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			ELWYN FRANKEL

			in conversation with Di Butler

			Life was pretty tough for women on properties in those days – a lot of hard work and we had to make our own fun.

			‘Life is a journey with many twists and turns – we can all look back and say I wish I had done that, or I wish I hadn’t done such and such. Regrets are no help; we have to look for the good times. I’ve had plenty of those.’ These and much of the following are Elwyn’s words, and this is her story.

			It was 1901 when Elwyn’s father five-year-old Benjamin Thomas Wakefield arrived on the Darling River with his father, after travelling from Morgan by paddleboat. Benjamin was to be the eldest of nine children born to Thomas and Edith Wakefield who had purchased Minda Point Station after their relocation from Adelaide.

			Elwyn’s mother Violet Myrtle Barnes was born five years later, the eldest daughter of nine children born on Lethro Station to parents Denholm and Lizzie Barnes. Benjamin spent his early years at Minda Station as a shearer and horse breaker, before joining the army as a private on 25 May 1916. His enlistment documents describe his occupation as boundary rider. As one of the original Anzacs he served in the 32nd infantry battalion. During his war service Benjamin suffered a bullet wound to his shoulder and returned from duty in August 1919 at the age of 21, after spending the majority of his war service in France.

			Benjamin and Violet married in 1924 after his return from the war, having purchased a property known as Carstairs Station for fourteen thousand pounds while they were engaged. Carstairs Station is a twenty-eight-thousand-acre property in outback NSW, twenty kilometres south of Pooncarie, and currently still owned by descendants of the Wakefield family.

			The couple went on to have five children, four of whom survived. Elwyn’s brother Kenny died of diphtheria aged two and a half. Elwyn’s parents would go onto to live long lives – her mother passing away at aged 78 from cancer and her father living until he was 93.

			Elwyn Violet Wakefield was born in May of 1933 and grew up on Carstairs where she lived until she was 21. With a space of seven and eight years between Elwyn, her older sister Phylis, and brother Gordon and another gap of seven years between her younger sister Melva, Elwyn describes her early life as “sheltered”. Spending a lot of time on her own and forced to amuse herself, she felt she may as well have been an only child.
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			Elwyn Violet Wakefield

			

			There was, however, never a shortage of animals for company and there was rarely a time when they were not feeding an animal from a bottle or dish of milk. A constant stream of motherless lambs and calves, or sometimes joeys who were taken from their mother’s pouch after she had been killed. The family killed their own mutton and there was an abundance of fruit and vegetables from her father’s well-tended garden.

			Fish from the river and sometimes rabbit graced the dinner table, and there was always homemade bread made by Elwyn’s mother. Later the mailman delivered bread twice a week along with the mail. ’To collect the mail, we had to cross the river and travel about one and a half miles to reach our mailbox on the main road.’

			One of Elwyn’s earliest memories is of being bathed in a big tin tub in the outside washhouse, with water bucketed from an outside copper. There was no bathroom at Carstairs until Elwyn was about nine years old.

			As a child Elwyn loved to hear the chugging of the paddle steamer wheels and watching as everyone lined the banks of the Darling to watch the steamers pass, with the captain giving a few toots on his horn as he made his way down the river. When shearing was finished Elwyn remembers watching the wool bales being rolled down the bank from the woolshed and loaded onto a barge that was towed behind the steamer.

			On the property huge logs of wood fed the steam driven engine to pump water to the property’s lucerne crop, a small fruit orchard, and to flood the clay tennis court in winter. Elwyn remembers when she was very young being taken for rides in the pony and gig but surprisingly, she never learnt to ride a horse.

			Living so remotely trips to town were few and far between in those days, perhaps three or four times a year, when the family would spend a few days in town buying essentials. During those trips the family stayed with Elwyn’s maternal grandparents, dossing down wherever they could fit. Only in case of extreme illness or urgency were there extra trips to town. Consequently, for most of the time Elwyn’s only contact with other people was a few close neighbours, the closest living ten kms away.

			

			Elwyn recalls a story her father told of travelling to tell his brother about the birth of another brother’s child, requiring him to ride his horse sixteen miles in pouring rain before swimming the horse across the river to deliver the happy news.

			Much of Elwyn’s very young years were spent setting rabbit traps. Elwyn would travel up the big red hill to the west of her house with half a dozen rabbit traps over her shoulder and a handful of carefully cut pieces of newspaper, used to keep the sand from running under the plate of the trap which would render it useless. She remembers selecting the burrows and setting her traps carefully and marking each burrow with a large number so she could find the traps again. If she was lucky enough to make a good catch, she could scarcely carry the bag home as it weighed almost as much as she did. ‘When I received my fourpence a pair I thought I was rich.’

			On one occasion, after much wheedling, Elwyn managed to persuade her father to let her have three brand new traps to set for foxes. Despite her father saying they were too strong for her, she wouldn’t be told and set off with her three-year-old sister to set the traps at an old gateway where fox tracks were visible. While laying the traps Elwyn accidently set one off and caught her finger. Try as she might open the trap jaws and didn’t know where to stand for fear of stepping on another and being caught by her foot as well. Elwyn’s sister was sent screaming home to get her mother, however by the time she arrived Elwyn had managed to free herself. ‘Dad was right those traps were too strong.’

			Living on the banks of the Darling River meant setting tins to catch the big blue yabbies. When the river was low during summer Elwyn would beg a bone from her mother, or maybe a bit of raw kangaroo meat from her father. The buckets when pulled from the river yielded many yabbies and she’s not sure she enjoyed this pastime, as she feared the big yabbies and didn’t like eating them anyway.

			In those days there were many ways to make money… trapping rabbits and selling kangaroo and fox skins, which were carefully treated with arsenic and stored until sold. The family became quite professional and Elwyn could skin a rabbit without any problems. Elwyn’s job was usually “chief gutter”, and she could gut 400 pair of rabbits a night – ‘Dad used to say I was the best rabbit gutter on the Darling’. There was a time when a bounty of two shillings and sixpence was paid on the heads of wedgetail eagles so there was usually a string of those hanging in the old skin hut.

			There were times when water was scarce on Carstairs Station, and the kangaroos would be found drinking the precious water meant for the sheep. Elwyn’s Dad would go down to the dam just before sunset, armed with his rifle to lay in wait for the kangaroos to appear. Elwyn always wanted to go and sometimes the whole family would camp in the banks of the dam known as “tip heads”. Under threat of not being able to go again, Elwyn would lie still and watch for the big kangaroos to come in. On most occasions she would eventually doze off to sleep, waking to find the billy on the campfire and her father skinning kangaroos at a great pace. If it had been a good night much pocket money would have been earned.

			While living on Carstairs the family experienced many bad droughts as well as having to manage through the Depression, however despite these challenges the children never suffered. Elwyn recalls the dust storms that would often roll down the red sandhills to the west of the property, bringing with them many roly poly bushes which would stack up against the garden fence. As there was no electricity Elwyn’s mother would light the kerosine lamps in the afternoon to see, due to the dust surrounding the house.

			By the time Elwyn was thirteen there were a few more modern conveniences at Carstairs Station. One addition being a hand washing machine which had to be pumped up and down. Although it wasn’t easy it was better than the scrubbing board. ‘Mum was of the firm belief that the clothes would never come clean in the new appliance and believed they would need to be boiled first.’ However, she was finally convinced. Elwyn’s mother also had an iron by then which was heated by fluid stored in a tank on the back. ‘When lit it hissed and carried on and I was terrified of it, however Mum thought it was better than the old flat iron.’

			

			In latter days an engine was purchased to run a generator, and the homestead had its first electricity. ‘What a joy to turn on a light that replaced the kerosine lamps.’ Elwyn’s father had a bathroom built onto the house and later a hot water service was installed. Heated through the wood stove the family were able to finally do away with the old chip heater in the bathroom and said, “good riddance”.
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			Elwyn at age fifteen

			Shearing was always a time of great activity and Elwyn was delighted when it coincided with school holidays. Her mother always cooked for the shearing team and spent many hours in the homestead kitchen. A three-course breakfast had to be on the table at 7am sharp, then at 9.30am, huge billies of tea and tins of cake were carried down to the shearing shed. At noon ten or twelve men would come in for a hot lunch of meat and vegetables followed by a hot pudding. Three o’clock it was back to the sheds again with afternoon smoko. Teatime was another large meal with possibly soup, cold meat and salad and a sweet, or maybe stew or curry with scones.

			There was also a late-night supper available – tea cake and biscuits. One year when Elwyn was in her mid-teens her father became ill at shearing time and she and a young aunt were tasked with catering for the shearers… “what an experience!”. From the age of sixteen Elwyn took on the regular task of shearers’ cook and enjoyed her times in the shearing shed. ‘I loved to participate in the various jobs in the shed and became reasonably good at throwing the fleeces or sweeping the boards and feeding the wool into the press to be pressed into bales.’ Elwyn was often called on to help with the sheep and always enjoyed a day mustering in the paddock.

			As a child Elwyn was most afraid of the yowling wild cats that hung around the homestead at night, quite often shot by her brother. At times of high flood, snakes were always plentiful and one summer Elwyn and her brother were left to manage on their own. While working away outback and away all day, her brother would leave the gun ready for her at the back door in case she needed it. Elwyn thinks she averaged one snake a day for the week, and as she wouldn’t touch them it was her brother’s job to dispose of them when he returned home.

			Carstairs Station Homestead had an underground cellar where provisions were stored and on one occasion Elwyn heard the unmistakable slithering of a snake moving between the cartons of drinks. Her yelling bought her brother and her future husband running to dispose of a large brown snake. Occasionally a snake would find its way to the closed-in veranda and Elwyn recalls a time when she and her sister were in bed when they heard slithering sounds. Elwyn’s sister got up to check and opened the bedroom door to find a snake on the veranda. The only way out of the bedroom was onto the veranda past the snake, so they made a dash for it. After a good deal of manoeuvring in which the cartridge in Elwyn’s gun failed to fire about three times, the snake was shot by her father along with the leg of a chair!

			Elwyn has early memories of the schoolroom at Carstairs where she commenced her education when she was four and a half to make up enough pupils so the government would continue to subsidise and keep the school open. This allowed herself, her elder brother and sister, a young aunt and some cousins to get an education despite living in such a remote area. The teacher boarded with the family until the closure of the school in 1938 when the older students progressed to high school ninety miles away in Mildura. Elwyn recalls that studies after that were a bit haphazard until she started correspondence lessons, despatched from Sydney, completed, and returned by mail.

			She describes the lessons as “comprehensive” and she had no trouble coping with further education in later years. Elwyn has always thought her mother was a “saint” with the huge amount of work she did caring for the family as well as supervising those lessons, which were usually done on the end of the kitchen table. ‘I liked it best when she was baking, although it was a bit difficult when she was rolling pastry on the table when I was trying to write – those correspondence teachers where sticklers for good handwriting.’

			At age ten, after Elwyn’s period of correspondence, she spent a year as a boarder at the “Convent of Mercy” (now St Joseph’s College) in Mildura where some of her cousins also attended. Elwyn found it a very unpleasant experience and even though she had been keen to go she begged to leave. The following two years were spent boarding with her

			mother’s aunt, Mabel McLeod, while she attended Mildura High School. Mabel’s husband Uncle Mac was a shift worker with the First Mildura Irrigation Trust, and the couple had eleven children with six still living at home. Elwyn never heard Mabel raise her voice although the house was pokey, very cramped and very busy.
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			Elwyn, aged sixteen with her sister Melva, aged nine

			Although it was not what Elwyn was used to, she has always been grateful for the opportunity to experience a different way of life. While residing with the McLeod’s one of their daughters returned home with a beautiful baby boy and it was decided that Elwyn was to spend the next year living with her grandparents. Elwyn’s grandparents lived in a house known as “The Nest” owned by great uncle Charlie Barnes. Situated on the corner of San Mateo Avenue and Tenth Street, the house was enormous, consisting of six bedrooms, a huge lounge room, bathroom, cellar and extensive grounds.

			Elwyn’s grandad cared for Charlie who was a widower and suffered badly from arthritis. Elwyn found her grandma was not as easy going as Aunt Mabel and a few altercations occurred. Charlie passed away later that year and Elwyn assisted her grandmother to pack up all the household effects after his death. Elwyn hadn’t liked living away from home but enjoyed her time at Mildura High School. She liked the company of the other students, and the sporting activities which were unavailable to her before. While attending Mildura High School Elwyn won the Athletics Championship for two consecutive years.

			Time passes and at thirteen, Elwyn’s education was thought to be complete, ‘as girls only get married anyway - though on reflection I don’t see what that has to do with it’. Elwyn returned to Carstairs Station

			to supervise her younger sisters schooling. She never had her mother’s patience and describes herself as an “obnoxious teenager” because she couldn’t go anywhere.
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			Elwyn at age nineteen

			

			‘Life was pretty tough for women on properties in those days – a lot of hard work and we had to make our own fun.’ When she was sixteen her parents purchased a property on the corner of Ninth Street and Magnolia Avenue and Elwyn and her sister relocated there while her sister completed her education. When her sister had finished her schooling Elwyn moved back to Carstairs to work on the property.

			Following her marriage at twenty-one to a Red Cliffs man whom she met when he worked on a neighbouring property, Elwyn and her husband moved to Sunraysia in 1954. Together they purchased a property in Sunnycliffs growing currants and sultanas. They were to remain there for six years prior to moving to Merbein where they operated a dairy farm for three and a half years. Elwyn never learnt to milk the cows which in hindsight she thinks was a good idea! After selling the property at Merbein the family purchased another dairy farm along with thirty acres of grapes and thirty acres of citrus. The property was developed into the Ranfurly Way Animal Park in 1972, later to be known as the Golden River Fauna Gardens: mainly managed by Elwyn while her husband was truck driving. After ten years at the animal park, the family built a home on two and a half acres in Tenth Street.

			Elwyn and her husband had five children: Raymond, Murray, Alex, Lindsay, and Annette who was adopted at the age of ten months. Elwyn describes those years as being a lot of hard work rearing five children, working their properties, and establishing and running the animal park. Difficult years, that saw she and her husband grow apart and eventually divorce when their children were independent. They’d been married for thirty years.

			After her divorce Elwyn found herself living on her own in a rented flat and began work at the Mildura Base Hospital. This was to be Elwyn’s first paid job at the age of fifty. ‘You may think that is rather odd but remember I grew up in the bush, at least three hours’ drive from the nearest town - you could hardly get a job at the corner store.’

			To her surprise Elwyn became a ward help at the Mildura Base Hospital even though she had no training or experience, and she got paid! Elwyn thoroughly enjoyed the interaction with people, patients, and staff during the nine years she worked there, and the job provided much satisfaction. During her time at the hospital much to her amazement Elwyn met John Frankel who worked in the Pathology Department. In Elwyn’s words, ‘He treated me like royalty; I am not sure I will ever get over the shock.’ After some years on her own Elwyn and John were married in 1985. ‘I never knew it was possible to be so loved and respected.’

			During their fifteen years together, the couple shared a passion for ballroom dancing, making some wonderful friends along the way. Elwyn and John travelled all over the district to balls, attending every dance weekend within a 400-kilometre radius. Their favourite ball was at Walpeup which they attended every year. When not travelling away to attend balls Elwyn and John could be found at Nichols Point Hall dancing the night away to the music of Perry’s Old Time Dance Band.
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			Elwyn and John Frankel

			

			Together they trained over 400 debutants. Those years were the happiest of Elwyn’s life, ending in 1999 when John had a heart attack and died suddenly at home.

			Elwyn and John Frankel
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			Elwyn was devastated at John’s death and took a long time to get over her loss. ‘I had never known what love was and I will be for ever thankful for the fifteen years we spent together.’
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			Elwyn singing ‘Big Spender’ at age sixty-two

			In the foyer of the Ritz Hotel, Paris in 2017
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			During their time together Elwyn had worked part time in a special accommodation house in Tenth Street working with the elderly, playing the piano and taking the residents on bus trips with the help of John. While Elwyn had a few music lessons at school, she managed to teach herself to play piano as a child. She regrets that she didn’t have the training to become an occupational therapist.

			Elwyn has always led a busy life and been an active member of the community. She was a member of the Country Women’s Association from 1992-2023 and continues to be part of the CWA choir singing at senior citizens clubs and aged care homes. Always a supporter of the Mildura Show, Elwyn has volunteered in various capacities over fifty years and is a life member of the Mildura Show Society. After winning ten ribbons for her exhibits at the 2024 show she shows no sign of slowing down. Elwyn estimates she has knitted over one hundred small bears which she donates to local charities.

			Elwyn is a member of the University of the Third Age (U3A) and has been a much-loved participant in the “Writing for Pleasure” group for over twenty years. Elwyn enjoys the company, and relishes the opportunity to write, and share stories and poetry about her life. Attending other activities and social outings as part of U3A brings her much joy and keeps her busy, just as she likes it.

			Elwyn has lived on her own for the past twenty-three years in the house on the river she purchased after John died. Her four remaining children are scattered all over the country. One of the saddest times of Elwyn’s life was the loss of her son Murray aged fifty-three because of a melanoma. She knows he would have been very proud of his four children.
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			Elwyn’s children: Alec, Murray, Lindsay, and Annette
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			Elwyn with Alec, niece Deserie Wakefield*, Lindsay and Murray. 
*Deserie would in time win a bronze medal for trap shooting in the 1996 atlanta olympics.

			

			Now with nine grandchildren, twelve great grandchildren and one great-great grandchild Elwyn says that there is always something to celebrate. At ninety-two Elwyn describes herself as reasonably fit and still enjoying life. Never one to miss an opportunity she celebrated her ninetieth birthday by riding on a jet ski during a holiday to the Gold Coast, and for the past fifty years has enjoyed doing yoga.
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			Elwyn with a basket full of her crocheted teddies

			The following are Elwyn’s words:

			“I don’t know what the rest of my journey will be like, or if it will be a short trip, but then who does? I only hope that when I’m no longer on this earth that someone will be interested in some of the things I’ve written. If I were to write a book it would be about real people and the things they have done in their lives.”

			Hopefully Elwyn will be able to share her stories for many years to come - she really is an inspiration!
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