
		
			[image: Shirley_Story_Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

	
		
			SHIRLEY O’DONNELL née MAGAIN

			in conversation with Lynne Channing

			Shirley baked scones and delivered them with jam and whipped cream to the officers who manned the checkpoints on the Mildura bridge during Covid 19.

			Sitting in my dining room was my next-door neighbour Shirley O’Donnell née Magain. We were discussing previous floods and talking about growing up in Dareton and Sunraysia. I got to thinking that I might help Shirley tell her story.

			THIS IS SHIRLEY’S STORY …

			Shirley’s parents, Ivy Kathleen Magain née Wilson and August Magain were parents to twelve living children … Ada Marie, Roma Judith, Shirley Ann, Elsie Carmel, Maureen, John Edward, Allan Lesley, James Ross, Patricia Joy, Ronald Francis, William August, and Thomas Hugh. Shirley is unsure of all their birth years or the order of their arrival. There was also a set of twins that were stillborn. Only three of their children are still with us today … Shirley, Elsie and Allan, while another brother went missing and has never been found. Allan had polio as a child and was left with a limp, earning him the nick name ‘Hoppity’, the name he still answers to now.

			All the children, except James, were born at the Mildura Base Hospital. James was born at the Wentworth Hospital and named after the doctor who delivered him. Shirley’s mother, Ivy, had two siblings while her father, August, only had his twin sister. August passed away in 1956 and Ivy died in 1966.

			Shirley’s sister Ada Marie, known as Marie, moved to Swan Hill not long after her marriage. She had four biological children … one daughter and three sons, and four adopted children. Marie, Roma and Maureen were all taken by cancer. Roma lived in Ballarat and had two boys. Allan (Hoppity) lives in Broken Hill and has four children. Ronald moved to Barmera and had five children. William also moved from Dareton to Barmera.

			August Magain was a manager on Morrison’s block house on the property. The children all helped on the block after school and on weekends doing chores related to the seasons. At home all children had their allocated household tasks which changed from time to time. They all knew what they had to do and did it without any arguments or fighting.

			While working at Morrison’s, August undertook other jobs to supplement his wage. These included shoe repairs, haircutting and studding the boots of the local football team. After finishing work on Morrison’s block, their father would walk miles looking for odd jobs to feed and clothe his large family. Mother also supplemented their income by working as a cleaner for other families and working as a barmaid at the Coomealla Hotel.

			In time, August was diagnosed with a cancer which ate away the tissue on the side of his face. When it became impossible for him to work full-time, he purchased a property on the river, just down from where the Coomealla Golf Course is today. It had a three-bedroom house with dirt floors. A carpet runner was placed on the floor to try to manage the dirt. The four sisters shared one bedroom. 

			Later, with help from their Uncle Hugh, and a little help from the boys, August added a concrete slab and built two additional rooms to the back of the house. One room was to serve as a laundry while some of the girls relocated to the other room. 

			There was an outside bathroom as well as a longdrop toilet down the back of the block. A pan toilet was also available, “a fair walk away”, and the night man would come and collect the offerings. Their father would cut squares of newspaper, placing it on a nail in the outhouse for use as toilet paper. The toilets were far enough away that it was a great place to duck down to for a sneaky, quick ciggie. 

			Water was provided to the house direct from the river by way of a pulley system. Rainwater was needed for drinking and there was a water tank at the side of the house. Ivy would make potted meat and put it on the top of the rainwater tank to cool. One day she placed the bowl on the tank, and it disappeared. Someone had removed the access cover. Once a week the bath would be filled, the girls would bathe first … then the boys. The water was not changed between them as it had to be heated up in the woodfired copper. A chip heater, which used to roar loudly, was later added to the bathroom for bathing. Their father had a home-made shower rose outside which he used for his shower. The children would play under the outdoor shower on hot days … “But only if they carted their own water”.

			The copper was also used to boil their clothes and, as there was no washing machine, the children’s mother used a scrubbing board to get the clothes clean. Their iron was made of cast iron and heated up on the wood stove. Shirley still has the two irons that belonged to her mother, sitting on her hearth. Later, they got a ‘shellite’ iron; operation was by pouring he fuel ‘shellite’ into the handle and lighting it. The kids weren’t allowed to use it as it was too dangerous, but they were allowed to help with the ironing using the cast iron ones. Their clothesline was a rope strung between two poles either side of the yard. A forked pole, or clothes prop, was used at the centre of the line to prevent the washing from dragging on the ground.

			Before power was connected to the house, refrigeration and lighting (Tilley lamps) were dependent on kerosene. Cooking was done on an IXL wood stove and when they got their first washing machine it was petrol driven. “Elsie managed to put her hand through the wringer of the machine and was lucky it only went as far as her elbow”. There was no air conditioning or fans and the family relied on the breezes blowing across the river as well as wet clothes to cool themselves down for respite on hot summer nights. “Mealtimes were normally some sort of stew and as there was little money for store bought bread, there would be dumplings, scones, damper, or Johnny cakes to fill us up”. Living on the river: fish, yabbies and rabbits were often on the menu. Shirley learned to cook by helping her mum. 

			Shirley’s mum used to make all their clothes, sewing, knitting when the time allowed and recycling garments from many other articles. Torn or ‘holey’ clothes were well mended with patches. The family owned two cows that they milked twice a day. “One of the cows would pull clothes off the clothesline and chew them up”. They also had chickens for eggs and meat. Later, milk was delivered in bottles by the ‘milky’ driving a horse drawn cart.

			The family owned one dog at a time which they all shared. One of their dogs, ‘Whiskey’, a cocker spaniel, would go into the water after the paddle steamers had gone past and bring back fish that had been hit by the paddles, pushing them with his nose towards the shore. He would also go in and fetch back the ducks that had been shot and had landed in the river. During the summer months snakes were bad and even though they all spent time in the bush, no-one was ever bitten. The family would set rabbit traps, cart wood, and collect bottles to return to the shops for cash. Shirley would always elect to go with her father while he hunted to help bring home the spoils. “To set the rabbit traps you had to push the peg into the ground to hold it in place then step on the hinge side lift the plate then slip the trigger over. The plate would be covered by a square of newspaper and scattered lightly with soil … all the time keeping your fingers well clear of the jaws. The traps would be carried over Dad’s shoulder by the pegs, with traps hanging down his back. Any game caught would be carried home in a hessian sack”. Shirley also helped her father gut and skin the rabbits as well as the fish. She was always ‘hands on’.

			Transport was by horse and cart. The horse’s name was Dobbin, and for any passengers, the cart had a sweat box mounted. One time after going out to a property on the Darling, in the horse and dray, setting rabbit traps along the way, they came across the property owner who asked what they were doing. When they answered setting traps, he ordered them to go back and collect the traps and leave the property, “Just because we hadn’t asked permission”.
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			At one stage, when times were tough, “Dad caught a sheep and slaughtered it to enable him to feed us. He was spotted and he had to work for the property owner to compensate him for the loss of his sheep”.

			As they had no close neighbours, and a large family, fun and games were made up on the spot with marbles and cricket being favourites. All the siblings joined in. Fishing, yabbying as well as trapping ducks and rabbits also filled in their time, as well as helping put food on the table. They all knew they had to be home by tea-time and bed was at 8.45pm as it was important for them to get a good night’s sleep before school.

			Their Uncle Hugh was blind, and they played tricks on him giving him wrong directions and tripping him up, which in hindsight they know was very mean. Their uncle also played cricket with them. 

			The ball had a bell in it so he could tell where it was coming from. All the siblings were sports orientated and on sport’s days, the girls enjoyed dancing around the maypole. The brothers played in both football and cricket teams and Ronald raced his Malvern Star pushbike, winning trophies until someone stole his bike and threw it into the river. 

			Occasionally when they could afford to go to the movies at the Dareton Cinema, the children’s father would take them and pick them up in the horse and cart using Tilley lamps to light the way. At home their mother played the piano accordion and harmonica, and their Uncle Tom played the violin as well as the recorder for entertainment and sing-a-longs. The radio was another favourite with the ‘Blue Hills’ radio program being top pick.

			The siblings all walked to school and were educated at Dareton Primary School. They then went on to the Wentworth High School. Uniforms for the girls were white shirts and box pleated serge tunics, grey for primary school and later, navy for high school. At high school, the home economics, cooking and sewing classes took place in the Wentworth Gaol.
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			Both Shirley and Elsie left school at the age of fourteen. Shirley left to clean houses, travelling daily by bus to and from Mildura, and Elsie left to work at the Dareton Hotel, situated where the service station now stands in the street at the rear of the Coomealla Club. Shirley also had use of a room at the hotel where she would cut hair and then set client’s hair “Using butterfly clips to give a perfect wave”. She also permed hair.

			When the boys left school, they all went on to do block work, except Ronald who went into the Army.

			August would later replace their horse and cart with a charcoal grey Fiat. It had a ‘dickey seat’ and could carry six. “The children would fight over who was to sit in the dickey seat”. They were hard times, but people helped each other and there was work picking, drying, shaking, and packing dried grapes into sweat boxes for extra money.

			Dickey seats in early motor cars – sometimes called ‘mother-in-law seats’ – were inherited from horse-drawn carriages, where they were customarily occupied by servants or by guards on mail coaches.

			Elsie can remember in 1954 getting a new dress made of plain green everglaze fabric, new black shoes, and white socks to go on an excursion to see Queen Elizabeth 11, when she visited Mildura. In her teens Elsie went to Melbourne, for a short while and stayed with her mother’s sister, Anita, going to work in the Holeproof factory and making stockings.

			One year at the Mildura Christmas Mardi Gras, both girls met a couple of boys who owned Vespa motor scooters. The boys went out to Dareton to visit the girls and with the girls on the back of the scooters, decided to have a race. “The result was that Elsie went over the handlebars. Luckily all that was injured was her dignity”.

			Whilst living at Paringa in 1966, Shirley and Elsie’s mother passed away aged fifty-seven. She was sitting in the lounge room, and it was supposed that she had leant forward to light her cigarette and fell headfirst into the fire. They hoped she had had some type of ‘turn’ and didn’t know what had happened to her. Her son Johnny found her severely burnt and no longer alive. He was never the same afterwards and disappeared, never to be heard of again. “Some family members have tried to find him over the years but without success”.

			Shirley married Ronald O’Donnell, a Barkindji man, on January 20, 1962. She was twenty-one. They were married at the Mildura Registry office. Shirley wore a pink dress, and a small hat and Ronald wore a suit. They had photos taken by the river at Apex Park and celebrated their wedding at home in Dareton. Shirley remembers there still being koalas in the trees by the river at that time, in the park and over at the lock.

			Shirley had six pregnancies, five live births and one still born: Kathy Marie, Ronald James, Stanley John (dec), Debra Ann (dec) and Sandra Jane. Her last child was the one she lost, and the child was unnamed. Debbie passed away through cot death and Stan died of a heart attack in June 2014.

			Money was scarce and Shirley did block work whilst she was pregnant which sometimes included climbing ladders to pick the high fruit. She would take the pre-school age children with her, and they would occupy themselves playing in and around the trees whilst she worked.
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			Tash, Shirley, Rocket, Kehan, Heather and Allicia

			As Shirley’s husband worked at odd jobs they were often on the move and lived all around the district. Whilst living on a farm at Gol Gol one of her jobs was to separate the cream from the milk and churn butter, using wooden butter pats to shape the butter.
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			Shirley and Kehan

			They would also swim in the channels when they could and many a feed of yabbies was caught by the children in the channels.

			Sadly, the marriage was violent and tumultuous and broke down when the children were still small. As there was no supporting mother’s benefit or social service payments, Shirley took on any type of work she could get. After one abusive incident with her husband, Shirley approached the Welfare Officer, Mr Geoff Stang, and as the children were of Aboriginal descent, she obtained Aboriginal housing in Buronga within twenty-four hours. She has now lived in this house for over forty-six years.

			She and the children had been living in a little house on a block owned by Mr George Gordon where she picked grapes, oranges, and lemons. Thankfully, Mr Gordon brought all their goods and chattels from Dareton on a trailer towed behind his tractor. The first night in the house they had no power and they all slept together in the one room. Even though they now had a great house to live in, money was scarce, and Shirley would still trap rabbits and catch fish to supplement their food supplies. Fruit and vegetables were whatever she could get and wherever she could get it. Shirley made sure her children were always clean and fed although, she says, with a catch in her voice. “At first the children’s school lunch sandwiches were wrapped in newspaper, leaving the imprint of the ink on them”. She couldn’t afford waxed paper. Once she was settled and started to get ahead, she started to provide little luxuries for the household.

			She remembered with a huge smile the expression on the children’s faces when she was finally able to present them with their own lunch boxes and provide them with the treats other children took for granted.

			While at Dareton the school aged children went to Dareton Primary School and to get to school, they had to cross an irrigation channel via a plank bridge before they could get to the bus stop. After the move, the children went to Buronga Primary School and Shirley would get them dressed and fed, send them to school and then go to whatever job she had at the time. She would try to be home when they got home from school and give them a feed. They would then all go and pick or do block work until dark when she would take them home, put them to bed then do the washing and cleaning before she herself retired for the night.

			When the kids finished primary school, they all went on to Coomealla High School.

			Shirley had an old Isuzu Bellet car, and she took the children on picnics by the river where they used a rope swing to swoop out over the river before dropping in. Sons Bud (Ronald) and Stan played baseball and when they first started out Shirley went along and supported them. Bud attributes his obtaining a trade as a painter to Shirley as he enjoyed helping his mother when she touched up or did things to beautify the house.

			In the 1980’s Shirley became a fundraiser for the Guide Dog Club and raised money by purchasing the ticket books and prizes then selling the tickets at the Sacred Heart Bingo and elsewhere.
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			She raised enough money to provide training for five guide dogs and was sent a photo with a plaque and a letter (which sadly, has since been lost). The letter was in appreciation of the amount of money she had raised and was read out at Bingo letting everyone where and how the money was used.

			Shirley participated in rock and roll competitions and won many prizes, looking back in wonder at the stiletto’s, she used to wear. She is surprised that she was able to walk let alone dance in them. Shirley was also a keen darts player and in 2011 won the gold medal in the Ladies Singles Division of the State Master’s Games played at the Mildura Workingman’s Club. She has an armful of medals that she won over the years to show how deadly she was with a dart.

			Shirley never drank as she saw how destructive it could be for the drinker as well as the family, but she did take up smoking, to calm her nerves. After trying to give up smoking at different times over the years, she finally succeeded in 2015 when her doctor showed her a copy of her chest X-rays. Finally, she had the fright to give up the smokes and hasn’t looked back. Her comment was, “Think of all the money I have saved. Anyway, I couldn’t afford to buy a packet of cigarettes at 2023 prices on a pension”. She also went the way of many with little income, hitting the pokies to supplement what she received.
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			She soon discovered it was not working as she was spending the money with nothing to show for it, and she gave up. Her children Kath, Ronald (Bud), and Sandy have given her six grandchildren between them and they in turn have given her eight greatgrandchildren. She has helped them all over the years and is sad that she doesn’t see them very often as they are now busy with their own lives and families.

			 Mildura Masters Games - Sunraysia Daily, August 2011
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			Her constant companions are Bella, a white Maltese cross; Stan the Man, a cockatiel; two budgerigars and the recent addition of a crimson rosella called Gabby. Shirley still goes to bingo on Monday and Wednesday evenings for company and does have the occasional win. She still cooks for herself and enjoys spending time in her garden. She also loves to watch tennis, football, and other sports on television, often staying up late to see the end of the game. During the season, on nice days, she goes to watch her grandson play local football.

			When my husband and I bought our place in Buronga in December 2013, we got to meet Shirley who lived next door. When she introduced herself, she asked where we were moving from and when told Menindee, she asked if I knew a certain person. I answered in the affirmative as I worked with that person, and it turns out she is Shirley’s niece. As a result, I knew a lot of Shirley’s in-laws who, even though her marriage broke down, have remained Shirley’s friends.

			As Shirley has worked hard looking after her family, her literacy skills have gone by the wayside. “If you don’t use it, you lose it”. She considers herself ‘unable to read’, but she is very savvy and will let noone ‘put one over on her’. In her eighty-two years, she has never seen the sea nor been on a real holiday. Just this January 2023 her daughter Sandy convinced her to go on a trip to Broken Hill for a few nights. After being too frightened to travel so far without houses or civilisation Shirley surprised herself and found it wasn’t as scary as she had imagined. She really enjoyed the trip away, catching up with her brother Allan and some of her extended family.

			On numerous occasions during the Covid lockdowns of 2020 and 2021, Shirley, of her own volition, baked scones and delivered them with jam and whipped cream to the workers who manned the checkpoints on the Mildura bridge. The only thing she asked was that they return her containers so she could do it again. The police and defence force personnel got to know her car and made sure they were close by when she delivered the goodies.

			Having traded in her white Commodore during the pandemic she bought herself a red Hyundai and the personnel on the bridge sideroad didn’t recognise her and tried sending her on her way. But that was corrected when one of the others saw her and quickly declared, “Hey, let her through, she’s the scone lady”. He wasn’t going to miss out on his morning tea.

			She also cooks scones and takes them to Bingo to share with friends and many people ask her to make them some. Her bread-and-butter pudding (with ice cream, tinned fruit, and cream as well of course) makes a wonderful replacement for a meal. Her portions are huge. Since I moved here, she has taken my bin out for me, and most times brings it in.

			She is a great neighbour and friend to have. She is generous and any surplus she shares with those who can use it.

			In her eighty-first year, one of her granddaughters found out that their grandfather, Ronald, had had a daughter from a relationship before he had married Shirley. Shirley knew nothing of it. Subsequently, she has found out that her in-laws knew but never told her. Some months later, she met the stepdaughter and her family, and they are all now part of her large extended family.
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			Travis, Kehan, Elisha, Shirley, Tash, Heather, and Amanda.

			Shirley’s health is no longer the best; she cannot walk too far and uses a walker. She dreads the thought of not being well enough to drive. She is monitored regularly so for the foreseeable future she can still get around. Someone comes and mows her lawns and does some gardening, but she still potters. She has a cleaner come in, but her house is always well kept, and she still cooks for herself.

			The fact that she has always been a strong, independent woman is obvious!
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			Shirley and Heather
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