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			SUE TASSONE 

			shares her life story with Margaret Jackman 

			World War II was the reason Sue was born in Mildura and for Sunraysia being where she has spent most of her life. Her father was in the Air Force and was sent from Perth to Mildura for training. Her mother Margaret was a nurse who had come down from Broken Hill to work in the hospital. 

			At the time of Sue’s birth her father was posted overseas while her mother was living with her mother, Sue’s grandmother, at Red Cliffs. Old Dr Barker sent her mother into hospital on Victory in the Pacific Day on August 15, 1945. He was worried she wouldn’t be able to get transport to Mildura Base Hospital when required as he expected, “All hell could break out with the celebrations.” 

			Sue eventually arrived fifteen days later. Meanwhile her father was anxiously awaiting this news. His great friend Geoff Ryan always claimed he had helped bring Sue into the world, by stopping her father wearing a trench between his tent and the post tent as he paced back and forth. Jan Ryan visited Sue’s mother in the hospital and became a good friend. 

			After his return from the war Sue’s father was posted to Mt Druitt in Sydney as there was a shortage of accommodation for the many returned servicemen and families. Air Force personnel walked around knocking on doors asking residents how many people were living in the house and how many bedrooms they had. The Vincents had two small children and two bedrooms, so the Air Force said they could take a family - and that was baby Sue, her Mum and Dad. The house wasn’t even finished yet, it was only half a house, but the Vincents welcomed them. The families are friends to this day. 

			Sue’s mum told her the story about when her Dad first met Aunty Lucy Vincent. She was on the top of the ramp to the back door yelling out “You kids get out there and pick up those pansies.” The pansies were the cow droppings from the adjacent paddock, used as fertiliser for the vegie garden. 

			“Aunty Lucy was nothing fancy, but she had a heart of gold, and we loved her.” They were to return temporarily, as a family of five, nine years later. Tragically, this was to support them after her father’s hospitalisation and death from throat cancer. The children loved living with the Vincents, they ‘had a ball’, being too young to understand the situation. 
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			Sue and mother at home in Mount Druitt

			Sue’s father was a lovely man. He always had time to talk with his children, to answer their questions and explain things clearly as he wanted them to learn. He bought them a set of encyclopaedias, which would have been very expensive then, referred to as ‘the red books’. Each day her Dad would ask her to think of a word she didn’t know the meaning of. On his return from work they would look it up in the encyclopaedia. He played cornet in St Mary’s brass band, sometimes using a jam jar as a mute. He also played for them while they were in the bath, blowing bubbles with it in the water and mucking around. Their mother would be yelling from the kitchen to hurry up because she had dinner cooked and it was going cold, so he would say “Quick, wet yourselves all over so you look like you’ve been washed”. The family moved to Toongabbie, then a fairly new Housing Commission area. “There was a great sense of community, nobody locked their doors and neighbours would bring in your washing if it rained when we were out’. Guy Fawkes Night was a big event for children and adults alike. Neighbours took turns having it in their backyard. Weeks before November 5, everybody collected material for the bonfire, and somebody made the Guy to put on top. 

			It was ‘ladies a plate’ so there was always a great supper. “Mum used to make brandy snaps, honeycomb and toffee - these were a real treat, you didn’t get them often”. Each family brought their own crackers to be shared. Fathers were in-charge of the fire and letting off the fireworks. 

			One-year gum leaves were thrown on the bonfire, some of which blew over onto the table where all the fireworks were placed. These ignited and began exploding and shooting all over the place, Catherine Wheels spinning around on the ground, putting everyone in danger. The usual exits were cut off, they were all trapped. Sue’s father swung into action, throwing her over the fence onto the pile of builder’s sand on the other side. He instructed her to drag the other children out of the way as he threw them over to safety, one by one! To make it worse the big supper, sitting on the same table as the fireworks, was destroyed in the mayhem. Luckily, no one was hurt. The next day other people in the neighbourhood were curious to know why they had let off all their fireworks in one go rather than the usual practice of stretching out the excitement! 

			The family eventually got a fridge, with a small freezer compartment with just enough space for two ice trays. This was a big deal. You could make your own ice! 

			Sue’s father decided to use this for another learning opportunity. He filled ice trays with a range of foods, such as milk and jam, to test which froze first. Her mother was not impressed as he kept checking on the progress of his experiment. She said, “How will things ever get to freeze if you keep opening that door?” 

			Her father built the family a radio set. It had valves and condensers but no casing, instead he used a piece of Bakelite at the front to attach the speakers. Her mother was not impressed, protesting “How can I dust this? And it looks awful.” So, he cut out a picture from the Women’s Weekly, stuck it on the front saying, “Does that look better?” Sue loved listening to music on the radio, especially Jazz, including the music of Billie Holliday. The radio serial “Blue Hills” was an institution – everybody stopped to listen to it. Sue regularly listened to the little children’s programs, and when older remembers hearing “Jason and the Argonauts”. A wind-up record-player and a whole lot of records were purchased from people down the street, for a total cost of one pound. Her father brought them home loaded in a wheelbarrow as they didn’t have a car. The children loved these records and learned to sing many of the songs. What they didn’t understand was that some of the lyrics were actually quite suggestive. 
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			Young Sue and brother David 

			Her mother quietly removed these. The children were very unhappy about this as these were the really, catchy tunes. “All by Yourself in the Moonlight”, is one Sue still knows the words of. 

			During the holidays they took train trips into Sydney, often with their neighbours the Leaches, to go to the zoo, park, fancy city picture theatres, or Manly Beach. They took all their own food, crockery, and cutlery in big bags – there being no disposable picnic products then. So, it was quite a business loading and unloading children and bags on and off the train, especially at Toongabbie Station where the low platform created a big step down. 

			One time, upon returning, disaster struck. Baby sister Judy stepped off straight down under the train. The Guard held up the train, the driver came to investigate. Mrs Leach sternly ordered Sue, brother David, Sue and Ian Leach to line up, backs touching the station wall with the instruction “AND DONT MOVE!” They didn’t. “I was too scared to breathe!!” The big fear was the next train from Seven Hills not far behind, its view of their stationary train hidden by a bend in the tracks. 

			Two men raced down the line to stop it. Sue remembers a traveller asking, “Is this train going to move?” to which the Driver replied, “I’m the Driver and it’s not moving.” 

			The man then offered to help look for Judy by getting under the train but his very prim and proper wife said, ”Oh, no you don’t,” in a very snooty accent. Sue thought she was a terrible woman who would just leave Judy under there. 

			Meanwhile a rescue plan was put into action. After checking what Judy was wearing the Station Master used his long, hooked stick (for changing signs at the station) to reach under the train and pull her out. Not a scratch to be seen on her and no tears! And all before the next train was upon them. After this terrifying drama Sue’s poor mother and Mrs Leach had to walk home with all the gear and the children. Their usually enthusiastic sing-along on the way home was rather subdued this time. 

			Soon after her father’s death Sue’s Uncle Bill, who had driven to Toongabbie from Wentworth, answered a knock on the door late at night. He found a very drunk man wishing to speak with her mother. The swaying man said to her mother “Heard you had a bit of trouble Missus, so we took up a collection at the pub.” He held out his hat, filled with notes and coins. Her mother was shocked, telling him her husband did not go to the pub and she didn’t feel right about taking the money, but finally taking it and thanking him profusely when he insisted. He responded by saying “That’s alright Missus but can I please have me hat back!” 

			The money was tipped into a saucepan, and off he weaved down the unlit street. Sue had never seen such a drunk man. They had no idea how he managed to get home! 

			The family moved back to Sunraysia after her father’s death. Her Uncle Bill had one of the first Holden utes to be produced in Australia, onto which he loaded what he could of the family possessions. Meanwhile Sue’s grandfather flew with them from Sydney to Mildura. For the flight he put Sue’s two pet white mice in a carton, giving her strict instructions not to tell anyone on the plane about this. As they approached Mildura her grandfather asked the stewardess to lift the carton down and when asked, he told her of its contents. Sue was worried she might scream, drop the carton and let the mice escape, but the stewardess didn’t bat an eyelid. She was puzzled her grandfather had told the stewardess, after all he had instructed her not to let on. Asked why, his response was, “They can’t very well kick us off the plane now, can they?” The family moved in with her mother’s sister and family in Wentworth. They owned Netherby station but had a house in town so the children could go to school. Sue loved Wentworth and enjoyed the time living with her aunt’s family. It was mostly the two mothers and the seven children there as her Uncle was out working on Netherby. 

			There was one big conflict which caused a ruckus around the dining table at times of Inter House school competitions. This was due to the children being put into different Houses at their primary school. The mothers had to get them all moved into the same House so they could have some peace! 

			Sue remembers going out to Netherby on the back of the ute with the farm dogs. She enjoyed playing out at Morton Alley Sand Hills, sliding down on tin sheets, and going out to Fletcher’s Lake. After it rained, they would go mushrooming. Her uncle would ask them to check the growth in the paddocks to see if it was green – he could not tell because he was colour blind. 

			Sue’s mother obtained a job at Mildura Hospital, so the family moved to what had been “Kirkee”, the old private hospital on Deakin Avenue. They all enjoyed the time there. “Kirkee” had been divided into four flats and the other three were rented out to New Australians. One time their uncle brought them a Murray cray which was put in the bath to keep it alive until it was to be cooked. Her mother thought this might be something new and interesting for their neighbour to see. She took him into their bathroom, off the back veranda, where he took one horrified look and yelled – “Stand back Missus, I kill, I kill!” Another day a man came to fix Sue’s bike. 

			He knocked on the front door where the Dutch family the Bayens lived. Mrs Bayen redirected him to Sue’s family at the rear saying, “She is on her backside”. Later when Sue’s mother explained that backside was another word for bottom she was horrified, all she could say was, “That man, that man!” and get no further. Mrs Bayen was a good friend to Sue’s mother and the children all played together. The little Bayen boy would often go out and ride his trike on the public footpath. To stop this his mother told him he would get into trouble because he didn’t have a bike licence. One day he took himself off down Deakin Avenue to the Police Station to ask for one – and the policeman made him one! 

			The family moved to Princes St, where the vacant block on the corner with a big fallen tree became their playground. Soon after their arrival two boys appeared with homemade swords stuck in their belts, carrying garbage bin lids as shields. “They were ready for war. We were playing on their patch.” Luckily, all was sorted, and they became good friends. There was also an olive tree on this block, leading to the creation of a great money-making scheme. This was to pick the olives for sale to the olive oil factory on the land now occupied by Chaffey Secondary College. 

			There was great excitement and plans for spending the large amount of money they would earn, sadly dashed when the very meagre ‘harvest’ wasn’t worth taking to the factory! More successful, although not a money maker, was the gathering of asparagus growing along the block irrigation channels. 
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			Playing with friends and cousins in Princes Street 

			Dr Abramowski, the first doctor in Mildura, had encouraged these plantings so people could access a free food source. Some people decided particular patches belonged to them, so they had to make sure you didn’t pick there. Life was enjoyable but obviously it wasn’t all easy. They were living without their much-loved father. 

			Sue recalls Legacy, and particularly the Clift family, being a great support. This helped to take the load off Sue’s mother. The children went to Legacy every Friday night and had fun, plus learned some practical skills such as sewing. 

			Each year the girls were taught to dance by Mrs Gallagher while the boys learnt gymnastics for the end of year concert performance. Mrs Gallagher was quite strict and would not abide the chewing of gum. The girls were ordered to get rid of it, but not to spit it on the footpath where people could step in it, or to swallow it. “It will wrap around your heart and choke you.” She was a good Dance teacher, but Biology was not her strong point. 

			The annual week-long camp at Lake Cullulleraine in the summer holidays was great fun. Sue particularly remembers the support and friendship of Pam Dent, the Anglican minister’s daughter from Wentworth (who volunteered at the camp) and Jill Brighton a member of Legacy. 

			There were very few facilities at Cullulleraine then, just a toilet block and a shelter shed with a half limestone brick wall where meals were eaten. One night when eating a dinner of saveloys and tomato sauce there were so many flying insects that they got stuck in the sauce. 
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			With friends, Pam Irish (nee Dent) and Jill Belton (nee Brighton) 

			Everyone had to scrape the sauce off and quickly shove them into their mouths! The children stayed in Army tents, filled their own pallets with straw and slept on stretchers. One boy had not used enough straw, so he went from bed to bed taking a handful from each. When Sue asked him what he was doing he replied that his nightmare had eaten his straw! He was very creative – when they had to dress up as another character he put a belt around his waist and his head and attached a long piece of rope – saying he was the character in the song Tom Dooley, who is to die by hanging! 

			The huge 1956 floods led to Wentworth being evacuated, but the family visited at weekends. The children had fun making a cubby from a tarp and sandbags readied to keep flood waters at bay. One day some men came to take these – they were desperately needed. The children were commandeered to fill more bags, to them it was all a game. An enormous effort was made to protect the town from approaching flood water by surrounding it with clay banks and sandbags. 

			Sue’s father was a telephone technician. During the floods he and his linesman colleague lived in a motel in Wentworth with phones installed around the 4 walls. They provided emergency services to all the communities along the river during the worst flood in history. Wentworth was particularly at risk because of the confluence of the Murray and the Darling Rivers, both of which were unusually high. 

			After Sue’s mother remarried and the floods subsided the family returned to Wentworth to Darling St, close to her Aunty and family. Sue realises it must have been a bit of a shock for her stepfather to suddenly have a family with three children as he had not been married before. Two more brothers followed, so then they were a family of seven. Their home backed on to the Darling River, great fun for children but a big worry for mothers. 

			Also, a continuing annoyance for all the neighbours to have the children running through their backyards. Sue’s father would take them swimming in a safe area he cordoned off at the sandbar at the log bridge. Of course, at other times the children would just sneak off and swim by themselves, causing their mother to tear her hair out! There were some near misses. 

			There were leeches in the river and the children decided this was a great opportunity to get rich. They caught leeches and put them into jars to take to the local chemist. Unfortunately, this scheme was as unsuccessful as the olive sale plan, the leeches all died. In the holidays the children often took a sandwich and a bottle of water, biked out to the Perry Sand Hills to spend the day playing out there. 

			It was safe, everybody knew each other. Sue’s brother set traps to take home rabbits to their mother who made a lovely stew, adding bacon for flavour and to keep the meat pink. This was before myxomatosis. Two times per week the children from Wentworth Public School walked the dirt road to the Wentworth Gaol. This is where girls learnt Sewing and Home Economics and boys Woodwork and Metalwork. 

			The gaol had a large kitchen and pantry and the big dormitories provided space for the workshops. 

			The girls were rostered on to clean the toilets – not the boys of course because this was ‘women’s work’. It came as quite a shock for some of the teachers sent out from Sydney by the Education Department – already unsure of where on earth Wentworth was, having travelled by train and buses via Melbourne and Mildura to get there. And then to find they were sent to gaol! “Some took it better than others.” 

			Local blockies made a swimming pool at Curlwaa by digging out a big hole not far from the Murray River, lining it with concrete and pumping in river water. On Sundays in the summer the Anglican and Catholic priests and the police would drive the Wentworth children there to train for the Mildura Swimming Carnival. The police used the divvy van for this, which meant it needed a good hosing out as it had been used to take drunks to jail the night before. The Curlwaa pool was not of Olympic size, so the New South Wales kids would find competing in the Mildura pool a challenge! 

			At age sixteen Sue moved to the Nurses Home in Mildura where she worked as a cadet until she turned seventeen and could start nursing training. It was a mixture of learning on the job, observing procedures plus annual four-week block theory classes in Bendigo. 

			A lot of hard work. Of the sixteen cadets beginning their training that intake, five had pulled out by the end of the first year. Sue loved her time living in the Nursing Home. Despite living away from family, the hard work and dealing with difficult and sad situations they had many good times. Her memory is of a time when you didn’t need counsellors. “They were built in, everybody knew you, your circumstances and we all supported each other”. Everything was shared, great friendships made, especially with Lyn Greenwood who has been a best friend since they were 17 years old. Many stories could be told, not all of them able to be repeated outside the group! As Sue’s mother had warned her from her own experience in wartime hospitals, the rules were strict as was Matron’s implementation. Matron claimed, “Twelve o’clock is the witching hour, you never know what might happen out there, child”. She was terribly afraid her girls would become pregnant, any ailment or illness leading to interrogation of this possibility. One nurse told Sue the story of when she was a trainee, the first to be allowed to marry and who then become pregnant. Matron’s response when informed of the pregnancy was, “How did this happen, child?” 

			While the bemused trainee was deciding how best to respond, Matron followed up with “Did you do it on purpose?” 
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			Nurse Sue 

			They were to be in bed, lights out by 10.00 p.m. They were allowed two late passes per week, to be in by midnight with the doors shut and locked. They were required to wear a skirt when entering or leaving the Nursing Home. One time a bossy Nursing Sister berated one of them for being out of the building with rollers in her hair, this not being the conduct of a professional woman. 
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			Members of the Salvation Army; Jack Webb, Marg Scott, (Jack’s daughter), Lesley and Harold Dorrough and Jan Dowsley would perform at the hospital on Sundays. 

			The nursing work was demanding and as young trainees they had responsibilities that would certainly not be allowed today. First year trainees worked on Wards 6 and 7, for Infectious Diseases and Men’s Medical. 

			The Men’s Medical ward was largely used for nursing home care for elderly men, this not being available elsewhere. 

			In her first year Sue’s fellow trainee had the experience of having three men die in one week. She was told not to worry as they usually died in threes. Then the next week three more died. The young women had to wrap the bodies in a white shroud for collection by a funeral director. One time, Sue was assisting an older Sister in this task and was surprised by how quickly and silently she did this. Once the task was completed the Sister explained it was a habit developed working overseas during an epidemic. The very large numbers of deaths required rapid action and in order to cope they had to supress their emotions and just get the task done, but always to treat the body with dignity. 

			Another time the path to Wards 6 and 7 was being repaired, requiring Sue and colleagues to move the bodies to the morgue in the dark via the bumpy grounds, scared stiff they could fall off the trolley. 

			Sue recalls the very kind Dr Walker from Merbein, a real gentleman who always thanked staff for their assistance. One time, Sue was in charge and needed to record Dr Walker’s diagnosis of his recently admitted patient. 

			He told her this man lived on the riverbank. On Pension Day he would buy a large bag of potatoes, these plus the fish he caught himself being the only food he ate. He was admitting him before winter, so he would not fall ill. 

			In later years the Trainees set up the Past Trainees Association, now the Mildura District Nurses Association, of which Sue is still a member. One time, Dr Walker’s wife, a nurse in the very early days of Mildura Hospital, was the guest speaker. She told of how the nurses were required give up their beds if they were needed for patients, leaving them to sleep on the morgue floor. Two young men heard of this situation, decided it was not good enough and organised a big raffle to fund extra accommodation. Much to the town’s excitement the magnificent prize was a horse and cart, this was a raffle worth winning. While tickets were being sold the two men returned to the bush with supplies to set up a camp site. They returned for the drawing of the raffle. To the great displeasure and outrage of the citizens of Mildura the horse turned out to be a clothes horse and the cart a child’s play cart! The two men made a rapid dash to their pre-prepared secret bush hide out! Gradually people calmed down when they saw the money had been raised and the hospital facilities could now be improved. 

			Eventually it was safe for the two men to briefly return to town before leaving the area. After completing training Sue moved to board with a married girlfriend in Mimosa Avenue. Social life for the young people included attending Saturday night dances at the Ballerina in 8th Street, music provided by a great local band ‘The Rhythm Rockets.’ Some young men who owned cars were known to drive a girl home early in the evening, then return to take a second girl home later that night! Also, on offer were the pictures, at the beautiful art deco picture theatre in Langtree Avenue or, if you wanted to do something flash, having raisin toast and coffee at the Mary Elizabeth Coffee Bar. This was the first proper coffee bar in Mildura with a real imported coffee machine, set up by Mr Carrazza. Young men with cars and their mates congregated to socialise around the only milk bar, which had a juke box, in what is now Langtree Mall. A Councillor referred to these ‘wayward’ young men as cowboys. One night one of the young men took off his belt, linked it to his car as if it were a horse, saying “Now I’m a real cowboy.” The name “Langtree Cowboys” was created that night and became a local joke. Sue married at 21 years of age. 

			When she became pregnant the couple moved out to a block in Koorlong. It was quite an isolated life for a young mother without a car. Mail, paper, milk and bread were delivered by the postman, who also drove Sue and baby son into Mildura for shopping once a week. She would leave a note in the mailbox for the postman to pick up her, the baby and the pram on his return trip back to town. To get home Sue’s husband collected her from her mother-in-law’s home in Mildura. So, doing the weekly shopping was quite an expedition. 

			A vivid memory is of the 1968 dust storm, because it was so dramatic and intriguing. It could be seen approaching from afar, so Sue and her brother-in-law had time to prepare. Sue’s sister-in-law, not a local, was driving out to them in Koorlong. Instead of pulling off the road to safety she continued driving until blinded by the dust. Forced to stop on the road, she was terrified of being hit by another vehicle. Sue has never forgotten the look of shock on her face when she finally arrived. The huge wall of dust was preceded by many small tornadoes carrying dust up into the sky. The most remarkable thing about it was these were all different colours – red, white, black and purple – something not seen since. It was spectacular. A local photographer climbed up the TV tower, to create a panoramic shot by joining up three separate photos. 

			This was in black and white, so didn’t capture the amazing colours, plus the storm moved rapidly so the collage was somewhat distorted. 
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			A local painting aims to capture the 1968 dust storm 

			Sue, now a mother of two, returned to work at Mildura Hospital in the new Psychiatric Unit. When her husband returned from his work, she would set off on her Vespa scooter to do evening shift. The time came for the family to leave their Koorlong block house. Sue had all their possessions packed up ready for her husband to undertake the move to Merbein before she set off for work. 

			Later that night she realised she knew the road name but not the number of their new home. With no way of getting in contact with her husband she told her colleagues “If I come back for a bed you will know why!” Luckily, her husband had realised her predicament and parked their car out on the road with all the house lights on. Sadly, it was only a few weeks later that Sue’s husband set off for work never to return. He was killed in a work accident. This led to a very tough time for Sue, living on the Widow’s Pension and unable to work. The family moved back to Wentworth to live with her mother before moving into their own accommodation. Her husband’s death occurred not long before the Westgate Bridge disaster, where there were many other working men and their families who were not well protected by the law from work accidents and their impact. Great support was provided by the family, particularly her two younger brothers who spent time with the children, friends and her husband’s employers. Other support came through the organisation Parents without Partners and, also from Maud Crang, well known Wentworth accountant and author. Much happier times followed when Sue remarried four years later. The family moved to Buronga while a new home was built on her husband’s citrus and avocado block. 

			Two more children were born, so now she had a family of six. Sue loved her many years living here. But more life challenges were to come. Sue’s second husband developed kidney disease which required dialysis. The family faced the choice of all moving to Adelaide to access treatment, or of learning to manage home dialysis. Sue took on the challenging task as she knew it would be better for them all to be near family and friends, also enabling her husband to continue to undertake light work. Adelaide Hospital provided great support for them via the telephone. Three times per week Sue spent an hour setting up the machine, her husband needed four hours of treatment and then Sue spent another hour cleaning and dismantling the equipment. Things did not always go smoothly despite the supports in place. Under dialysis a specific quantity of fluid had to be removed, based on body weight. Unnoticed, Sue’s husband had lost weight (due to developing cancer) so not enough fluid was being taken. It built up in his lungs leading to him being rushed by car to hospital. When the problem was diagnosed, he had to be rushed back home, this time by ambulance, for emergency dialysis. 

			The ambulance staff could not get him down the corridor with his emergency oxygen supply because boxes were stored there. Sue had to clear these then set up the dialysis machine, something that could not be rushed. On a lighter note the ambulance driver, who they knew said, “This is the craziest thing I’ve ever done, taking somebody home out of the hospital for emergency treatment!” A shed was built to store the extra boxes ensuring easy access to their home treatment room. Sue’s husband was able to spend an extra four years in his own home with his family. 

			Sue has faced significant tragedy and challenges in her life but has been sustained by her faith and real support from her family and many other good people. Through her childhood, marriages, career in nursing and aged care, raising her lovely family, her church, and craft activities she has had so many good times, for which she is grateful. It has been a privilege interviewing this positive and resilient woman.
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