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			JIM DOUGLAS 

			in conversation with Denise McCarthy

			The farm was almost our entire world.

			In the pages of Jim Douglas’s story there are many historic and colourful words and names, relating to his purely Millewa heritage. Jim’s birth, background, character, life experience and sense of humour are shaped by his life in the Millewa, as are those of his five children, with all their attributes. Jim’s life is also touchingly interwoven with his wife Irene’s; they shared a true, beautiful love story, throughout their life on the land, with all its ups and downs.

			James Morris Douglas was the oldest of three sons born to Gerald James Douglas and his wife Keren, née Swale. Gerald fought with the Australian Army in World War I and when he returned to Australia, he took some time to decide his path forward. He rode a bicycle around Tasmania for time and space to try to understand the terrible recent past and envisage his future. Subsequently, his character was usually revealed as “cool, calm and collected” and his life-long motto was “if a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well”.

			As well as investigating Tassie, Gerald tried differing pursuits in this post-war hiatus, including working on the family farm at Menzies Creek in the hills near Melbourne. While there, he met and courted Keren and with a clearer view of the future, decided to apply to a “land lottery” in Victoria’s north-west. This was a Federal Government program open to returned members of the armed forces and others willing to forge a new direction in an undeveloped, marginal area of the state. To make his own investigations, Gerald proactively travelled to Werrimull where he found work digging State Rivers Water Supply channels and, like many others, lived in a tent.

			In 1926, having been allotted Block 25, Gerald returned to his parents’ home, near where Keren’s widowed mother ran a guest house, to prepare for the couple’s wedding. They married in June 1926 and shortly afterwards drove, with all their worldly possessions, in a T-model Ford to Werrimull, and on to Werrimull South where their canvas “home” awaited, close to the pine ridge which would eventually be the location for their house. 
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			Gerald and Keren 1926, the very early days

			While they slept and lived in the tent, Gerald built a one-roomed “crib” of pine logs and corrugated iron; this was such a sturdy build it still stood, close to the farmhouse, when Jim and Irene moved to Mildura in 2002. For nearly two years from their arrival, Keren and Gerald slept in the tent and lived during the day in the crib, where a wood-burning stove furnished both warmth and a cooking fire, and they had room to stretch to their full height.
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			Lucky Jim in his second year with the log built ‘crib’ in the background. The dictionary defines ‘crib’ as a ‘holiday shack’

			The third stage in establishing their home was building their weatherboard farmhouse, and with their first child now expected the race was on. Ideally, the house would be ready for Keren and the baby to come home to, on leaving hospital. Jim was an obliging baby; his birth was on-time, not foreshortening the time available to finish the build nor presenting with “distracting” complications. 

			While Keren and her baby recovered, the building contractor and his offsider ‘GJD’, as Gerald the exemplary crib builder and head of the house came to be known in the family, powered to the finish line. Resting on stumps, the timber house must have felt like a mansion when the new family moved in, enjoying the largest of its three bedrooms and a bathroom under the same roof! The sand ridge sheltering the house from the rear supported a stand of Murray Pine trees which provided shade in the hot weather and relieved the fear of being desert-bound that must have threatened the new settlers.
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			Gerald and Keren were in fine fettle when they took up the farming challenge

			James Morris Douglas was born in the Werrimull Bush Nursing Hospital on May 11, 1928, during the tenure of its first resident medico, Dr. Davis. The Hospital operated from 1927 to 1947; seventy babies were born there in its first year and hundreds more followed, with those requiring extra medical and nursing care receiving the best of both.

			During the next eight years Keren was taken by her husband to the Bush Nursing Hospital twice more, arriving back at the farm with brothers for Jim; Moray Guild, born on May 27, 1930, and Anthony Sholto (Tony) on September 11, 1936. Moray’s name, pronounced Murray, was directly from the Scottish language, as was Sholto, later passed on to Tony’s son. All three brothers would grow up hale and hearty and become very well acquainted with farm life and its “rights and responsibilities”.

			Gerald’s war experience had shaped his outlook on life, in ways which would be modelled to his sons as they grew to maturity, but the war was never mentioned. It was as much a surprise to the boys as to the general populace of Werrimull and Werrimull South when their father’s war diaries became an exhibit in the official War Museum in Canberra.

			The densely written pages record most days of Gerald’s time in France, at the front and behind it; they also reveal a great deal about his feelings at different stages from enlistment to repatriation. It was a blessing to the family that Jim, Moray and Tony were not in the age range of those required to defend their country in World War 2 or any subsequent conflict.

			In 2001 the three brothers travelled to France and Belgium, following the trail of Gerald’s diary entries to pay homage to their father and all the men whose lives were so senselessly and brutally lost. They were able to stand on the now hallowed ground where Gerald camped, fought, washed his socks, and reflected on daily events and his feelings in his diary. Above all, he survived.
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			Jim and Moray test themselves with the show cattle

			Photographs exist to prove some of the more surprising “moments” in farm life. Recently revealed is eight-year-old Jim with stick in hand, standing beside two huge roan shorthorn heifers representing the best of the Douglas farm cattle. It is 1936 and the day of an early Werrimull Show; Jim and his six-year-old brother Moray are required to walk the animals from the farm to the show site, five miles with no neighbours near the road, or other possibilities of respite or rescue. The incident may have traumatised Jim, as while he instantly recognised himself and the giant heifer in the photo, he could not recall whether they had to walk it back at the end of the momentous day!

			When an outbuilding was needed on the farm, it was a Douglas truism that it would be built by the hands and brains of GJD, and any family member big enough and skilled enough, (that is, to any degree greater than none), would be offsiders. The plan of the farm evolved to show most sheds and shelters being within a 40 m. radius of the farmhouse, a distance easily covered by growing boys old enough to be “out of nappies”.

			A childhood fable from the early years arose when six-year-old Jim was walking to lock up the chook shed at dusk, a lantern in one hand and the trusting hand of four-year-old Moray in the other. As their parents watched from the veranda, they heard Moray’s quavering voice inquire, “Foxes won’t eat you, will they Jim?” and the only slightly surer voice of Jim reply, “No, they won’t Moray.” 

			By the age of ten Jim was entrusted with numerous small jobs around the place, from bringing cows in for milking and shutting calves away, to mixing cow feed after school and milking in the early morning. Moray and Tony had their jobs to do, and as they grew taller, stronger and more capable, the younger boys took on some of Jim’s jobs while he progressed to new responsibilities.

			Jim expressed an opinion of their childhood as, “It was a time when the farm was almost our entire world. Beyond the farm boundaries our town was small and totally unthreatening, and compared with kids growing up in cities, especially in post-war Europe and the UK, world events did not touch us”.

			Time passed quickly, and suddenly it was 1933, Jim was approaching five years of age and being enrolled in school. Kids from other Werrimull South families walked to Werrimull South State School No. 4367 and it wasn’t long before Jim was initiated into this twice-a-day routine, weather permitting. The distance was one and a half miles, considerable for legs the length of Jim’s and other boys and girls of school entry age. The company of others and the variety of distractions arising, such as a mushroom the size of a dinner plate, livestock outside farm fences, stray dogs, and to Jim’s horror, a nasty-looking fox rearing up out of a hole in the ground, provided plenty of discussions amongst the kids. 

			Moray followed Jim to Werrimull South in 1935 and when a neighbouring family left their farm to return to England, the boys inherited a slow, gentle horse named Betty that became their means of transport. Tony, the youngest Douglas son, started school in 1941, the year after Jim finished at Werrimull South. Betty’s back had barely cooled down when Tony mounted behind Moray for the daily trip to school. While Moray’s and Tony’s hearts were usually light, it was a different story for Jim.
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			Moray, Tony and Jim in ‘school suits’ 1941

			Jim has modestly admitted he “didn’t have to try too hard at school” where it seems he was a big fish in a small pond. A wake-up call came when, aged 13, he joined the ranks of scholars at Geelong College in February 1941. It would have been a challenging enough change in his life becoming a boarder, so far from home, without being “a small fish in a big pond” in terms of meeting the standard of learning expected of first-year boys. On top of all that Australia was at war!

			Of course, the war had been the subject of frequent conversations on the farm and talk of fatalities and woundings was heard at places like the post office and the churches, so Jim and Moray would have knitted together strands of information. The Millewa was too far away, in every sense, for the entire population to be drawn into anything resembling panic.

			At Geelong College it was a different matter. There was an influx of boarders at all class levels as fathers left farms and businesses to join the armed forces and mothers surrendered their boys to the oversight of the College staff. These lads were most likely very concerned about their fathers and possibly became innocent purveyors of misinformation. The greater number of boarders admitted meant the individual’s adjustment difficulties were often minimised. Teachers disappeared overnight as they “signed up” and new faces – invariably older and often hard of hearing or otherwise unsuited to the job – replaced them in classrooms and on sporting fields.                                            

			Imaginations were free to run riot while playing “war games” and sharing any bits of news or information gleaned from rarely seen newspapers or overheard discussions amongst teachers and other adults. There was no social media to inform the boys, not even any nightly news to keep them up to date. Despite the added hardships imposed by the war, Jim’s two years at Geelong College passed quickly enough and without harm to his development. Two years was the limit for Jim because it was intended by their parents that the three boys would have this education experience, two years fees for each being the limit available from the farm income. Moray’s years at Geelong College were 1945 and ’46. He had two years boarding with relatives while he attended Upwey High School in Melbourne prior to arriving at Geelong, during the post-war adjustment phase. 

			Moray proved to be a diligent scholar and entered the Victorian School of Forestry, in the Gold Rush-era town of Creswick, near Ballarat in 1947. After three years of residential studies, graduating students received a Diploma of Forestry and, as in Moray’s case, a job. He was first appointed to Orbost, taking a man of the Mallee to the far-away wilds of Gippsland, where he met his wife and made his mark on the development of forest management. 

			In 1956 Moray’s marriage to teacher Rosemary Edwards was celebrated in Melbourne and most of their married life was spent in Bairnsdale, where their four children were born and grew up. In 2007 Moray died at the age of 77 and is much missed by Rosemary, Mark, Gerald, Piers and Penny. He is remembered in Bairnsdale where a large forest plantation named Douglas Park is available to the local community and visitors for recreation.

			In his fifteenth year of life (1943) Jim’s school days were done and he was working on the farm; no doubt a welcome and enthusiastic (unpaid!) apprentice to his father. In that year he progressed to cutting posts and later was known to infer he spent every working day of the entire year on that one activity. That thought is probably an exaggeration. It must be, because when he presented to the Werrimull office of the State Rivers and Water Supply Commission of Victoria, he was judged to be employable as a junior clerk, to begin in 1944. Surely his father’s company and conversations during the previous year added a great deal to Jim’s fitness for his new role. 

			There was one fly in the ointment. The only possible way to travel five miles into Werrimull, and return, appeared to be by bicycle and the road was mostly a sand track, except for the stony ruts worn by the wheels of school buses, farm vehicles and the occasional car. “I became the best scrounger for a ride to and from town that ever lived in Werrimull,” said Jim. “A bus driver prepared to make an exception introduced some “rubber rules” and I was able to use the school bus in the early years, if I was at our farm gate with my younger brother Tony. Of course, it was only in the morning that the timing worked for me but luckily there were more chances of being picked up along the road if I started walking home”.

			Jim communicated with vehicle-driving locals as an adult, and they learnt of his all-rounder abilities. To illustrate, not only was he developing the brawn to be a footballer, but he also had the brains to be secretary of the football club! The Werrimull Cricket Club stealthily claimed him first, naming him their “honorary secretary” as soon as they knew he was16! Jim turned 18 around the start of the 1946 footy season and he became Millewa’s youngest player/secretary.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			At 20 years, Jim was Werrimull Football Club player, Secretary and “would be” medal contender.

			Jim had returned from Geelong College with lightning-fast mental arithmetic mastery and a more than basic understanding of book-keeping; he was “gifted” in the eyes of many, and appreciated by some in the way computers are in the current Technology Age.

			Once the gates opened on Jim’s sporting and bureaucratic careers, they never really closed. His years at Werrimull Football Club (Magpies) included being secretary from 1946 to 1964 and president from 1971 to ’73, a Premiership year. Jim was able to “put in” about many aspects of the game as well as club business; he played 320 games in “the black and white”, with no serious injuries despite the state of the grassless grounds around the Millewa. In 1975 Jim was “talked into” the position of secretary of the Millewa Football League, from which he rose to be president of that body from 1987 to ’89. In ’88 who was the likeliest nomination for president of the WFC 60 Years Back-To Celebration? Jim Douglas, of course.

			One of the highlights of the 60 Years Celebration was the presentation to Jim of the Victorian Country Football League Badge for Services to Football 1946-1988. He was the first Life Member appointed by the Werrimull Football Club, in 1965, and he is also a Life Member of the Millewa Football League. In 2006, Jim clocked up 60 years as a Werrimull Football Club member, and his unstinting support for the club is still recognised. At home, a shelf in the family history room is laden with trophies, certificates, framed photos and ribbons from Jim’s glory days and many nights spent writing up meeting minutes and club statistics.

			He  “took his eyes off the ball” at times, to show an interest in other sports and community affairs: the short-lived Millewa Progress Association in the early ‘60’s; the Werrimull Tennis Club, of which he was president from 1967 – 69; at the same time, he was president of both the Mildura Branch of the Australian Country Party (now National Party) and its District Branch, and spent time on the Werrimull School Council. In 1975 the Millewa 50 Years “Back-To” was a memorable event under Jim’s guidance, and from 1980 to ’83 Northern Mallee Soil Conservation benefited from his contribution. 

			At least two of Jim’s commitments seem to be for life, if not longer. He was asked to be a trustee of the Werrimull Cemetery in 1971 and found himself nominally secretary, president and chairperson although a meeting was never held, nor has the Trust been declared defunct. Similarly, in 1959 he joined the Werrimull Hall Committee and was immediately appointed a Trustee; in almost 65 years there has been no notice to attend a meeting, and no information of the committee’s demise.

			Jim was employed by the State Rivers & Water Supply Commission from 1944 until he returned to the farm full-time in 1951. He worked with Gerald in his limited spare time; he was committed to the Werrimull cricket and football teams and had “wooed and won” Irene Handley, an attractive young teacher who lived in Werrimull with her parents. Irene’s father had been the postmaster there since 1938, so the family was well known in the community. Irene’s father died in 1948, and his wife Connie then took on his position and was the Werrimull postmistress until 1982, probably known to the entire Millewa population.
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			Jim and Irene on their Wedding Day 
Our Lady of Lourdes, Werrimull
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			Jim and Irene, Lorne March 1951.

			Jim and Irene liked to go dancing on Saturday nights, to a dance held in one of the settlements, doing the rounds of Werrimull, Yarara, Karawinna, Meringur, Karween and others, usually well attended and lots of fun. The social life of the Millewa was full and well organised, for all ages, as activities often revolved around sports – cricket, football, tennis, golf, water sports and others that were spontaneous rather than planned, or challenge.

			The youngest of Keren’s and Gerald’s three sons, Tony, followed the path of his brothers to Geelong College in 1951 when he was 14. He completed his secondary education there and returned to Werrimull South where he worked on the Douglas farm for a few years and introduced poultry farming. He demonstrated new skills by building the henhouses himself and other necessary structures himself. With Jim and Tony working together and developing plans, Gerald was able to see retirement on the horizon. 

			In 1960 Gerald and Keren took leave of the farm after 35 years of a mix of hard work and great satisfaction, shadowed at times by poor crops and poor prices. There was frustration too, caused by the weather and far too often by the “gutlessness” of both the A40 Ford car and the Twin City tractor. They moved back to Kallista and were rewarded with reliable rainfall and the promise of some years of few responsibilities, as the farm was now owned by the 2-year-old partnership of the brothers and their spouses.

			Sadly, Keren had only three years of retirement before illness ended her life. Gerald, however, experienced a total of 39 years from leaving the farm to leaving this world. Born on August 23, 1894, he died at the age of 95 on September 14,1989. Jim comments sometimes, “If you’ve had a hard life, you’ll have a long life”, and as he has now passed the age of his father’s death, he is expecting a few more years!

			Tony and his wife Margot (née Downie) were married in 1960 and were living on the farm, in the house Gerald and Keren had built and moved into in 1928. They had a family of four: Sholto, Marina, Keren and Kirsty, who followed their older cousins in taking all the activities on the farm, on land or in the dam, to their limits. They also found the time to do the work expected of them, as is expected of all kids on all farms.

			Jim and Irene, and the newlywed couple, officially took over the Douglas farming company in 1960 when Keren and Gerald left the Millewa. A few years earlier, Jim began to suffer abdominal pain and was eventually diagnosed with ulcerative colitis, also known as Crohn’s disease, a serious illness that made his life difficult. He was able to control the worst effects in time and learnt to live with the condition, which has proven to be incurable thus far. There were problems attending the roll-out of the new enterprise, such as Jim needing hospital treatment but as farmers seem to, they made the best of it!
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			Jim and Irene’s home: A cottage removed from a neighbouring farm by “whatever means available”

			Jim and Irene were engaged in 1950 and planning a wedding at Our Lady of Lourdes Church in Werrimull in 1951. The couple bought a cottage from neighbours who were returning to England, and had it moved to the Douglas property by Ferris Removalists from Mildura. They skillfully manoeuvred the building through paddocks, fences, gates – whatever was in the way, and set it down on the site that had been prepared two hundred metres or so from the main house on the farm. When the cottage had “settled down” from the move, Jim added a veranda at the back and along one side, and a carport. The old A40 had been consigned to history now and a new Zephyr needed to be kept in the shade!
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			In 1945 Irene had been posted to Flagstaff School, a one-teacher school near Wargan, as a junior teacher (in training) and earned a qualification from Ballarat Teachers College. It needs to be added that Irene was the only teacher, at 17 years of age and with no training or experience! This was Victoria’s “training on the job” scheme, fortunately not to become widespread. It was decided Flagstaff School would close before the 1946 school year due to the low number attending and Irene was granted the opportunity for further training at Melbourne Teachers College, where she graduated in Infant Teaching. She then returned home and taught Infants classes at Werrimull State School. Wartime upheavals of teacher training and staffing in schools opened the door to regulatory changes and Irene was permitted to keep working, rather than accept mandatory retirement, after her marriage to Jim in 1951.

			Irene worked until she was released on maternity leave in 1953 and their first child, Peter, was born at Mildura Base Hospital. Peter soon had Judith as a playmate as they were close in age, and numerous photos show how they shared interests in their natural surroundings and in creative play. 
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			Peter and Judith’s creative play

			Lisa was born in 1958 when Peter was heading off to school and Judith had a real-life baby to play “mother and baby” with for a short time, before she went to school. After an interval of a few years when Irene had rejoined the workforce, she opted out again and Malcolm and Christopher joined the clan. Builder Jack O’Brien, with Jim as his offsider, added two bedrooms and a playroom to the cottage, changing it into a substantial house to accommodate them all. 

			In the early 1980’s Jim and Irene and Tony and Margot dissolved their partnership and Tony, Margot and their family made their new home on Garston Station, roughly 35 kms from Wentworth on the Darling River in New South Wales. Irene and Jim remained on the farm and son Chris returned in 1987, his gap year between school and university, to work full-time. He continued to assist and learn from his parents during Uni and job holidays for the next few years, and in 1995 joined Jim and Irene full-time and for the foreseeable future. Chris and Jim worked well together, and it became clear during the next five years that handing over the farm was a real option. Chris took over in 2001, allowing Irene and Jim to prepare for their move to Mildura.
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			Four generations of the Douglas Family Gerald (grandfather), Jim (father), Percy (great grandfather) and Peter Charles Douglas

			Jim spoke from his own experience of those factors that meant terrible loss and disappointment for Mallee farmers generally, and especially for Millewa battlers. He pointed out that in some instances farmers were in a better position because of the quality of their “ground”, the land on which their farm was situated. Other variables were the financial stake they took to the farm when they started, and the conscientiousness of the farmer. Luck had to be a factor for everyone – family illness, enforced absence from the farm for any reason, or machine disasters, could not always be managed by the farmer. There were ups and downs for everyone, though not always the same ups and downs.

			Irene and Jim developed a new plan for the future of the farm, which came to fruition in 1986 when “Mallee Farm” was opened to tourists, offering day visits of one to two hours. The original weatherboard house was set up as a family museum and the purposes of several of the farm’s sheds and shelters were explained as the visitors walked around. A typical Millewa farm afternoon tea was served to the visitors.

			A bed-and-breakfast was added and enjoyed by many guests who, after an overnight stay, had the opportunity to ask more questions of Irene and Jim over a farmhouse breakfast, and to view implements and machinery in more depth. With the help of their oldest son Peter who transferred many historic photos to slides, Jim and Irene put together a comprehensive slide show depicting the Mallee Farm from 1926 to the 1970’s. The exposure of these pictures to their tourist visitors was of major importance in conveying the history of the Millewa farming region. In a foreword to an explanatory booklet Irene, an empathic and gracious woman, wrote “We tell our family story because it is typical of the stories of other original settlers in this district.”
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			The Douglas family 1997
when the farm at Werrimull was home

			Around 1995, Jim and Irene started to slow down the tourist operation and it ceased in 1998. They had the satisfaction of knowing that visitors appreciated the authenticity of their presentation and locals had their industry and lifestyle held up for acclaim. The modest growth in their income would have made more difference in one of the terrible years of drought, hailstorms, torrential rain and crop disease which led to partial or complete crop “fail”, but it was very acceptable.
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			They moved to Mildura in 2002 and established a retirement routine that suited them well. They celebrated the 60th anniversary of their marriage in 2011 and Irene, whose health had been declining for some time, died on March 1, 2012. She was buried in the Werrimull Cemetery and on the right day Jim enjoys a “cuppa and chat” with one or two family members at her grave. Having long been capable of handling two jobs at one time, he continues to multi-task his duties as the Werrimull Cemetery Trustee, Chairperson, Secretary and Treasurer (all appointments made in1971).
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			Peter, Jim, Malcolm and Chris on Easter Saturday 1994
“Not everyone gets lucky”

			Jim has passed the lifetime milestone set by his father of 95 years and looks forward to whatever length of life is ahead of him. If his hearing had lasted the distance, he would find daily communications easier, but his sharp wit and healthy sense of humour are always at the ready. Jim’s home is the centre of a lively network of family members, carers, friends and helpers and when there isn’t someone visiting, he returns to the activity he has not tired of over the past ten years – jigsaw puzzle solving.

			He has completed 270+ puzzles of the most incredible range of subjects, from ferocious wild beasts to butterflies in magnificent stately gardens, and castles in numerous countries. Just as in the Millewa days, Jim is maintaining interests suited to his current abilities; his eyes, fingers and especially mind operate brilliantly.
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			Jim – the jigsaw king

			Thank you for sharing your story with The Mallee’s Living Histories Jim. May it live long on your families’ bookshelves.
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