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			MARY BRIGGS 

			shares ‘a complete life’ with Wendy Johns

			In her own words ….

			“Happy Birthday Mum!” With a kiss, my daughter Jackie handed me a rather unwieldy parcel.

			Excitedly I tore off the colourful wrapping paper. I looked up at her. Our eyes locked and she spoke. “Now Mum, you’ll have no more excuses. No more talking about it. It’s time to start doing it.” “There in a pile were brushes, tubes of oil paint, a palette. All the paraphernalia a budding artist could wish for. Suddenly a new phase of my life was about to begin.

			“I’ve heard it said that things happen at the right time in our lives. On reflection I feel this has been true for me. How to start? By chance there was to be a workshop by a visiting artist from Bendigo at the Gol Gol Hall. It might be a good idea to learn, to develop technique, before any bad habits had a chance to creep in.

			“The artist was Lance McNeil. What an inspiration! He influenced me like no other. Artistic know-how flowed out from him in a bubbling cascade. His manner was less fortunate.

			“He was a taskmaster, never satisfied with ‘just alright’”. It was perfection or nothing. His aim was to teach the understanding of technique to produce the highest level of skill capable in his students. “Often after class I would drive home, tears welling in my eyes from the frustration of not getting something up to his high standard. It was by my own, and his sheer determination to achieve excellence that I continued. I thrived under his guidance, developing the skills that I enjoy today.

			“He was eccentric. Outfitted in a long flapping coat, his fine-boned features were splashed with a brush like moustache and set off by the jaunty deerstalker hat that he wore. His brown eyes, with an allknowing glint, seemed to see right into the soul.

			“His provenance includes being a finalist in 1973 in Australia’s premier portrait competition, The Archibald, with his study of editor-in-chief of The Age newspaper, Graham Perkin. In 1975 he founded the McNeil Academy of Realist Artists in Melbourne. I now understand the saying: when the student is ready, the teacher appears. 

			“At Ivanhoe, New South Wales, in an old station homestead, some of his students work-shopped, minus the 20th century distractions of TV, radio and telephone, over a week of painting to our hearts’ content.

			“About twelve of us gathered fruit, vegetables, flowers and other props, arranging them on the rustic shearers’ table as a cornucopia of inspiration for our still life painting.

			“What a joy it has been to be part of the Mildura Art Group for over 30 years. Nestled near the Victorian bank of the Murray River, the Riverside Gallery holds seasonal exhibitions. My roles have included President, Secretary and Treasurer.

			“With over seventy local and interstate awards for my oils, pastels and water colours, and many group and solo exhibitions, the recognition of my work has given me feelings of satisfaction and pride. My work has been published in the Australian Artist magazine and in local newspapers. National and international tourists, as well as locals, have examples of my work on their walls.

			“There are so many friends that I cherish. The love and respect I have for my mentor, Jan Lawler, is immeasurable. Both Jan and her husband Peter welcome me into their home as a valued friend.

			“When an Art Trip to Italy beckoned, I worried about the expense and was hesitant. Snow, my gem of a husband, brushed aside my concerns saying, “Just go!” In Italy I was in awe, awakened by a world of enduring culture that I never knew existed.

			“My life certainly has been enriched by being a part of the Mildura Art Group. Painting filled a space at a time when my children had grown and left home. 

			“Living at Colignan, the Murray River with its mesmerising vistas became my living canvas. It was only a short distance from home to sketch and paint the ancient river gums standing sentry over this pristine environment. My choices seemed endless. How my creativity flourished. My output was tremendous. When painting I was transported into another world where time stood still.

			“Mary Briggs, the ‘Artist from Colignan’, is how people often refer to me. My painting certainly defines me. My love of art, of seeing beauty in all things, has been a quality I have been aware of all my life. As a child I always wanted to be an artist. It took until my fifties for that dream to begin.

			“I’m sure I’d been unconsciously gathering information forever. The way light plays upon a surface, the movement of water, an image reflection, the subtle nuances of colour on a flower petal; all these details waiting for the right moment to be captured, and expressed, through my paintings.

			“Yes, I think I needed the push from Jackie’s gift to begin. I am proud of my mantle of ‘Artist’.
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			“But there is a whole lot more to my story. Let me fill you in”.

			“My family name was Macdonald. Yes, the one spelt Mac and small “d”. How many times have I explained that to people! It has quite often been a bone of contention as I corrected an instinctive tendency in others to spell my surname MacDonald or McDonald.

			“My father was Alexander Campbell Macdonald, as was his father. Grandfather served as a Major with two stints in the Boer War. Circa 1923, aged fiftysix, he purchased Block 157 in the Stewart area after the original owner LHB Woodhead was unable to continue working it. So, my grandfather became a ‘blockie’. Technically this position was not ‘hands on’, as he was employed as a teacher. He hired a manager to run the block. Traditionally, the firstborn Macdonald son was named Alexander Campbell. In a subtle protest, my Maldon-born mother, Margery Ellen Austin named her firstborn son Alexander Ian Austin.

			“Dad worked as a carrier for the Red Cliffs Co-op until taking over Block 157 from Grandfather. Dad’s brothers, Robert Farquhar and John Baxter Macdonald owned Blocks 159 and 160 respectively. The Stewart area is a hamlet of vineyards and citrus orchards about five kilometres south-east of the busy township of Red Cliffs.

			Stewart was named in honour of a politician Percy Stewart.

			“Percy was a politician who the people of the Mallee region held in high regard, as a ‘good bloke’, and for his achievements.

			To name a few:

			Percy Stewart was a founding member of the Country Party whose efforts ensured the completion of the Hume Weir.

			He assisted in establishing the dried fruits and citrus industries along the Murray and helped improve Mallee cereal crop production.

			He turned the first sod of earth in the construction of Parliament House, Canberra in 1923 and became part owner of Sunraysia Daily, holding the position of chairman until his death, aged forty-five, in 1931.

			“The Stewart Memorial in Indi Avenue, Red Cliffs, was unveiled by his mate, Prime Minister Billy Hughes in 1937, to honour the man and his contribution to society.

			“On August 7, 1939, at Tasma Hospital, Red Cliffs under the watch of our family doctor, Tom Barker, I was born. I was my parents’ third child and they named me Mary Louise. Tasma Hospital was established in 1931 at 63 Indi Avenue by Sister Ellen Stubbings and named after her home state of Tasmania.

			“By 1934 she purchased land at 39 Jamieson Avenue and established a purpose-built hospital, running it successfully for many years. In 1949 it was purchased with a grant from the Hospitals and Charities Commission for the people of Red Cliffs. It served the community until its closure early in the twenty-first century. Life on Block 157 Stewart is where my strong sense of family evolved. Days were carefree. There was so much scope for fun and adventure. What a joy it was being a blockie’s daughter.

			“It might be a good idea to explain how the word ‘blockie’ came about. The original inhabitants of Red Cliffs and its surrounds were the Keramin Aborigines. After World War 1, Red Cliffs became the site of the largest Soldier Settlement program in Australia. Land was cleared for a nursery. Millions of vine cuttings for dried fruit were planted for the seven hundred Diggers soon to be living in this harsh environment. The land of virgin Mallee scrub had to be cleared before planting to vines. Each Digger was allocated a numbered block of land. In time they went from being Diggers, to blockies.

			Clearing the land was the job of the iconic Big Lizzie, a machine with a dreadnought wheel action, designed in 1906 by Frank Bottrill and built at Richmond in 1914/15 by A.H. McDonald & Co.

			It was to be used to cart wool from the outreaches of Broken Hill. Frank Bottrill and his family, using Big Lizzie as a monstrous caravan, set off from Melbourne in 1916 and came to a sudden stop at Mildura. The Murray was in flood and Big Lizzie was unable to cross. In a quandary Frank stayed and worked in the area.

			When land needed to be cleared for the 6000ha Soldier Settlement in 1921 he was in the right place at the right time, and with possibly the only machine that could do the job -- Big Lizzie. After years in the wilderness Big Lizzie now sits majestically on the south west corner of Barclay Square, intriguing tourists on their travels to the region.

			“The Red Cliffs Pumping Station is also worth mentioning. It is located near the town’s vibrant namesake, the red cliffs, and was built between 1920 and 1923 to provide water for the new development. This lifeblood of the district was carried via huge concrete pipes feeding a spider’s web of irrigation channels. It was the largest of its kind in the southern hemisphere.

			“Dad owned a truck. A car was a luxury few could afford but a truck was an essential piece of kit for a blockie. Come rain, hail, or shine, we all rode in the back, bouncing about over the rough roads. Later he upgraded to a canvas backed Chevy.

			“Don’t touch the canvas”, he warned when it rained as water was absorbed by the material. Temptation! Droplets of water trickled onto us. “Dad, we’re getting wet”, we wailed. Poor Dad!

			“School days were some of my favourite times. I readily recall walking the couple of miles with my siblings, down the rows of vines, along the headland and shortcutting our way through Thompson’s block. On the way to the Stewart State School each morning we’d see John Edey, a farmer’s son from Karadoc, driving the horse and cart with his sisters on board, on their way to school. John tethered the horse in the school grounds until the monitor rang the clanging bell in the afternoon when they’d trot off back home.

			“His parents Jack and Jean Edey owned a massive farm that was later divided into one hundred-acre lots. This was an opportunity for people of diverse back-grounds to purchase a smaller holding to develop vineyards and orchards, “opening up” the Iraak and Karadoc areas.

			“Stewart was a quintessential rural school, a weatherboard structure consisting of two classrooms joined by a front verandah and covered with a tin roof. Each classroom had a fireplace, a platform in front of a large wall blackboard and rows of wooden desks.

			“Mr. Harold Ellemor was the Headmaster. Being a bit of a character, he performed in amateur theatrics at Diggerland in Red Cliffs. Mrs. Parker was the other teacher. Firm but kindly she had a most pleasant storytelling manner. As she read another chapter, serial style, from a novel each afternoon, we sat transfixed as we imagined the story through her words.

			“At Stewart it was like being with an extended family. Our neighbours, along with my sister Margaret and brother Alec filled the classrooms.

			“Stewart State School No 4531 was originally called Red Cliffs South East State School. It began, affiliated to the Red Cliffs Central School until it was built, on a site at Stewart on Dumosa Road in 1935. Forty-eight pupils were enrolled.

			“This delightful place of learning functioned until the 1990’s when it merged back into the bosom of Red Cliffs Central. Sewing, Music, Arithmetic, Spelling, Writing, learning our Tables [still useful today] and my favourite, Art, were some of the subjects taught.

			“During recess and lunchtime we played skippy, hoppy, chasey and hidey. Exploring the ‘off limits’ scrubland the other side of the school fence was a temptation too hard to resist. Yes, we were always caught and in trouble!

			“How great it was rummaging up in the scrub! We fossicked for shards of coloured glass or a piece of broken crockery. Oh! The joy of finding a dainty teacup, minus its handle! Fragments with flowers, or a real coup, a piece of blue and white Willow pattern, were all desirable and treasured. They were collected and taken home to begin a new life in the creation of a magical fairy garden. What a delight!

			“Brilliant is the only word to describe our summer holidays. Mum packed up us kids and herself and off we went for one thrilling month to stay with Aunty Lyn, down south to Black Rock in Melbourne. Best of all, we stayed in the bungalow in the lovely garden setting at the back of her home.

			“Long days blurred into a haze of sun, sand and sea. We splashed in the salty waves, made turreted sandcastles with water filled moats and collected sand between our toes as we ran along the glistening beach. It was an endless unravelling ribbon of fun. Afterwards, if we were lucky, there was a treat. Maybe a three-penny ice cream in a cone! By the time Dad arrived to bring us home we were as brown as berries, fit and healthy and ready for the new school year.

			“My happy school days continued, venturing to Red Cliffs Central No 4057 to complete grades seven and eight as Red Cliffs was without a High School until the early 1960’s.

			“Travelling up the Calder Highway to Mildura High School to complete my secondary education brought mixed feelings. After the enviable relaxed ambience of my previous schools, I was a little intimidated by the sheer size of this one, an impressive red brick cluster of buildings connected by an intertwining maze of walkways and corridors, leading to who knew where. I had to find my way around, and quickly.

			“Then there was the matter of making new friends. Many of these girls had grown up together and gone through primary school together. They had established cliques and were not going to let just anyone in, especially a girl from the arch-rival town down the road. Red Cliffs! Still I made the most of it, eventually making very nice friends. 

			“Suddenly things changed.

			“I had the offer of a job. At fifteen and a half I left school to start work as a clerk in the Red Cliffs branch of the Bank of New South Wales and I met the boy who was to steal my heart and become my husband.

			“It happened like this.

			“During the 1950’s the Reverend Garth Cracknell of the Church of England parish in Red Cliffs noticed the effects isolation was having on some of the youths in the town and outlying areas. He started a Boys Club, specifically teaching the craft of boxing. Bill Johnson, my brother’s mate, drove in from Iraak, picking boys up from blocks around the Nangiloc district. The Rev. Cracknell’s Boy’s Club was a weekly stoush. It not only provided mateship but the bonus of learning to look after yourself in a scrap. Some of the boys were known to be a bit on the wayward side. The discipline of boxing gave them a sense of achievement and responsibility, helping to get them on track.

			“After each session Bill drove the boys back home, calling into Mum and Dad’s for a delicious homemade spread of toasted sandwiches. My job was to pass around the overloaded plates of food and to take tea orders. One of the boys caught Mum’s eye. “I do like that boy with the blond hair and the blue eyes”, she mentioned as we were doing the washing up. “Gee, Mum!” I sheepishly replied. His name? Brian Briggs. He answered to the enigmatic Snowy. I liked him too. From the start we got on very well. We were both fifteen and a half.

			“During the next four and a half years we went steady, became engaged and planned to spend the rest of our lives together. Our wedding day was set for April 2, 1960. With a slight hesitation, I put my hand on my father’s arm as we entered the portico of the Presbyterian Church, Red Cliffs. I was about to make the most important change of my life.
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			Marrying Snow

			“Adjusting my veil, Claire, my matron of honour, looked a picture in the light green embossed organza dress that I had made for her. There was a hush amongst the congregation. The music started. Dad and I, in time to the slow rhythm, walked down the aisle. I’d made my own wedding dress. An exquisite gown of delustred satin, highlighted with guipure lace and pearl trim. I felt like a princess.

			“As we neared closer to the pulpit, I could see Snow’s beaming smile. His loving expression told me he thought I looked every inch a princess.

			“We were happy. Our reception, celebrated with family and friends, was at the glamorous Grand Hotel in Mildura. Towards the end of the evening I changed into my pale cream brocade going-away outfit. We said our farewells. Our married life had begun. We travelled along the stunning Great Ocean Road to Mt. Gambier for our honeymoon.

			“Snow’s family, especially his mother, were wonderful to me. 

			“For a while after our marriage we lived next door to the Nangiloc store. Snow worked as a carrier, back and forth to Melbourne three times a week, playing footy for Carwarp on Saturdays. There were rough chunks of limestone scattered amongst sparse grass on the oval, hazardous for the Maroon and Whites and their opponents!

			“A regular dance was held after matches at the Carwarp Hall. Dances included the Pride of Erin, Foxtrot, Military Two Step and the always scrambly Progressive Barn Dance. Now and again a Caller had us on our toes for The Alberts, a country dance.

			“And afterwards? Supper!”

			“Oh, melt in your mouth cream puffs and cream lilies. Apple slices, vanilla slices! All homemade. All scrumptious! And the most moreish sandwiches.

			“My taste in music is eclectic. I like some Classical but along with Snow came to appreciate Country, too.

			“At Nangiloc in the 1960’s Snow and I produced our greatest achievements, our three children, Jacquelyn, Kathryn and Peter. My cup was full. Jacquelyn Lee, born November 26, 1961, majored in Art. She now teaches at the Lake Primary School. Her husband Gary Walsh teaches Apprentice Welding at TAFE. Their daughters are Erin and Anna.

			“Kathryn Louise, born May 19,1964, is married to retired nurse Ray Roney and has put her hand to a variety of vocations: Aged Care Worker, Online Medical Transcriber, Nail Technician and Bank Clerk to name a few. Kathryn’s daughters are Louisa and Megan.

			“Peter David born November 26, 1966 is a Fitter and Turner. Registered Nurse Joanne Hancock is his partner. Peter has three children; Tyson, Tyla and Ella.

			“That is seven wonderful grandchildren with three great-grandchildren making up the clan. The joy they have all given me is boundless.
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			“While living at Colignan we were offered an exciting business opportunity, managing a property on Lewis Road being set up for an irrigation development. With an overseer, we worked one hundred acres of citrus, vines, avocados, plums and apricots. Grafting citrus and avocados was a skill I perfected. There was no childcare in those days so each morning, in all seasons, kids in tow, I was up in the orchards or in the packing shed sorting produce for market.

			“If sleepy, the kids snoozed on the back seat of the car. Back home in the afternoon I prepared the evening meal, but not before popping the littlies into a warm bath after their long day playing in the soft red loam. Embracing my role of blockie’s wife with energy and enthusiasm strengthened our relationship. It was a true partnership. Snow was caring and supportive. My husband, my children. They were my life. It was here at Lewis Road that I started painting.

			“After thirty-six years the property was sold. What next? Our choice of a home, on the banks of the Murray at Colignan couldn’t have been better.

			“Our travels have taken us around the globe, giving us glimpses and treasured memories of other cultures. While at Lewis Road, California beckoned where we gleaned information about the latest innovations in citrus and avocado growing. New Zealand, the Netherlands, Britain, Scotland, and Germany were savoured with a Singapore stopover when homeward bound.

			“On the small table under the window in my lounge room I’ve arranged a collection of copper jugs. I love the warmth of this metal. The oddly shaped handcrafted one was a rare find at the local flea market in the town where we stayed with friends in Germany.

			“I haggled with the stallholder as my friend walked on, saying I’d paid too much. It was about eight Euros. What stories are hidden in its tarnished patina? Both the stallholder and I knew the jug was always going to be mine!

			“With the children we enjoyed camping holidays, lots of camping. Snow hooked the tractor to the overloaded trailer and off we’d go into the Hattah-Kulkyne National Park with friends and their families. The trailer served handsomely as our bed. From wire netting, a safe swimming pool materialized in the river. Strict instructions were issued ‘not to go outside the netting’. The punishment for disobeying was “Straight out, get dressed and no more swimming for the rest of the day”.

			“Mud and Canberra! Two words that some would say, go together. With our tent pitched after the long journey we were set to explore the ACT’s sights. It rained. It poured. Water flowed in rivulets right through our tent. Soldiering on, we did the sights, before taking off over the mountains to paradise at Bateman’s Bay! The kids were in heaven!

			“After the children left home our adventures continued.

			“During winters, with Snow’s brother Max and his wife Wilma, we travelled to Cape York and the East Coast. Our goal? Good fishing spots! Darwin, the Pilbara, the Kimberleys, Broome, Port Hedland, Port Lincoln, and Coffin Bay were all enchanted in their own way. In later years Snow and his mates made fishing trips to Stansbury in the Yorke Peninsula. What was the prize? The most delectable whiting I have ever tasted.

			“Snow and I shared an interest in tennis and golf while living at Nangiloc and Colignan. In summer and winter, we played in the Red Cliffs Tennis Association. Weekdays saw us on the Nangiloc oval with our friends Heather and John Bothroyd, Bill Moody and Lorraine Palmer who gave us tips on how to improve our golf strokes. On the weekends we played competitively at the landscaped Red Cliffs Golf Club.

			“I smiled when Snow started talking about his new interest -- lawn bowls. Well, supposedly our new interest. Usually I would be there, eager beside him, only too willing to join in learning the skills of a new game. Even though I wasn’t a sporty person I’d joined him at tennis and golf.

			“I was of an artistic temperament and over the years I really had tucked my own aspirations, like a sleeping baby, quietly into the background.

			“So now I thought it was time to forgo this latest sport, to immerse myself in my own hobby, painting. I’d given myself, heart and soul, to working side by side on the block and bringing up the children. I’d happily embraced tennis, then golf. Snow and I made a great pair. What a wonderful marriage we had.

			“The bowls idea didn’t get the enthusiastic response that he might have liked. “No, this time it’s not for me”, I explained. “You go along and enjoy it. I’ll be happy to make cakes or sandwiches for afternoon teas. It just doesn’t interest me. I think I need to keep doing my artwork now.

			“I often think how times have changed. How hard it must be for the kids today. Every type of media pressure to own the newest of everything from aerodynamically designed sneakers to wrist watches that tell you your heart rate, blood pressure and count your steps. It all seems so complicated. Our lives were simple in comparison. We didn’t need things possibly because no one was telling us we did. Replacements were from things wearing out, not from going out of fashion. How often was something held together with a handy length of electrical tape! Even visiting friends was a seamless event. Everyone brought along a casserole to share.

			“2020 has been a year of change and challenges as a pandemic swept into our lives. From panic buying essential items to our homes being virtual fortresses, this year is one of the strangest, with the most unbelievable set of circumstances that I have ever lived through.

			“So here I am in my eighty-first year in my lovely unit, No. 23 at Princes Court Village. On the walls in every room I see my paintings and pastels. Above a photo of dear Snowy there’s his favourite Mallee landscape. Next to his photo, a collection of family photos. On the wall opposite, there is the delicate still life pastel featuring a pot of pansies with petals like lush velveteen.

			“My constant companion is Cassie, a tiny Jack Russell Terrier with a big personality. She unashamedly knows how cute she is! How she loves parading each day on our walk, lapping up the attention from all her fans in the village. “While Snow entered into the spirit of lawn bowls with his usual competitive streak, he realized that suggested we move from our beloved home at Colignan to Mildura. We would be closer to the services he was to need. I said goodbye to my ‘blond haired, blue eyed boy’ on September 11, 2012. He was courageous in his battle with Motor Neurone Disease.
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			“My life has been rich with the love and devotion of my husband and children.

			“I feel truly blessed!”
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