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			Joan Hassell 

			in conversation with Judi Harris

			They were good times! 

			Joan Isabel Wilson stood on the dock at Port Melbourne two days after her twenty-first. With the two red suitcases she had been gifted for her birthday beside her, she looked up at the huge ship she was about to board. What was going through her mind at that time? What did she imagine was going to happen when she disembarked in Canada, weeks later, with no accommodation booked and no job arranged? Her best friend Sandra James stood beside her. Sandra was accompanied by her two blue suitcases and little else. The girls were off on an adventure, excited at the thought of the unknown; the unexpected experiences that awaited them. It was 1960. Joan has lived most of her life in Mildura after being born at Windulva Hospital in 1939, to Bill and Win Wilson.

			Windulva was the elegant marital home of a prominent leader of the Mildura community, clement John de Garis. It was named after his three daughters, Winifred, Dulcie, and Vera. It later became a private hospital but was eventually demolished to build a centre for handicapped children.
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			Joan’s twenty-first birthday celebration

			Leaving Adelaide in 1938, her parents had moved to Mildura where Bill continued his work with the PMG. 

			He stayed with the Postmaster General’s Department until his retirement in the late 1960’s, interrupted only for war service. Bill served in the Navy as a telephonist on the destroyer, HMAS Nepal, travelling to India, Burma and at the end of the war, to Okinawa. On discharge, Bill continued with telephony as telegrams were being widely used in communications.

			During the war years, Win took on a job as a sweets’ cook at the Mildura Base hospital, riding to work on her bicycle. After the war, Joan was pleased to be allowed to ride the bike herself. Win’s mother came from Adelaide during the war years to care for Joan, while her mother went to work. She was a strict lady of her generation and had been a seamstress making men’s and ladies suits from her Adelaide shop. She had three children and fostered others but enjoyed Mildura so much she stayed on after the war, living with the family in Olive Avenue. Joan has many memories of her time growing up at 117 Olive Avenue and later at 26 Olive Avenue where her parents purchased their last house.

			“At our house Grandma would collect the peppercorns and burn them to keep the mosquitoes away. It was very effective. At night-time, during a hot summer, we would sleep on the front lawn with the sprinkler going on our feet. My Christmas memories are of a pillow slip on the end of the bed. I can still remember the smell of Christmas, whether it was lollies or something sweet. We wouldn’t get much for Christmas. At Easter I always got a sugared egg from John Martins in Adelaide. They were so beautiful I couldn’t eat them”.

			Joan’s brother Allan arrived in 1947 and was welcomed by a proud, big sister. When Allan left school at 16, he joined the navy as his father had done. He did a tour of duty in Vietnam on the destroyer, HMAS Hobart. In 1968, the boat was accidentally attacked by the US air force during the night of June 16. The three missiles that were fired killed two men and wounded eight before the destroyer fired back. The Hobart was extensively damaged and was taken to Subic Bay for repairs. Allan lost a good friend in this attack and remembered the experience as very traumatic.

			Joan remembers a close call Allan had as a child. “We went to the Red Cliffs pool once, when my brother was little, and he fell in. Luckily, someone pulled him out, but Grandma would not go there again. We usually swam at the pool down on Seventh Street where the skate park is now; it was filled with river water”.

			A childhood spent in Mildura meant there were always other children to play with in the street or to accompany to the Ozone cinema. “On Saturday afternoons we sometimes went to movies. We were given a shilling and had 6d (sixpence) to enter and 6d to get an ice-cream from Thom Pack’s on the way home. Sunday after church we would go to Joakim’s for a sundae. We would hang out in the area with other kids”.

			Because Joan’s grandmother came from Adelaide and had children there, she often took Joan back there for holidays. Joan remembers, “It was often an adventure getting to Adelaide. Sometimes I went with my grandmother on the paddleboats to Morgan, the Gem twice and the Marion once. We slept on the boats and ate lots of fish. The boats travelled at night and when they stopped for supplies, they would ring a bell and load up with wood and food. They would collect fish along the way for the meals. They stopped at Morgan where the steam train to Adelaide would be waiting. We stayed with my aunts and uncles in Adelaide and would return to Mildura by bus. We crossed on the ferry at Blanchetown. Sometimes, when I went to Adelaide by bus, we would stop at Lake Cullulleraine for morning tea. You could get a drink and a sandwich at the shop there. I did a lot with my grandmother, as she was free to travel. I was the eldest granddaughter. We went to Melbourne sometimes on a steam train and stayed at the People’s Palace. I slept on the baggage rack above the seats”.

			The people’s palace was a hotel built by the salvation army in 1926. It provided accommodation for up to 500 people in single, double and family rooms. The rooms of the people’s palace are described around the time of its opening as ‘simple, but comfortably furnished’.

			While life was a lot of fun and games for children in the 1940’s and 1950’s, their parents still had to manage with few mod-cons. In time new household items began to appear, but they were expensive, and many families could only replace old facilities gradually. Joan remembers, “When we moved to 26 Olive Ave, we still had a copper to do our washing. We still had an ice chest. Mum then bought a second-hand kerosene fridge. Mum cooked inside on a wood fire. We had a chip heater to warm the water in the bathroom. I spent some of my free time at the Clark house, our neighbours, and if we slept over, Mrs. Clark used to cook a dish, very similar to semolina and hot, buttered toast on Saturday morning. She had five children and would always cook for us, as extras. 

			“She did her washing in a big steel tub. Dot, the eldest was a good friend. They were Seventh Day Adventists, and we would play games on Saturday mornings I would go to the movies and come back and retell the stories. We would act out the stories and create plays. Other children would also visit from the street and join in the games”.
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			Starting school

			School at Sacred Heart Primary, followed by St Joseph’s College in Twelfth Street, meant Joan did not have far to travel from Olive Avenue. “The nurses from the hospital had quarters behind the Presbytery. They were like big sleepouts. There were lots of peppercorn trees there and we played there while at school. We made houses with stones for walls and the boys would have fun kicking them all away. We sat under the peppercorn trees to talk. Sometime in grade 2, I fell off mum’s bike and broke my arm. Because I couldn’t use it, I got to hold the pointer on the blackboard while the other students recited their times tables. I took a sandwich to school for lunch, vegemite or cheese, maybe also a piece of fruit”.

			Joan started her first job at Bowring’s, on Saturday mornings, when she turned 15. She worked in the haberdashery department and eventually purchased a pushbike from saving up the 5 shillings she got paid. Later, Joan also bought a bedroom suite after saving up her salary. On leaving school, Joan worked there full-time for a year. After this she returned to St Joseph’s College to do the twelve-month Commercial course.

			Her second job was working for Pete Pullen, the solicitor, who had a practice near the ANZ buildings. She was living at home and walked to work every day. Peter then moved to an office near Stuart and Harrison where another girl worked with Joan in the office. After four years Joan moved to Melbourne and went to a Business College, where she learnt to operate one of the big, new accounting machines. In Mildura she had bought a Vespa scooter which she took to Melbourne.

			She was staying out at Niddrie with Edna Morrison and would sometimes take the tram but usually rode her scooter to work. She would have been quite the ‘girl around town’ in the late 50’s. Joan’s third job came after the accounting school and was at the Grosvenor Hotel. This was the first permanent job she had in Melbourne and required her to do the typing and reception work.
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			Joan and her brother Allan 

			When Joan came home for her 21st birthday in 1960, she brought a dress that had been made in Melbourne. The party was held next door in Mrs. Beer’s house as she had a boarding house with a large room. It was an important gathering for the Wilson family as next day, Joan was to leave with her friend Sandra on their overseas trip of a lifetime. While Joan had originally had ideas of a trip to New Zealand, Sandra was more ambitious and suggested Canada. It didn’t take Joan long to say “yes”.
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			Joan (on the right) in her cokette’s marching uniform

			Joan had been friends with Sandra James since they had been in the marching girls together. Sandra’s parents drove them down to Melbourne. The girls had booked a four-bunk cabin which they shared with two other girls they didn’t know. Standing together on the dock, they looked up at the massive SS Oronsay. It was the second Orient Line ship built after World War 2 and could carry 1,500 passengers and a crew of over 600. Joan remembers the trip as, “an exciting time, but when we got off the ship in Vancouver, we said, ‘what do we do now?’ We looked around for accommodation, staying at a house in Vancouver until we got a job. I got a job in the Toronto Dominion Bank after checking the newspapers for advertisements. It was not hard to get work. Sandra also got a job in a bank. We ended up in the neighbourhood of Kitsilano in a two-bedroom apartment. The boys who had travelled with us, also had a unit in the same building. We were a group of about eight and did lots together on weekends. There was always something to do on weekends. I went to the Calgary Stampede and other events. It was a great opportunity to learn about others. We were quite naïve at the time, so it was a quick learning experience”.

			“After six months some of the group moved on. We often went to Stanley Park and the homes of friends from work. We would go to a house for Thanksgiving and to cabins in summer for weekends. One time we went to Seattle in a car with a friend whose parents had a cabin there. As we crossed the border back into Canada, after declaring we ‘had nothing’, they found something purchased in America. Then we all had to line up to be checked, as they restricted any goods coming across the border. After this experience, we declared everything we bought.

			“I went to Grouse Mountain skiing, and I saw snow for the first time. We went to Alta Lake, near Whistler, for a weekend as someone knew someone who had a cabin. We took the train up and the cabin was on the other side of the lake. In the winter the water was mostly frozen, slushy in places, but we walked right across it. It was a very different experience. There were a few from our group who wanted to go to England and travel around in a Combi van. Sandra decided to go with them, but I stayed in Canada as I had to save up for my return fare. After finishing work there, I came back on a boat with an older Canadian girl. She eventually married an Australian”.

			“I was 23 when I got back. I worked at the TAB for a while and then full-time at Charlie Beaumont’s in Deakin Avenue, as well as part-time at both drive-ins. Charlie sold plastic piping for irrigation. I learned a lot about pipes, including how to expand them, but I mainly did all the books and accounts. I stayed there until I got married in 1964”.

			Herb Hassall came to Australia from England with his parents at the age of two. It was after a large miners’ strike. They lived in Williamstown with his uncle before Herb went back with his mother Lucy to England for his grandparents’ 50th wedding anniversary. His father stayed in Melbourne and one day, when getting off a tram going to the football, he was hit and killed by a car. Lucy and Herb came back six months later. In a coincidence, Lucy met someone who came from Mildura, and she was invited to come up here to do dressmaking. When in England, Lucy had worked in a blouse department making blouses for Queen Mary, the wife of King George V.

			She had a holiday in England, then worked for the Singer family. She saw a machine with a different bobbin and told the Singers who then made the first bobbin machine in England. In Mildura, Lucy had a good business in the T and G building and then moved to the lane near Etherington’s. She had large rooms at the back and had many girls working for her.

			“Herb went to school here, then to St Patrick’s College in Ballarat. He began at the Mildura Co-Op after school for a few years, before going up to the cane fields. When he came back, he returned to the Co-Op and worked in the chemistry area managing the citrus section. They made all types of jams under the Padlock brand. After the mid-sixties he got together with Bruce Weir making orange juice. This required him to travel overseas looking at machinery and the fruit growing techniques.

			Herb then applied for a block in Buronga, in Pitman Avenue on the border with Gol Gol. In 1958, he got one of the last land allocations that were being offered after the devastating 1956 floods. In these early days, Herb grew rock melons and peas. It was a 32-acre property which Herb cleared and planted while he was still working full-time days at the Co-Op. Joan worked casually at the 15th St drive-in. The Mildura Rowing Club social group would go there on cowboy nights which were Wednesdays. They would sit outside the cars with the speakers on. That’s where Joan was invited to go out with them and watch the end of the movie. Herb Hassall was one of this group and this is where he and Joan Wilson met.

			The Rowing Club group would regularly go on Sundays to the Wentworth Hotel, where Ron Shea would play the piano. They would have singsongs with Doug Cornell. Peter Russell, Barry Kilpatrick, Max Barnes and others would come to the Sunday afternoon gatherings in the beer garden as the Mildura pubs weren’t open. Sometimes they had picnics at Lake Cullulleraine. It was a large group of around twenty or more people, and they would often have dances and functions in the old rowing club. It was on the Wentworth wharf that Herb asked Joan to marry him. He was fourteen years older, but it was a partnership that was meant to be. After their marriage in 1964 at the Catholic Church they had their honeymoon in Queensland. Joan remembers that when they got to the Blue Mountains it was too cold to stop, so they just kept heading north to the Gold Coast. It was a time for weddings. Joan’s brother Alan also got married in 1964 and Sandra married Allan Warwick, a man she had met in Canada.

			When they returned to Mildura, the Hassalls rented three rooms on the front of the home of Miss Richardson, the podiatrist. They built a new house on the Gol Gol block early in 1965 and moved over the river in June 1965. A month later Joan and Herb went to the Astor with Sandra and Warrick, to see the movie ‘Tom Jones’. Joan was due to have their first child. By the time they got home Joan knew the baby was coming, so up to the hospital they went. Janelle was born in June. Dean was born two years later in April 1967. Then Melissa in 1973 and Gareth in 1974. Joan’s mum would come over and help when needed.
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			Herb and Joan’s ‘new home’, 1965

			The kids went to the Buronga Primary school, as it was so close, they could ride their bikes. Joan quickly got involved in school affairs. She remembers, “We went to the first mother’s club meeting at the school and asked whether they had a fete. When they said “no”, I said I could take it on. I didn’t realise how long it would last. Some other ladies got involved and this grew each year to become the International Festival it is today. Mum and Dad would often come over and help if I was busy. Janelle went to Coomealla High at first and then went into Mildura for High School. The others went to the Technical School in Mildura. I helped a bit in the canteen. The kids played a lot outside on the block. They would build fires under the citrus trees and cook sausages. The girls had horses and went to Pony Club. Dean got interested in motor bikes.

			“We moved into citrus and grapes. The citrus went into juice so that was easier to pick with a contractor. The grapes were dried.  They were good times. It was busy on the block with the baby and helping out. Herb kept working full-time at the Co-Op and would drive home for lunch every day. As we were in New South Wales, Herb had to keep an eye on the paddleboat movements to make sure that the lift span wasn’t raised when he was due to head back to work. It could be raised for what seemed like a long time. I had the garden to look after, and I helped on the block.
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			“Herb’s mother, Lucy, had a rose garden at the block before the house was built. She would do the flowers for the church every week and sometimes daily, right up through the 1960’s and 1970’s. She lived in Chaffey Avenue but would load up her car every day with buckets and would drive out to our block where she had an acre of flowers planted. She’d take them to church for weddings and services. Herb retired from the Co-Op in the early 1980’s and took up full time work on the block. He came in one day and said he felt sweaty and hot with chest pains. After a shower we jumped in the car and took him to Mildura. They admitted him to hospital after realising it was a heart attack. Dean had applied to go to teacher training college but delayed it for a year so he could help with the block while Herb recovered.

			“We sold the block and moved into Jubilee Drive in Mildura in 1988. Gareth and Melissa were still going to school. Herb collapsed one day and had a pacemaker fitted. After we moved into town, I wanted something to do and took a job with Graham and June Gugger in their florist shop, the Floral Dell. I took all the phone orders and did the bookwork. Herb began working for Fitzpatrick Estate Wines in Irymple, checking on the grapes. I also worked there in the cellar door for about fifteen years on weekends. I enjoyed mixing with different people and the social side of working. When I was out working on weekends, Herb would clean all the floors. I loved the winery and would go back now and do some work if I could, as it’s good to be out and meeting people.

			“Janelle had left home by then. Dean had finished teaching but was also training to be a pilot. When he got offered a teaching job here in Mildura, he also got offered a pilot’s job, which he accepted. Gareth went to Adelaide to do a TAFE course and is still living there with his partner Lee-Anne. Melissa worked in the travel industry and started her own travel business locally. My first grandchild, Jessica was born when I was 50, in 1989. We continued to be involved in the Rowing Club as Herb stayed involved in the social activities, becoming a Life Member. There were a lot of social events, and we would go to many gatherings together. The bucks’ nights were popular as they fished and camped out. “We had lots of parties and there were often dress-up nights. We would go to Lake Cullulleraine or up the Murray to camp. We would take vans and often dress up in our long dresses for a party. All our kids would enjoy the freedom of being in the bush.

			“We liked to take our kids to White Cliffs and go fossicking. The kids had many experiences camping at places like Lake Victoria. We had the most wonderful holidays at the Cleary’s with big fires and outdoor experiences. We slept in tents and all the kids played together. We took the youngest children on a trip up the Birdsville Track when they were in Primary school. I think they were often bored, but it was a good experience to do so much travelling across the country. I loved open fire cooking, and we were well set up with equipment.
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			I think they were often bored, but it was a good experience to do so much travelling across the country.  I loved open fire cooking, and we were well set up with equipment. 

			“We would travel to rowing regattas often, once having a trip to Bundaberg for the King’s Cup. Locally, we would visit members who had properties in NSW for fishing and camping trips. We always had a caravan, doing many trips when the kids were younger. Herb would also go on ‘men’s trips’, around Australia.

			“I gave up regular work at the winery in my fifties, to open a shop with a friend. It was Rhonda’s Gift Wear in Eighth Street. Gail Sagasser, a friend through rowing, shared the working week with me. We did half a week each. It was fun going to the trade exhibitions in Melbourne and stocking the shop. We had to be careful as city fashions were not always in vogue in the country. We had the shop for about six years. In 1995, my mum had become sick and injured her hip in a fall. She was in her mid-eighties. She was sent to Bendigo after treatment in Mildura, but they couldn’t fix the problem. She moved into Rachel Wilson House as she couldn’t walk. Dad eventually moved into the dementia unit. After selling the shop, I continued back at the Winery until I was in my 60’s.

			“When Rachel Wilson closed, they both moved to the nursing home in Ontario Avenue. Mum’s hip remained infected for a long while. I visited her every night as I felt guilty for having put her in the home, even though it was needed for her extra care. Mum was in the nursing home for seven years. Dad died in 2000 and mum in 2002 at the age of 92. I was still doing occasional work at the winery on weekends. Herb and I moved to Sapphire Court where we lived for almost twenty years. We wanted to travel more and had travelled to Queensland often, especially to Rainbow Beach.
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			Joan and Herb with their children and grandchildren 

			“Our last trip was when Melissa got married on Daydream Island. When we returned, we sold the caravan. Herb was having trouble walking by this stage with knee trouble. We still travelled and took two trips to Hong Kong to see Dean who lived there with his family. When Herb was 85, he had tests that showed scarring on his lungs. His knees were bad, and he couldn’t walk easily. He died in 2020”. 

			Joan is very proud of her children, Janelle, Dean, Gareth and Melissa and her grandchildren, Jessica, Bailey, Charlise and Karina. She keeps in good health apart from a tendency to catch bronchitis and hay fever. Her regular physical activity includes gym classes, especially Zumba twice a week, which she hopes to get back to, after a four-week holiday to Europe in October 2022. The trip, with her two girls and Charlise, includes time in England and a European river cruise.

			When asked about longevity, Joan says, “I’d like to be around longer than my dog”. After nine full-time jobs and many part-time jobs, working on a block, volunteering, lots of travel with family and friends and a fitness regimen, it’s looking as if Joan is a role model for many of us, if we wish to make the most of life.
Judi.
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