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			JUNE BERTALLI 

			in conversation with Tracey Forbes

			“I just seemed to fall into it”

			I guess when you’ve managed to live for 100 years, you would like your story to be told accurately. That’s certainly how June Bertalli feels. A few years ago, June sat down and put pen to paper to make sure whoever was telling her story, after she was gone, had their facts straight!

			June’s daughter Julie is present at our first meeting. She has a black folder exploding with documents that tell June’s story. Certificates, letters, newspaper clippings, journals and photos – and a hard copy google search of June’s life.

			June’s 100 years began on the 3rd of June 1925 when she arrived to John (Jack) and Vera Westerbeck of Preston, Victoria. June was the last of three. Audrey, her stepsister. was the eldest sibling, followed by Jack Junior who was a few years older than June.

			June’s dad, John Westerbeck, known as Jack, enlisted in the Army when he was 18 in 1918 and served 192 days abroad, earning three medals for his service including the British Service Medal. Jack secured work on the railways after being discharged from the Army in 1919. He was just a boy really when he met and married his Vera and only 25 when June arrived. Vera bought a little girl, Audrey, from her first marriage.

			June describes her parent’s marriage as a happy one; ‘Dad worshipped Mum, and Mum worshipped him’. How wonderful to grow up in such a loving home.

			June remembers her dad as a man who was outspoken and passionate, especially when it came to the treatment, or as he saw it, ill-treatment of ex-servicemen. Jack wrote many letters to the local newspaper, the Sunraysia Daily. In a letter published on 6/1/1943, Jack asks the question ‘What are we doing for our returned boys?’ He relates the tale of a local lad who when discharged had ‘no job, no clothes; no pension; no rail warrant to enable him to return home after being discharged and no return of his private belongings’. It may well have been this drive to stand up for his fellow servicemen that saw Jack return to the Army at the age of 39 to serve as a reservist for a further nine years.
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			June Westerbeck, aged about five, 
dressed as flowergirl for her uncle’s wedding.

			

			The family moved to Merbein when June was just a toddler. At that time the township was only nineteen years old with a population of just over 2000. There was plenty happening in the little town though. It boasted three fruit packing houses, a distillery, a public hall, a picture theatre, bowling club, golf club and a public park – Kenny Park.
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			The Royal Theatre, Merbein

			The family only travelled into “town” (Mildura) once a week – they had everything they needed in Merbein. The Saturday trip into town was the family’s social outing for the week.

			Bowls and golf were not the only sporting choices in the town. The Merbein church’s Tennis Association hosted tournaments weekly on courts named by religious denomination; St Johns, Church of Christ, Presbyterian and Methodist. June remembers wielding a small racquet as soon as she was able to see over the net at about seven years of age. It must have been her mum Vera’s influence that started June’s tennis obsession; Vera had played tennis all of her life. It wasn’t a competitive drive that kept June returning week after week, she simply loved the game. June continued to play into her teens and right up until she had her second baby, about twenty-five years or so. She would have continued to play long after that but thought it unfair to ask her mum to mind a toddler and a baby every Saturday. Week after week June’s name would appear in the Sunraysia Daily in the Turf Topics section, noting her wins or losses on the tennis court.

			When she wasn’t practicing her backhand on the court, June was an enthusiastic member of the Merbein Girl Guides. Two girlfriends from Merbein Central School, Gwen Roberts and Shirley Brown were also Guides. June has a quiet giggle when she recounts a story about a lovely, older group leader. The leader took great pride in enthusiastically joining in all of the activities with her young guides. This didn’t always go to plan though. One day, while trying to impress the girls with her hurdling skills, she ended up face down in the mud after not quite clearing a fence. This picture has stayed fresh in June’s memory for a very long time. The giggly friends Gwen, Shirley and June remained close throughout their school years and into adulthood.

			June wasn’t quite as enthusiastic about school as she was about her tennis or guiding! She does remember the Merbein Central School Balls though. They were quite flashy events held at the Royal Theatre in Merbein.
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			A young June Westerbeck

			

			Children were grouped into sets by fancy dress or theme. The school’s Mothers Club organised the works, from costumes to dance training, preparing the supper and everything in-between. Around 200 children participated and happily joined in dances such as the Lancers, Irish Jigs and Waltzes. When it came to the actual work of school, June says she liked it ‘to a point but was glad to leave’.

			Leaving school at 15, June’s first job was as a salesgirl with Ezywalkin Shoes in the main shopping strip in Mildura. She clearly remembers climbing the rickety wooden rolling ladder to reach the right style or size of shoe for customers. Then she’d have to nervously climb back up again when the shoe didn’t fit! She wasn’t afraid of heights, but that ladder was not for the feint hearted.

			She wasn’t with Ezywalkins long before she moved to her second job with Finnigans Studios in Eighth Street. The Studio specialised in postcard photos and watercolor portrait painting. June absolutely loved her job in the photography studio but a reaction to the chemicals used in the development and colouring processes meant that she had to move on.

			It was back to shoes for June, and she moved to Whites Shoe Store – her last job as single girl. She describes her boss at Whites as firm and strict. A very clear memory of her time there was the manager requiring the staff to have the store in a spotless condition before they went home each day in readiness for reopening the following morning. The only problem was that the girls weren’t allowed to start cleaning up before closing time which meant staying after hours. She recalls many a late night in the shop, putting shoes back in their rightful spot only to return and do it all again the next day. No overtime was forthcoming.

			June’s sister had married a chap by the name of Athol Bertalli. How lovely - Audrey and Athol. Athol had a brother George and he and June took a shine to each other. June describes George as having been a quiet, unassuming man. George enlisted in the Royal Australian Airforce on 16th March 1942. His initial training prepared him to serve as either an Instrument Repairer, Armourer, Flight Mechanic or Flight Rigger. He served as an Armourer at fifteen postings within Australia leaving the service with the Defence Medal, The War Medal 1939-45, the Australia Service Medal 1939-45 and a Returned from Active Service Badge. After discharge in 1946, he and June tied the knot. It was the 9th of March 1946 and she was just shy of 21. The wedding was quite a celebration with Sunraysia Daily describing June as having ‘looked very charming in a gown of ivory crepe featuring a very full skirt which merged gracefully into a long train’. June’s mother Vera had made her beautiful wedding dress and the equally stunning wedding cake.
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			Leading Aircraftman George Bertalli

			Vera would have been delighted to see June’s dress proudly displayed in the recent Dareton Centenary Celebrations.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			June Westerbeck married George Bertalli on 9th March 1946

			June’s childhood friend Shirley Brown paired with brother Jack Westerbeck as bridesmaid and best man. Sister Audrey’s daughter Jennifer was the trainbearer. The newspaper article described June’s headpiece as a halo of orange blossom and that she had carried a bouquet of white dahlias. A tradition may have been started – June’s daughter Julie wore her mum’s headpiece on her own wedding day.

			

			June was still working at White’s when she married George and George was working at the Merbein Winery. They built a home near the Winery. Life for the young couple was terrific, and they expanded their little family with the arrival of two boys, Richard in 1949 and then Robert in 1953.

			Seven years into their marriage, George and June moved to Coomealla to set up home on a soldier settlers’ property. June remembers this as a particularly hard time – hard work, especially with two little ones to look after, but as she says, ‘you just did it’. June worked beside George helping clear and plant the property. They managed it all, not having the finances to pay for any additional help.

			June is still cranky when she thinks of the nights she lost sleep, hearing the sudden pit-pat-pit-pat on the roof with George shouting ‘rain, rain’. There would be a mad dash in the middle of the night to cover the fruit drying on the racks. Another occasion is crystal clear in June’s memory from that time, but it’s not a happy one. This memory brings with it the sense of panic she felt at the time. One sunny day, when Robert was just a lad, he went missing, nowhere to be found. He had been scolded for something or other, and in a huff, he had packed his schoolbag and set off for an adventure. June recalls he must have been in a hurry because he only packed one pair of knickers. The family searched frantically and eventually found him at a neighbour’s property, around the corner and down the road a bit. He was fine – the little boy couldn’t understand what all the fuss about.

			Even though maintaining the block was hard work, the family had a happy and enjoyable time doing it. Everyone pitched in and helped. June has such wonderful memories of times spent with their neighbours the Alveys, the Ewarts and the Storeys. They all shared a Christmas meal together, each year becoming noisier and more hectic as extra babies arrived.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			George and June added to their family of four with the arrival of their only girl, Julie in 1957 and lastly Glenn in 1962. They were now a family of six. Luckily June remembers the children being ‘good kids – never gave me any problems’ but with four or five years between each of the four, the baby and toddler years seemed to go on forever. But as June says, ‘I wouldn’t be without them’.
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			Friday nights were set aside for neighbourhood sing-a-longs and then each year after pruning, the families would gather up the cuttings and they would enjoy a bonfire and cracker night together. It was good clean fun with the kids growing up together as family, playmates and friends.

			

			Friendships the children formed back then remained into adulthood, particularly those with the Alveys. The Storey and the Ewart families moved away from the district, but the Alveys maintained their friendships with the Bertalli family. June’s daughter recalls that when Marg Alvey needed a little bit of assistance around the home in her later years, her own son Justin Bertalli would cut kindling for her to help out during winter.

			Fortunately, George and June found time to celebrate their hard work with some travels together before George passed away, some 30 odd years ago. They thoroughly enjoyed their trips together. Apparently, they went everywhere. June has fond memories of a trip across Western Australia, one of the highlights of their travels. Their trips together had started as an annual holiday custom when the children were quite young. They had bought a van to take on their adventures and although it was just a little thing, they all fitted and they travelled all over the place.

			Julie remembers a number of occasions when the mum and dad team didn’t really work together too well. They had their designated jobs – dad drove, and mum read the maps. Dad was a very particular driver; he liked to do things his way! Mum was not the world’s best navigator. As Julie tells it, it was this disastrous combination that saw the family end up in dire straits on a holiday to Adelaide. Mum’s poor navigation skills, and dad’s insistence in going ‘his way’ had them travelling the wrong way up a busy Adelaide street. The car stopped dead – inconveniently over a railway line, much to everyone’s distress. Dad “floored it” and escaped the hairy situation just as the boom gates came down! They can laugh about it now, but no one was laughing at the time.

			It seems that June may well have inherited her father Jack’s sense of public spirit or civic mindedness. She developed a very specific creed that steered her through adulthood; ‘If I can’t do good, I won’t do bad’. She has served her community for well over forty years as an active volunteer and leader in numerous local charities and organisations. As her children grew older and a little more independent, and particularly once she had lost George, she felt she needed something to keep her involved and active in the community.

			

			June is quietly humble but very proud of what she achieved with the Dareton Youth Club, the Lions Debutante Balls, the Sunraysia Cancer Support Group, the Wentworth Hospital, Legacy’s Laurel Club and Meals on Wheels.

			When her children were quite young, June became involved with the Dareton Youth Club. The club had initially been started by the Dareton Police to give local kids something worthwhile to do. Police involvement phased out over time and the running of the club was left to individuals in the community. It’s when those individuals started to drop away that June and her friend Heather Fletcher stepped up.

			The club members met weekly to take part in activities such as gymnastics, boxing, maypole dancing and even learning the art of riding a unicycle! Children of around eight years and older were encouraged to join – there were no conditions for entry, it was open to anyone who wanted to turn up. Imagine how excited the youngsters were when they had the opportunity to take part in the Mildura Mardi Gras parade.

			At the end of June’s time with the club she handed the reigns over to the Wentworth Shire. June is saddened that the club no longer exists – ‘the young people of Dareton could do with something to keep them occupied’.

			It was slightly older members of the community who benefitted from June’s hard work when she became involved with the Lions Dareton Deb Ball. Mildura had plenty of Deb Balls, so why on earth couldn’t Dareton have their own? The balls hadn’t been running for very long when hopeful debs from “over the river” started to put their hands up to join the New South Wales crew. Obviously, there was a need in the community for the balls to continue, and they were held in high regard beyond Dareton’s borders. This is what kept June at the helm for eighteen years.
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			When asked which of her many volunteer activities she treasures most, the answer comes quickly. June became involved with the Sunraysia Cancer Support group when it first started in Mildura. The group provided support to anyone in the district who was impacted by cancer and who needed a little help.

			The help took a variety of forms – financial assistance, providing advice or guidance or sometimes just a visit and a chat. June was instrumental in running the Saturday morning Mother’s Day street stall which was a major fundraiser for the group. She was kept very busy with meetings, fundraisers, home visits and other activities, but she managed to stay with the group for forty years. Forty years!

			Although the work was sometimes quite difficult and emotional, June enjoyed supporting people during what were very trying times. ‘It wasn’t hard, it was worthwhile’. Unfortunately, the number of members dwindled, and it became impossible to recruit younger members to keep the group going. They had to wind up. June was presented with a Life Membership award in recognition of everything she had achieved in her time with the group.

			

			In fact, June has been presented with a total of eighteen awards over the years for her volunteer work.

			While June was busy with the Cancer Support Group, she had personal issues to take care of. Her mother Vera needed to enter care at the Wentworth Hospital. It was during her visits with her mum that June noticed that the dementia patients had nothing at all to keep them engaged and happy. She and a band of helpful friends, and again with her friend Heather Fletcher, worked on building some gardens and a walkway so that the patients would have an outdoor area to enjoy. It appears no one could say no to June. She called in favours from a variety of tradies and businesses for donations and labour to get the job finished. June’s generosity extended to many patients at the hospital, delivering gifts at Easter, Mother’s and Father’s Day and Christmas. She continued to do this right up until 2017. Again, she had identified something was missing, and she wanted to fix it. ‘Just me wanting to do something’.

			The Laurel Club is ‘the ladies branch’ of Legacy. It provides an opportunity for Legacy widows to meet and socialise and is a means of connecting and uniting the families of deceased veterans. Past President of Mildura Legacy, and current Treasurer, John Bailey remembers June contributing over ten years to the Mildura Laurel Club as Secretary and as President. He says that June was ‘instrumental in keeping it functioning’ as older members became unable to assist with administration of the club. Sadly, the Laurel Club ceased about ten years ago as once again, member numbers dwindled.

			COVID put a hasty stop to June’s work with Meals on Wheels, her final volunteer effort. Just another job June “fell into”, as she puts it. She enjoyed meeting and chatting with the oldies; June was 94 and still delivering meals around the Dareton township. Quite a few of those June visited with Meals on Wheels were younger than her, some, considerably younger. Her daughter Julie thought it was time that June took a break and enjoy Meals on Wheels herself to which June replied ‘Oh, I’m not old enough for that’! Finishing with Meals on Wheels was the end of her volunteering days – she misses that connection with the community; she misses it a lot.
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			June was Wentworth’s 2006 Citizen of the Year

			There are many more organisations that benefitted from June’s time than those you’ve read about here. In recognition of her efforts, she was nominated for the Wentworth Council Citizen of the Year award in 2006. She was one of eight nominees – the field included local well-known identities, June’s long-time friend Heather Fletcher, was responsible for nominating June so she was thrilled when June was announced as the winner.

			For someone who didn’t plan, but just fell into much of her volunteering, she certainly has had an impact in the community. How many people were helped over the years because of June’s work I wonder?

			June struggles a little now with some limited mobility caused by a misbehaving hip. This inconvenience does make her cross. What she finds more difficult though is not being able to contribute to the community as she once did. She hasn’t ever begrudged the time or effort she gave to volunteering; in fact, she says ‘I loved doing it – I miss doing it’.

			Now June keeps busy in different ways. She is a mother, grandmother, great grandmother and great great grandmother. She is grateful that her four children all still live locally and quite close by. Richard, who previously worked on the land is retired. Robert was a taxi driver before retiring and Julie, June’s only daughter, was an out-of-school-hours educator before retiring. June’s youngest, Glenn, hasn’t retired yet, he has his own business as a support worker.
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			June’s 100th Birthday with Julie, Robert, Glenn and Richard

			She knits as many beanies as she is able to give away and enjoys a good book. She’s been knitting for over 90 years – that’s a lot of wool! There’s a cup of tea and a biscuit at the ready if you have time for a visit and a chat.

			

			June reflects on turning 100. Getting this far is no surprise, she comes from very good genes, her mum lived into her 90’s. ‘Everyone’s gone, there’s no one left’, that’s the flip side to enjoying a long life.

			It’s probably time for June to relax, to sit on the back veranda with a cup of tea and a good book. She should be enjoying a bit of peace and quiet and soaking up the sunshine; but oh my, how she would dearly love to get into her garden to do a bit of watering and pull out a few weeds.

			Many thanks to June and Julie for welcoming me so warmly and sharing these stories with me. At the end of my first visit, June declared that I could come back again. Surprising really, given that I had just backed over the steel pole marking June’s driveway. I then tried to disentangle the pole and the car by driving forwards which, I’m told, is not what you do! The pole recovered thankfully, but I managed to drive over and destroy the piece of car that had been dislodged in the process. In their haste to make me feel better about the whole thing, June and Julie squarely laid the blame with the Council’s steel pole… 
They were being far too kind!
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