirty years of age Peter recalls, ‘I was bouncing around on the tractor one day and I went to the doctor feeling crook. Lifting sweat boxes also had something to do with it most likely but I had been working up the block, and it was very rough.’ Before Peter could blink an eye, at the late morning GP appointment he was told he had a very bad hernia and by late afternoon he was wheeled into surgery.

			Working at Mildara Winery

			When he was nineteen, he worked for Bob Chaffey for twelve months on the Chaffey Estate in Dewry Avenue. It was ninety acres and ran from Fourteenth right through to Eleventh and was across the road from Peter’s parents. This added to his horticultural experience, working with many varieties including currants, sultanas, Gordos, Doradillo’s and other varieties of wine grapes. Doradillo is a dry white grape, originating in Málaga, southern Spain. It was picked last and was the main supply of wine grapes at that stage, providing the base for all the wines made.

			When Peter worked at Mildara Wines only vats remained in service at the Irymple site which was the original Chateau Mildura Winery owned by the Chaffey’s. It can still be visited as a tourist attraction. Peter commenced work at the Mildara Merbein site. The fruit was delivered there and crushed and then it would return to Irymple to fill the vats. The brandy process was strictly supervised by an Excise Officer. Everything had to be measured and accounted for. Peter’s role was to dip the wines, take the readings out and write them down. Staff working in the winery’s administration did the calculations.

			Then in May 1958 Peter was sent out to the Mildura Winery site at Irymple. Mal Serch, Alf O’Sullivan and Peter worked there at that time. Mildara staff at Merbein made the decisions about what was to be done. Winemaking is a precise science. ‘We used to have to go around and keep taking samples and they were sent back to Merbein. Then they would say take a little out of tank A and put into tank B.’

			‘Number one held 6,000 gallons. We would be directed to take 1,000 gallons out of a particular tank and pump into another. Empty tanks were cleaned. It was an interesting process, with much bigger tanks than the smaller wineries in the Barossa with five- or six-thousand-gallon tanks at Mildara. However, they were using the same technique as hundreds of years before.’

			‘At Christmas time we were able to take home eleven bottles of wine and a bottle of brandy, choosing from a list. Peter came to appreciate the taste of Doradillo and has preferred dry white wine since. In the 1950s and 60s it seemed that every household in the country had sherry and brandy in the cupboard, if only for baking and cooking.

			FMIT Board Member

			Peter served as a Board Member on the First Mildura Irrigation Trust for eighteen years. In 1980 a neighbour and Peter were talking one morning, leaning on a shovel over the irrigation channel. The water ganger came along. ‘The neighbour was complaining about something and so was I.’ The water ganger said, ‘Well there’s a vacancy on the Board of FMIT, why don’t you apply for it. You stand and I’ll nominate you.’ Peter did. He had to go into the FMIT office in Mildura to let them know. Peter was advised the current vacant position will be up for election later in the year. Peter felt he’d only last till the election, telling staff, ‘No one will vote for me.’

			However, Peter recounts that he, ‘went around the district a bit and spoke to a few people and so forth.’ When they were counting the votes, Peter was able to watch the count. There were two candidates. Peter thought he had no chance. As it turned out it was a landslide win, when they finished counting, he was told, ‘Congratulations you are a member of the Board, and you can come to the Board meeting tomorrow.’

			Peter remained on the FMIT Board until 1998. ‘I had made up my mind I would retire from the FMIT Board in 1998. That’s enough.’ Two others were voted out the year before. However, the other Board member standing at the same time announced he was retiring and not seeking re-election. This would have meant four out of six Board Members would have been out in the one year so as Peter tells it, he was talked into standing again only to miss out by two votes. This was the end of quite an era as he had been on the Board for eighteen years. Not many had been as longstanding as this. Peter reflects, ‘I was satisfied that I had been there long enough.’

			In the early years on the Board, meetings were held once per fortnight on a Thursday afternoon. Often the agenda centred on when irrigation was to be scheduled and whether there was to be a special irrigation. Peter explains, ‘This was worked out in a very short time because we were all growers.’

			Due to proximity, Peter got water two days after the pumps started, however consideration needed to be given to those growers on the tail end of the irrigation system. Some growers may have waited a fortnight before they could take water. Therefore, if a heatwave was apparent then a special irrigation would be scheduled.

			Psyche Bend Historic Pumps

			In 2013 Peter was interviewed by ABC Radio:
‘If it hadn’t been for these pumps here, there most likely wouldn’t have been Mildura as a region, “They were the life blood of the district. They pumped the water that gave the whole district its start.” Years before he made a now famous prediction about the proposed restoration of the abandoned Psyche Pump Station.’
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			Peter Wharton: Psyche Pumps’ portrait

			You’ll Never Get that Working Again

			Peter’s statement above was a fair one because the site had been vandalised, stripped and left to deteriorate, as it was no longer required after being decommissioned in 1959 when it was replaced by electric pumps. It was a truly amazing feat and a testament to the perseverance of those involved when the historic Psyche Pumps were recommissioned and started working again on 11 October 1995, after a seven-year restoration project by the Sunraysia Steam Preservation Society.

			It is a credit to the late Fred Maybe who was the instigator in having the pumps restored. Peter assisted unofficially from 1988 because he lived close by and had a lifelong interest. I think it would be undisputed that so many of Peter’s contributions were taken for granted because it was often Peter who just ducked down the road to the pumps to be the unofficial caretaker of many things needing attention that popped up. Peter’s wife Patricia has also very much been part of this. They have had a true partnership in all aspects of their lives.

			

			While Peter has stepped back from his role recently, he previously held a valid steam ticket for many years, qualifying him to run the Boiler.

			The pumps are named after Psyche Bend on the River Murray situated close to Kings Billabong, Nichols Point, near Mildura. There is plenty to know about the Chaffey Irrigation Scheme, First Mildura Irrigation Trust and the growth of irrigated horticulture in Sunraysia. I would recommend anyone interested to start with the Chaffey Trail. Peter has certainly been an integral team member who like many has worked to keep the historical Psyche Bend precinct a valuable working museum and ensuring it remains an important part of the district’s heritage.
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			Peter Wharton with Psyche Pumps in the background
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