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			SHIRLEY WAKEFIELD 

			shares her life story with Denise McCarthy 

			As Shirley Wakefield walked through the numerous rooms of Parkside in Box Street, Merbein in October 2019, she felt a sensation she couldn’t name. It was not familiarity, as she had only been there once before this visit; then she was a tiny baby, and it was 83 years ago. Talking about the feeling later, Shirley recognised it as empathy. Having given birth to four children, she knew there were good birth experiences and some not so good, and instinct told Shirley her mother would have been well cared for at Parkside.

			Parkside was a private hospital built and operated by popular Merbein-based Doctor Ernest Spargo. It opened in 1928 as a hospital catering for medical, surgical and midwifery cases, but after Mildura Base Hospital opened in 1934, Parkside was scaled down, and the last birth recorded was in 1938.

			Shirley Elizabeth Anne Sheean was born on July 18, 1936 to Thelma Gladys (nee Tyers) and Thomas Christopher Sheean of Fourth Street, Merbein. She was their second child, after Richard Thomas, and two boys followed; Patrick Edward Francis Anthony, and Neil David. Being their family doctor’s own small, well-run hospital and close to the Sheean’s home, Parkside was an obvious choice for their second child’s birth.

			Shirley’s childhood followed the same pattern as a large number of local children – in some ways idyllic and in others very daunting. World War 2 overshadowed the families of children born in the 1930’s and 40’s, and many Merbein men were called up for active service.

			Being engaged in an essential industry, Tom Sheean continued as a dried fruits grower, and in fact later bought another, larger block on Channel Road, quite close to the Fourth Street property. Tom generally had a cow on the property, and Shirley remembers her mother making butter when the coupon system, brought in because of scarcity during the war, was still in full swing. Some butter was traded with friends for some of their tea or sugar coupons when the Sheeans were running short and others had extra. There were always chickens in a run, and their eggs went into Thelma’s cooking, with the butter to provide cakes and puddings for the family.

			In the part of Merbein where the Sheean family settled, some of their neighbours were veterans of World War 1. Shirley remembers the Oakes family as neighbours who were kind to the children and helpful when help was needed. Various members of the Sheean family and Thelma’s relatives, from the Tyers, Bennett and Braidie families, all early settlers, lived in and around Merbein.

			As Shirley grew from toddler to child, she quickly learned to keep up with her three brothers and their mates as they roamed amongst the vines and natural scrub of their immediate neighbourhood. She remembers swimming in the main channel and becoming strong through having to swim against the current or be washed away to “who knows where?”

			They may have sometimes been restricted to playing within the boundary of the house’s boobialla hedge, but even this could be adventurous. Probably the first thing that comes to the mind of any child whose home, school or park was surrounded by boobialla is “caves.”

			These hidey-holes and areas of personal space were easily and quickly achieved because of the woody nature of the plant.

			Our Lady’s School Merbein was Shirley’s first school, with Sister Anthony in charge of the younger children, a roly-poly nun barely as tall as the Grade 6 boys but still able to exert plenty of authority. Shirley was a tough ‘littlie,’ riding her bike to school with her older brother Ricky from an early age. The distance between their block and Our Lady’s was around three kilometres, but ‘Mum’s taxi’ was not taken for granted in the 1940’s, as it is today.

			With three grades in the same room the children made friends with others a year or two older or younger than themselves. Shirley and Kathie Power became friends when Kathie started a year after Shirley, and as their families belonged to a close group of young parents and children, they saw each other outside school as well. Their friendship lasted through school and into adult years and now, in the ‘golden’ years, Shirley and Kath (Power) Willcock are both living in retirement villages in Mildura. They enjoy catching up and sharing news of their lives and families.

			When Shirley was eight, it was decided there would be no more bike riding to school; Shirley was to go to Mildura and board at the Sisters of Mercy Boarding School for girls attending Sacred Heart Primary School and St Joseph’s College. Thelma took note of how her only daughter tried her best to keep up with the boys, and decided Shirley was in danger of becoming a wild tomboy. Also, the presence of itinerant workers of possibly dubious backgrounds working and living on fruit blocks, including their own, during harvest, was a concern for Thelma.

			The boarding school was to be Shirley’s home during school terms until she completed the Merit Certificate. Shirley’s brother Pat is the family historian and is called on occasionally to clear up some matter or other pertaining to this history. Recalling their childhood years, Pat seriously tells; “I didn’t know I had a sister when I was very young. Eventually I was old enough to notice this girl amongst us one Christmas holidays and I asked, “Who’s that?” Told, “That’s your sister,” I had something to chew on for a day or two!”

			Amongst the boarders were Shirley’s cousin Josie Braidie and another Channel Road resident, Martina Murphy, who were ‘senior girls’ and helped the little ones with any problem they had. Joan and Helen Tuena came from Ouyen to attend St Joseph’s College, and others Shirley remembers are Lana Murrell and Shirley Hogarth. In Merbein more children were born after the war to join older brothers and sisters, and families began to thrive again. The social group of parents and children referred to earlier was able to take up different leisure pursuits such as Sunday boating and picnicking at Cowanna Bend on the Murray River, close to the Merbein township. Sports were important, and the town’s football, tennis, golf and bowls clubs all grew, and encouraged both participation and support.

			The Catholic Church was a large part of Shirley’s family life, as it was for the Powers, McClearys, Tellefsons, McCarthys, Murphys, Coars and other Merbein residents with this religion in common.

			During the years of raising children, these parents also gave many hours of their time to fund-raising for a new church that was part of their dreams for this new, post-war time of rebuilding.
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			Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, Merbein 

			Shirley remembers the family home often being the venue for a new form of entertainment, the ‘house party.’ These were easily organised for families to get together for card playing, musical entertainment, amazing home-made suppers and some ‘mystery’ activities engaged in by men – possibly requiring the use of two pennies. Ingenious methods of raising money were an integral part of these house parties, but as children then were seen and not heard, those methods remain unknown to Shirley. No organised activities for children were needed; an all-age mob of kids given sufficient space and a couple of natural leaders with a little imagination were easily able to occupy themselves.

			There were many other occasions when Tom and Thelma hosted numbers of adults and children at their home, notably the greatest family day of Christmas. Tom Sheean was one of seven children, and Thelma one of five in the Tyers family.

			Christmas Days were often an open invitation at Channel Road, and other years the Sheeans were hosted by Frank and Peg at their Coomealla fruit block.

			Pat Sheean remembers their mother almost having a fit after he and the other boys were told they could go to Schottler’s next door and cut a pine tree for Christmas Day.

			This was the kind of adventure the boys lived for, and after some time they arrived back with a ten-foot tree – picture the youngsters carting it home with only junior size bikes for transport! Thelma’s response when she saw it was; “We’ll have to put a hole in the roof!” Some judicious trimming was ordered by Dad, and eventually the tree was shoe-horned into the house, much to the joy of the ‘lumberjacks.’ Pat and Shirley fondly recall their Christmases with family being a highlight of the year.

			After leaving school, Shirley completed a dressmaking course in the first-floor rooms under the T & G Clock before starting her first job in Bowrings Store, just across the road in Bowrings Building, on the corner of Langtree Avenue and Eighth Street. A vacancy was advertised in the Merbein Telephone Exchange when she was still just 16, and she successfully applied for the job. Once working in Merbein Shirley was soon feeling comfortable in local social circles.

			After she turned 18 the restrictions laid down by Tom and Thelma were loosened a little, and Shirley began to attend Thursday night dances in the Merbein Civic Hall. Whether appointed by their parents or by his own sense of responsibility is unknown, her older brother Rick kept an eagle eye on his sister and decided the suitability or otherwise of young men hoping to ask Shirley to dance. He and a couple of mates would approach the unsuitables in a posse as they approached Shirley and warn them off.

			Dancing was Shirley’s great love in this phase of her life, and she was able to share it with her Telephone Exchange friends, and others from Merbein who used the local bus service to travel to and from dances in a group.

			The ‘safety in numbers’ belief shared by their parents made this possible, and happily the safety of young women could be taken for granted in the 1950’s. The program was the Mildura Working Man’s Club Mildura on Wednesday, Merbein Civic Hall on a Thursday, the Old Mill or the Murray Moon on Saturday, and Red Cliffs Civic Hall to end the week on Sunday. When Shirley was preparing for her debutante ball with brother Rick as her partner, Thelma paid for them to attend weekly dancing lessons with Mildura’s Alan Tuck, the top ballroom dancing teacher of the time, perhaps of all time, as his name is still known to many. Again, the bus service made the weekly trips possible without a parent having to be on driving duty.

			A Merbein lad, James (Jim) Wakefield, made it through the Rick Sheean screening process to become Shirley’s first steady boyfriend. Jim was the son of George and Florence Wakefield, and brother of Lexie who Shirley knew through the church connection. George Wakefield operated his own business, Wakefield Transport, and was well known around Merbein as a carrier of bulk brandy from the Mildara Distillery, and later bulk wine to Melbourne, Adelaide and the Barossa Valley.

			By the time she was 19 Shirley was showing initiative in her job, and in other ways as well. Now she and Jim were in a steady relationship they drove to Red Cliffs on a Saturday to chase up a Vespa scooter advertised for sale. They decided it would be a good purchase and Shirley, after very elementary instruction, rode it home.

			Even after a spill on one of the treacherous bends on Channel Road she just got up and remounted her new-found wheels, reminiscent of the ‘tough littlie’ she was when young. The young couple’s future looked promising, and they became engaged. “Planning the wedding was a joy for the mothers Thelma Sheean and Flo Wakefield who were helping and guiding Shirley. For their bridal party Shirley and Jim selected Pamela Broadstock, Shirley’s cousin; Jim’s best mate Jim McSwain as best man; and a delightful flower girl, Margie Braidie.”
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			Their marriage was celebrated at Our Lady of the Sacred Heart Church Merbein on January 17, 1959, with a reception following at Mildura’s Wintersun Hotel. Shirley will never forget that the maximum temperature that day was 113 degrees Fahrenheit!

			She still marvels that in the excitement of the day she didn’t notice the heat at all. It was only when she left the reception to change for the ‘going away’ photos that she felt shockingly hot. In wedding photographs Shirley shows no lack of composure; she is a lovely young bride of 22 years, wearing the very latest in bridal styling. 

			Shirley recalls the memory of her friends from the church group Children of Mary making a guard of honour for the newly married couple to walk through as they left the church. As a member of this devotional and social group for young women aged 14 to early 20’s it was Shirley’s privilege to wear a sky blue silk cloak around her shoulders as she walked to the altar, to be removed by a friend from the group. The girls in the guard of honour wore their plain cotton cloaks and short veils, signifying their membership of Children of Mary, as they did one Sunday each month for the parish Mass.

			Jim and Shirley established their first home in a cottage rented from Mr and Mrs Richard Murphy on Channel Road, about two kilometres from the Sheean family’s block. Shirley continued her job at the Merbein Telephone Exchange, and Jim worked at Mildara Winery earning more and more responsibility each year. Around two years after their marriage a house to rent from Mildara became vacant in Riley Street, Merbein, just a couple of minutes’ walk from the Winery, and they moved from Channel Road. 

			The young Wakefield’s first child Kenneth was born in the Riley Street house in 1961, and Shirley took to the role of mother ‘like a duck to water’.
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			L -R Kenneth, Deirdre, Gillian and Russell

			An unexpected surprise presented while Ken was still an infant, and Jim was asked to move with his family to Coonawarra in South Australia, as manager of the Mildara Winery there. This winery had made and exported fortifieds in the 1880’s, and its buildings are lovely examples of the South Australian limestone construction, typical in the area. It was in the 1960’s that the winery first began to emerge as a leading maker of Cabernet Sauvignon, which became a very popular table wine and enabled Mildara in the decades following to claim international recognition. Jim had five successful years in the managerial role at Coonawarra, and Shirley enjoyed living in the 100-year-old stone house made available for them. Two children were born in the Penola Hospital, Russell in 1963, and Gillian in 1966. After they returned from South Australia, Deirdre was born at Mildura Base Hospital in 1968.

			Her arrival completed the Wakefield family.

			Another stage in their lives began when they returned to Merbein. Jim’s father George was terminally ill, and he asked if Jim was interested in buying the transport business. Ready to be his own boss and with more than enough energy to take on the challenge, Jim consulted Shirley. She supported him in taking this new direction, and the details of the change-over were soon sorted out. The first family home that Jim and Shirley bought after they returned from Coonawarra was known in the town as the ‘Chaffey House.’

			It had been the home of William Herbert Chaffey and his wife Naida. W.H. Chaffey was the son of one of Mildura’s pioneering brothers, William Benjamin Chaffey. When Mildura Wines, the forerunner of Mildara, was launched in 1911, W.B. Chaffey was elected Chairman and his son, then aged 23, was appointed Secretary/Manager. After William Benjamin’s sudden death in 1926, Herbert, as he was known, continued as part of Mildara Wines administration until his retirement in 1962 aged 75.

			The Wakefields succeeded the Chaffeys in the distinctive house on the corner of Riley Street and River Avenue. Though large it was not designed for a family of six and the late Trevor Blaby, a Merbein builder, was brought in to renovate. By dividing veranda space into children’s bedrooms, updating the kitchen, adding a sunroom and office and making sundry small improvements, Trevor brought the house up to a suitable condition, and Shirley took on its further enhancement. As with many weatherboard homes of the time, the house featured a dado wall treatment, and Shirley decided to master wallpapering in order to decorate above the dado division in one or two main rooms.

			She was already a proficient painter, and thus in her spare time became a ‘painter and decorator’ as such tradespeople were known, successfully updating the large lounge and main bedroom to her taste. The ‘Chaffey House’ had an extensive garden with large trees limiting the type of plants that would do well. In the years they lived there Shirley came to know the garden, and with the house to their satisfaction she was able to transfer her attention and improve the garden significantly.

			These ventures into home rehabilitation continued at their next home, the Yelta property they bought in 1971, and where they lived for over 35 years. Jim and Shirley needed to find a suitable location for both the family and their growing business, and settled on a block with river frontage, suitable sheds and vacant land, the nearest property to the Abbotsford Bridge. This block was not a dried fruits enterprise such as Shirley had grown up with; she can still clearly recall being called out when rain threatened fruit drying on hessian strips in the rack yard. This call-out was to the entire family, regardless of whether they were in bed or not.  It was ‘all hands-on deck,’ as even a small child could help roll the edge of the hessian to cover the fruit, preventing discolouration.

			Learning to run the citrus orchard was new to both Jim and Shirley, and necessarily had to happen parallel to launching the new Wakefield Transport company. The next decade, while the children were growing up and attending primary school is now almost a blur to Shirley.

			Jim was often away as he was the primary truck driver for Wakefields, tireless in his ambition to get the family business not just up and running, but ready for development and expansion. 

			Shirley handled kindergarten and school attendance for the children, with all that entailed. In a nutshell, a decade or more of driving or putting the children on buses five days a week in clean uniforms with their lunches, attending sports events, providing costumes, hearing reading, supervising homework, helping with fund-raising and all the rest. All four started school at Our Lady’s Merbein, and Ken and Russell completed their entire primary schooling there.

			Gillian and Deirdre transferred to St Francis Xavier School in Wentworth when Ken and Russell had moved on to St Joseph’s College in Mildura. The change for the girls was from a small school to a smaller one, but Saint Francis Xavier also upheld high standards of academic performance and general respectful behaviour, and Gillian and Deirdre progressed very well. Shirley became a student with them when they began guitar lessons with the late, much-loved Fran Stephen. This chance to explore her own creativity was just the beginning of Shirley’s many explorations; of necessity most came later in life.

			Music was an almost lifelong passion for Shirley. The formidable Reverend Mother Cecilia was her classical piano teacher when she was at the Mercy Convent Boarding School, and Mother’s standards were high. This foundation in music stayed with Shirley for life, and in later years was transferred to her love of dancing, even venturing into line dancing when that was at its peak of popularity in the 1990’s. Having taken and graduated from a dressmaking course, Shirley was soon making her own clothes, more and more complex and sophisticated as time went by.

			Not only was she making her ball gowns when old enough to attend balls, it wasn’t long before she was making Thelma’s ball gowns, a reversal of Thelma sewing for Shirley. Thelma and Tom were a very handsome couple, and albums contain numerous photos of them in evening wear, some of the gowns Shirley’s handiwork.  In addition to running the family, house and block when Jim was away, Shirley took on the book-keeping for Wakefield Transport, manageable enough at the beginning but becoming more complex with every year as the business grew rapidly in the strengthening economy.

			Initially Shirley’s responsibilities were wages and tax obligations, and she worked at home while the children were at school. She paid accounts, received monies owed and learnt to present monthly and annual business analyses. Her life was not all work and no play, however. A group of friends met regularly for a game of tennis, and the pre-schoolers were cared for by two or more mothers while others played singles or doubles, depending on how many had turned up Shirley describes the tennis as “hit and giggle,” but the value of it to a group of young mums is easily seen; peer group support has always been, and still is, vital to keeping life in balance.  The ‘Morning Tea Girls’ is an important institution to Shirley and her friends. It started 46 years ago when Shirley’s great friend Elwyn Zrna joined her for coffee one day, and mentioned a new arrival in town, Kaye Steedman.

			Kaye had come to Merbein from Adelaide with her husband Geoff Steedman, the pharmacist who bought Newton Thompson’s business when Newton became ill. Both Geoff and Kaye were originally from Mildura, but new to Merbein where they were now living.

			Shirley suggested Elwyn bring Kaye to the next coffee date and the ‘Morning Tea Girls’ was born, with the idea of inviting both old friends and new acquaintances to a regular fortnightly get-together. Originally held at Shirley’s home, eventually hostess duties were shared around. Shirley said being a really good cook was important to these full-time wives and mothers, so inevitably putting on the spread became just a tiny bit competitive, in the friendliest way. The ‘Morning Tea Girls’ are still meeting fortnightly, although the calorie count is lower without ‘hit and giggle,’ or other exercise to burn it up.

			One of Shirley’s most important attributes is an ability to organise her time. While balancing home, business and social life she also found the time and space to sew children’s clothes and knit the family’s winter woollies. After a little practice on shirts and pants for the boys, she was soon sewing sports trousers for Jim, and of course casual clothes for herself. Photographs of the children when young show the best-dressed kids in town, the boys in tailored two-piece suits and the girls in dainty pleated skirts and hand-knitted jumpers. It seems no training was ever lost on Shirley, and in years to come she showed she was able to build on basic courses to become more proficient. 

			Shirley’s determination to be a really good cook led her to enrol in a two-year TAFE Chef’s Course. She had previously taken up Cake Decorating where she excelled. A member of Merbein Probus, she made and decorated the club’s 10th Birthday cake, a lovely example of her skill. Over the years Shirley decorated numerous birthdays, wedding and special occasion cakes for family and friends. As with her other pursuits, Shirley developed a passion for cooking and cake decoration, and her family and friends reaped the benefits.

			In 1993 Shirley took on the challenge of studying Year 12 English at Mildura TAFE College, jumping from the Merit Certificate standard of Year 9 over a couple of levels to the highest in secondary schooling. She was obviously an earnest student and did well The next academic achievement was in 2005 when she successfully completed Certificate 3 Financial Services at the same institution. This Certificate advanced Shirley’s financial understanding and abilities in company book-keeping. 

			Since the very beginning of her marital partnership with Jim she was instinctively improving her skills. She was ultimately an owner/director/company secretary of Wakefield Transport, riding the troughs and crests of the entity’s progress through more than 40 years. Wakefield Transport partnered with global company Seaway in 2007, permitting the broadly intermodal transport model, both road and rail in container transport, to grow and more widely service the Sunraysia food bowl. In 2018 Seaway purchased 100 percent of Wakefield Transport.

			Jim’s enthusiasm for the transport industry never diminished, and at different times members of the family have contributed, each in their own way Jim’s parents could never have dreamt or envisaged the one truck business that supported their family of four developing into a transport behemoth, one of Sunraysia’s most important business success stories to date. 

			Shirley’s memories include the excitement of each new truck added to the fleet, and the first ride around local roads with Jim, number one driver. It’s impossible to imagine what this would have meant to George and Florence.
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			Shirley is justifiably proud of the part she played, but also proud and pleased to have pursued so many other interests which brought her a great deal of personal satisfaction. She travelled with Jim for both business and pleasure, to Fiji, Hong Kong, Macau, Phuket, Indonesia, the United Kingdom and Europe. They found Egypt amazing, and participated in a river trip from Cairo to Alexandria as well as doing many land-based tours and highlights. As Wakefield Transport flourished, the company entered and won business awards, particularly Telstra Awards and those awarded by Melbourne’s Port Authority. Annually for some time the Port Authority chief invited Jim and Shirley to view top-level matches at the Australian Open from the authority’s corporate box. These trips were a highlight for Shirley, with the hospitality extending to limousine transport and city dining. They enjoyed these experiences, although their hearts were always securely invested in Merbein. 

			Travel with its introduction to other cultures was very stimulating for Shirley, feeding into her creative nature. Her next endeavour was oil painting learnt from Dick Anderson, a prominent artist with a studio and gallery in Benetook Avenue. Shirley’s metier was landscapes, especially featuring the Murray River, and before too long she had been invited by her uncle Frank Sheean to display her paintings in his Dareton menswear business. All the paintings that went to the shop were sold, and Shirley accepted a small number of commissions as a result of them being seen.

			She was asked by the Shire of Mildura, prior to amalgamation, to place one of her local landscapes on permanent loan, to be hung in the council’s building at Irymple.

			A plaque with her name was attached, but unfortunately when amalgamation did occur the fate of the painting was not made known to Shirley. Sadly, she has not one of her landscapes to hang on her own wall; demand was definitely strong in the three to four years of her oil painting output. Pottery is another skill Shirley acquired quickly when she enrolled for classes at SuniTAFE. She enjoyed hand-moulding, and it was not long before she moved on to the wheel and soon mastered that technique. It wasn’t long before she was asking herself; “how many pots and plates do I need to make?”

			She concluded she had done enough when her shaping, moulding and glazing skills were well advanced, but it was becoming obvious that the hand-thrown pottery moment was over – the taste in tableware was moving on.

			Shirley has long been an avid gardener, and she has a great love of flowers, which contributed to her developing an interest in china painting with Gwen Anderson at the Dick Anderson Studio. She quickly mastered the techniques, and developed her own style, becoming a successful entrant in the Arts and Crafts section of the annual Mildura Show. There’s quite a sheaf of blue-ribbon award cards and red ribbon champion acknowledgments amongst Shirley’s mementoes. Some of her painted china items displayed in a glass-fronted cabinet stand up very well in the company of decorative china brought from other countries.

			It is clear that Shirley was able to engage in home, family and business obligations and other interests simultaneously.

			She was blessed with a strong constitution and high energy level, and says she was able to attend to tasks such as ironing and sewing at night if her day was taken up with other activities.

			She volunteered for Merbein Meals on Wheels with her pal Elwyn Zrna for 30 years and was assistant secretary of Merbein Probus for a time. She also assisted with fundraising for Chaffey Aged Care before it was established, following through until it opened in 2007 and afterwards. In the year of opening there was a drive to find sponsors who could endow a room by paying for its furnishings. Shirley became a ‘Furnish a Room’ sponsor, and the room was dedicated as; “Kindly furnished by the family of Thelma and Tom Sheean.”

			On September 13, 1989, Shirley’s world was devastated when Thelma, her mother and closest friend, was critically injured in a car accident on Yelta Road. Thelma was driving from her Merbein home to the Wakefield property when this misfortune occurred, and the horrific injuries sustained endangered her life in the immediate days and weeks. Shirley was in a state of shock and disbelief, but as Thelma’s next-of-kin was called on to be responsible for some difficult choices, culminating in having to agree to the amputation of Thelma’s lower leg.

			Thelma herself was pleading for the lower limb to be taken off as she was in dreadful pain, but Shirley naturally found it very difficult to be the one to sign the agreement. The end result was positive however, and with less pain Thelma was able to recover fairly quickly, though she spent six months from the day of the accident in Mildura Base Hospital.

			When she was discharged, she returned to Shirley’s Yelta home for three months, and needed to totally rely on a wheelchair. During this time the matter of a prosthetic limb for Thelma was addressed, as Shirley hoped she would return to her own home where she would again have independence and the company of her friends. With a gopher for transport, Thelma would be in reach of the Merbein shops, doctor, coffee shops and her church.

			Eventually Thelma was directed to Box Hill Hospital Prosthetics to begin the necessarily lengthy process of being fitted for the prosthetic lower leg and foot she needed. To attend each appointment, Shirley and Thelma took a flight to Melbourne and taxi to Box Hill, and they made many of these trips. Unfortunately, the Box Hill Hospital prosthetics service achieved only limited success with Thelma’s leg, and frustration encouraged Shirley to look elsewhere for help.

			Fortunately, the right prothesist was found; Thelma and Shirley were pleased to find Aaron Williams was Mildura-born and raised, but the fly in the ointment was his location, the Bendigo Base Hospital. To attend each appointment Shirley and Thelma flew to Melbourne, collected a hire car and travelled to Bendigo, making the journey in reverse at the end of the day. Obviously, this was very tiring, but worth it as Aaron was able to make Thelma a suitable prosthetic leg, and in time she walked a little. She enjoyed living at Bingarra Court, and always had the added security of Shirley calling in almost every day. While Shirley supported and helped Thelma as fully as needed at every stage of her recovery from the accident and her life following, she didn’t neglect other aspects of her own life.

			Her contribution to the family business was maintained, she continued volunteering with Meals on Wheels, embroidered baby blankets for grandchildren now joining the family, and added child-minding to the activities she enjoyed.

			A roll-call of the Wakefield grandchildren reads Thomas and Shaun Wakefield, sons of Ken and Trish; Sophie, Mitchell and Georgia Wakefield, children of Russell and Lisa; Olivia and Alex Kambouris, children of Gillian Wakefield and Bruce Kambouris; Jacob and Mikaylah Corbett, children of Deirdre Wakefield; and great-grandchildren Jasper and River, Mikaylah’s grandchildren. With her youngest grandchild ready to enter high school in 2020, it’s been some time since Shirley’s child-minding days. She will, however, have the pleasure of seeing the christening gown she made for oldest grandchild Jacob, now aged 29, come out of its wrappings when she spends the Christmas season on the Sunshine Coast.

			The gown has been passed on to Mikaylah, Olivia, Alex, Jasper and now River, who is just four months old on Boxing Day, and will also be christened wearing Shirley’s handiwork. Over the years the Yelta farmhouse was renovated bit by bit, giving Shirley the opportunity to practise her wallpapering and painting skills again. The garden was extended and improved until it made a stunning picture and was a great joy to Shirley. The garden’s expanse abutted a Forest Reserve, and photographs of sections of the garden with the silver-grey eucalypts close behind are a really striking contrast of the cultivated and the natural. At the turn of the century when the Millennium was on everyone’s lips, Shirley and Jim planned a big party in the spacious grounds of their Yelta home.

			Shirley’s group of friends helped with setting up for the party, to which over 100 guests had been invited. Catering was in the capable hands of the late Leon Wagner, and a delicious roast meal was served to the 120 guests present. Word must have gone out that a good time was to be had at the Wakefields! 

			Shirley’s office work-days ended with the transition to a new century. New staff appointments were made at the Merbein headquarters as the business grew, in both scope and size, at an amazing rate. Ken assumed more management responsibilities, looking to the future. Shirley stepped away and concentrated more on her family commitments and her strong ties with so many friends. From earlier times Shirley fondly recalls when her children were growing up, and summer weekends meant water skiing on the Murray River, almost at their doorstep. Friends were always welcome, and regular barbecues were turned on for all, Jim in charge of cooking and Shirley running the kitchen.

			The parents enjoyed boating and skiing with the kids and were happy to get to know their friends. Sons Russ and Ken competed in Mildura’s renowned Easter Ski Race, Ken on the skis and Russ as chief mechanic and driver Ken, the older son, completed a building apprenticeship after school, and went to South Africa for a year where he was helping his mate Dean teach indigenous Africans to build homes for their old people. Shirley and Jim had a wonderful five-week holiday there, and particularly enjoyed an adventurous wildlife safari with Ken. When he returned home, Ken joined Wakefield Transport and worked closely with his father right through to the sale to Seaway in 2018.

			Russell was drawn to the farming side of the business and took on operating the Yelta citrus property where he worked more closely with his mother. Eventually the company owned three properties, Yelta, Irymple and Cowra, and Russell managed all day-to-day operations. He was also an early entrant into the technology field and was able to instruct family members and staff of the company in the operations that each needed for their role. Gillian finished her secondary education at St Joseph’s College Mildura and graduated from La Trobe University Bendigo four years later as a secondary school teacher. Gillian is the mother of two young teenagers and is employed at Coomealla High School in the career’s advice and work experience area. Deirdre, proud mother of two and grandmother of two, runs her own business on the Sunshine Coast in Queensland. With Christmas not far away Shirley is thinking fondly of her brother Pat who is playing Santa Claus at Sydney’s Queen Victoria Centre, as he has done for the past few years. Aged 79, Pat is perfect for Santa as he really enjoys Christmas traditions and the bright faces of happy children.

			Pat has a big heart, as is common in the Sheean family. Rick, oldest of the three brothers, died in 2016 from bowel cancer and is deeply missed.Neil, youngest in the family, lives in Wonthaggi and Shirley sees him there or in Mildura whenever possible. The three siblings like to recall their young days with their parents in Merbein, and all the ups and downs of life that have helped make them who they are. The partnership between Shirley and Jim ended in 2006. Jim remains in Merbein, his birthplace, and the town where Wakefield Transport developed from such small beginnings to a hugely successful business.

			Shirley has made a beautiful home in Princes Court Village.

			She has retained friendships from all the stages of her life, from primary school to U3A, the University of the Third Age, and made new friends among the residents of the retirement village where her garden and patio, evidence of her life-long ‘green thumb,’ are widely admired. The ‘View Club’ is a social group Shirley joined eight years ago, and she enjoys the meetings and different activities organised for members.

			The club supports The Smith Family which operates an extensive program of support for children from low income families, to ensure they have the requirements they need for their education. As many members are grandmothers and great-grandmothers, and some are retired educators and businesswomen, they recognise the importance of this goal and cheerfully help with fundraising. Playing cards is a pastime Shirley is involved in with different groups of players on different days; in fact, cards is prominent in her social calendar. Every Wednesday Shirley joins a group for an afternoon of 500, with players taking turnabout in holding it at their homes.

			Shirley has known some of these players for more than 60 years – Raylee (Dorman) Schultz and Elwyn (Pitcher) Rigby were her workmates at the Merbein Telephone Exchange. Others are newer acquaintances, but all are in harmony on Wednesday afternoons when the cards hit the table. Since 2014 Shirley has played Bridge every Monday afternoon with players at Mildura U3A. This was a game she needed to learn, and the U3A Bridge Club is structured for new players to learn from those with years of experience. It is not possible to put together a table where all players are at the same level and in a sense, everyone is learning as they play for either fun or a challenge, or a combination of the two.

			Monday afternoons are not enough for some; an offshoot group of ladies only play on Tuesday afternoons, rotating around their homes and making afternoon tea more of a feature.

			Travel has come back into Shirley’s life in a fairly big way since her move to Princes Court. Eileen Andriske, the friend who first invited Shirley to ‘Singing for Fun’ at U3A, travelled with Shirley on a river cruise from Amsterdam to Budapest. They were compatible travellers and enjoyed the cruise immensely, encouraging them to travel again, and they planned a cruise together to New Zealand. Unfortunately, Eileen was unable to go due to illness in her family, and travel agent Peter Haenen suggested to Shirley that a lady called Anne Lowe might take up the opportunity. Shirley rang Anne, inviting her for coffee so she could explain the situation, and Anne then took a little time to think it over. It wasn’t long before the travelling partnership ‘made in Heaven’ was formed.

			Anne and Shirley have travelled together; just themselves, in a small group or on huge or just very big cruise ships, to New Zealand, Canada and Alaska by ship and land, China with cruise and land content, Singapore, Saudi Arabia, South America, on a Pacific Islands cruise and to Australian islands King and Kangaroo. They travelled with Pat and Bev Sheean for three months through the British Isles and Europe, taking a comprehensive tour of renowned destinations, including a Beer Festival in Salzburg, Austria, and travelling by road, rail and sky.

			Their South American trip was for five weeks in a small group, including other Mildura ladies, and travel across land and sea was mostly by plane.Highlights included Iguassu Falls on the border of Brazil and Argentina, Rio de Janeiro where the statue of Christ the Redeemer stands tall above the city and is one of the New Seven Wonders of the World, Catacombs in Lima and the world famous Lost City of the Incas at Machu Picchu. This 30-day trip was an enormous adventure and made a lasting impression on Shirley of sights she couldn’t have comprehended without seeing them first-hand.

			First-hand is a clue to how Shirley ‘ticks.’ In her life she has been able to grasp so many opportunities and changes, not all positive but overcoming the negatives have been where she has shown her strength. In doing this she has been able to assess her innate resources and apply them to many situations, but also turn to other resources to acquire new skills and extend her natural creativity and capability. She has been ‘hands-on’ in so many ways, she has been happy and sad, she has lived her life fully and at 83 is still always moving forwards. May she do so with a crammed diary for many more years.
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