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			BARRIE MacMILLAN 

			chats with Bob Fleiner

			Ridding the land of foxes – a long family tradition! 

			Barrie MacMillan is a ‘local’, born at the Mildura Base Hospital in Thirteenth Street. Now aged 82, he resides in Princes Court Village – next door to the old Base Hospital. 

			In between these addresses are a host of locations around the world where his work was destined to take him! We will briefly visit some of those locations later as Barrie reflects on his work in countries where communication was dependent on hand signs and there were obvious conflicts with the ideologies which had shaped his life in Australia.

			But in following Barrie’s ancestry, we go back to the north of Scotland. 

			Barrie’s great great-grandfather Ewan McMillan was born in Scotland in 1780. As a young man, he worked managing the estates of wealthy landowners as a shepherd, a game keeper and fox hunter. His son John, born in 1816, probably followed in the footsteps of his father.

			By coincidence, Ewan’s great great-grandson Barrie, now in retirement, is devoted to the elimination of foxes, rabbits, and other vermin on his treasured property in South West NSW. 

			About the time John was in his early twenties, the Australian Government had sent pamphlets to the countries of the United Kingdom looking for young agricultural workers with offers of work, sunshine and the possibility of owning their own property. These proved to be offers that any enterprising young man was bound to consider. 

			While it is not certain when John McMillan arrived in Melbourne, he soon after arrival took up a lease of a five-mile pastoral run, ironically known as ‘Scotchman’s Creek’, now part of the municipality of Malvern. A notable landowner in the area was Sir Redmond Barry, the judge who was to pass sentence on Ned Kelly. Part of Sir Redmond’s landholding was St John’s Wood, now home to the Riversdale Golf Course.

			In time, John McMillan was to sell his lease, planning to become a publican. While his application was initially refused, he managed to acquire a general publican’s licence in 1844. John was clearly a restless man and his timing was excellent.

			In the 1850s Melbourne was bustling and gold fever was inevitably fuelling a demand for food, drink, and accommodation. As a result, he had plans drawn up for a new establishment and in December 1853, the Mac Hotel opened with accommodation for gold escorts, stables for a hundred horses and a lock-up out the back. The hotel still operates today as the Captain Melville, at 43 Franklin Street, Melbourne.
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			“Mac Hotel” – the Captain Melville as it is today

			The Mac Hotel is historically significant as the oldest surviving purpose-built hotel in continuous use within the City of Melbourne, and is appropriately classified by the National Trust. It is a two-storey bluestone coaching hotel designed by architects James and Charles Webb.

			It has remained much as it was for 160 years, with the only major external change being the addition of a front veranda in about 1814. 

			The hotel is also architecturally significant as one of the earliest known works of Charles Webb. Notable later works by Webb include the South Melbourne Town Hall, the Windsor Hotel and Tasma Terrace. 
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			The Captain Melville continues to be one of Melbourne’s favourite watering-holes!

			John McMillan had a son Oscar who married Agnes Williams. They lived in the small rural town of Allendale, just outside Creswick.

			As Oscar was a miner he would have likely worked in the mine at Creswick, which had the unfortunate reputation of having the highest loss of life in a single mining disaster. In 1888, twenty-two miners were drowned. Happily, Oscar was not amongst them! 

			Oscar and his wife went on to have thirteen children. Among them was Leslie Victor McMillan, Barrie’s father. 

			Work off the land for a young lad in the early 1900s was scarce. Fortunately for Leslie he was accepted as a baker’s apprentice. But with Mum, Dad and twelve brothers and sisters at home, his apprenticeship may not have been confined to baking.

			He must have been an observant young man and was obviously interested in another career because in a casual conversation with a friend who was a teacher, discussion grew about where they felt their futures lay.

			One possibility discussed was the opportunities presented by the development of irrigation farming in the Mallee, along the Murray River.

			What was his stimulus, what information did he have? None of this is known but it is clear that he was destined to ‘take off’.
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			The McMillans: Albert, Oscar, Agnes, Arthur (Pop), Leslie, Mr and Mrs Oscar McMillan, Harry, Mary (Polly), Nellie, Myrtle.
Absent: Sylvie, Gordon and Alan.

			Leslie would eventually make it to Merbein - a bustling township with rapidly developing horticulture, thanks to Alfred Deakin and the Chaffey brothers. In addition to Fishers grocery, Merbein boasted a bakehouse owned by Mr Mackenzie.

			With up to sixty workers, the bakery served the needs of areas as far flung as Balranald, Hopetoun South, Broken Hill North, and Berri with deliveries of both bread and newspapers.

			Predictably, Leslie found a job baking once more, but the dream of becoming a ‘blockie’ remained and developments were in the wind.

			Living in the Melbourne coastal suburb of Black Rock was Phyllis Blair, an accomplished hockey player attending Melbourne Girls High with plans of becoming a teacher. After completing her teacher qualifications, she was posted, possibly with some apprehension, to the Mallee school of Merbein West. 

			On arrival at Merbein, Phyllis needed to walk in patent leather shoes from Merbein along the railway line to Merbein West, to teach there. She was to board with the Bennett family in Second Street Merbein.

			Interestingly, Ken Bennett and Barrie MacMillan were born at the same time at the Mildura Base Hospital and today share a common interest in classic Jaguar cars.

			Around this time, Les achieved his dream of purchasing a block of land and planting vines. It was block number 603 Cardross, ultimately to become a mixed grape and citrus property.

			Leslie was to marry Phyllis who was soon able to obtain a transfer to the Cardross school.
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			Les and Phyllis MacMillan

			Another interesting sidelight to the MacMillan story is the family’s connection to the Chaffey family and Rio Vista House. Phyllis MacMillan’s grandfather, L.S. Blair was an accomplished artist and craftsman of fine picture frames and furniture in Melbourne and an associate of the Heidelberg School. 

			The Heidelberg School consisted of artists including Arthur Streeton, Tom Roberts and Frederick McCubbin but Blair did not continue the association on the basis that they were “a bit too bohemian for his liking”. 
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			On the wall of Barrie and Nola’s lounge is a self-portrait of L.S. Blair encased in one of his gilded frames. It would fit comfortably in any gallery

			On a visit to Rio Vista House, a Blair family member identified an etched glass window as manufactured by L.S. Blair, Barrie’s great grandfather. 

			It was around the 1920s that Barrie’s father changed the family name of McMillan to MacMillan. 

			Barrie was born in 1938 and like most blockie’s sons born to the Mallee sands, he helped on the family farm.

			He cautiously remembers the time he nearly amputated his big toe while chopping wood, before leaving for a fishing trip. Barrie’s father had earlier taken him on many occasions to inspect large Murray Cod hanging in Virgona’s Ice Works in Eighth Street. Obviously, the inspiration of seeing so many trophies reduced his chopping accuracy.

			But other memories are more appealing like fishing and swimming between the moss covered sides of the channels, catching yabbies and fish below the Wentworth weir and at the Cardross lakes, getting his first 0.22 rifle (at age 11) and his attempts to reduce the rabbit population; or just riding his bike to his mate’s place down the road and beyond. One of his fondest memories is of a 1956 trip to Melbourne by train to see the Olympic Games.

			Barrie’s junior schooling was completed at Cardross Primary and he later caught the bus driven by Mr Penny to Mildura High School where he completed his Leaving Certificate. At the age of seventeen he took his first job with the Commercial Bank of Australia based at Red Cliffs, where he was employed as a teller-clerk.

			One of his duties was to accompany the postman out to Werrimull where Barrie opened the bank. The postman and the other teller would travel on to Meringur. On the return journey, they would retrieve Barrie from Werrimull and on occasions make unauthorised stops to further reduce the rabbit population with pistols before arriving back at Red Cliffs.

			Following a weekend’s shooting with fellow bank staff member Jim Edwards, Barrie forgot to take his shotgun home, but arranged for someone to drop the gun off at the Bank on Monday. Instead of asking Barrie to come out and collect it, the courier walked in the front door with the gun, generating much excitement among the armed tellers.

			Not that keen on riding his bike to the bank each day, he made sure he gained his car licence on his eighteenth birthday, soon buying first car, an Austin A40 soft-top.

			It was during this time that Barrie started an accounting course with some of the subject matter accessed by correspondence and the rest by night school at Mildura High. Alan Rainbow also attended classes. Two of his tutors were Harry Harris, and Don Beasy. The course was to take him seven years to complete. But in 1958, Barrie’s father died requiring him to leave the bank and return to manage the family farm. These were the days of grey Fergie tractors and soil nematodes. 

			Although running the farm and continuing his studies kept him busy he still found time to visit the ‘Old Mill’ dance hall at the corner of Eighth Street and Orange Avenue where he fell for the charms of Nola Quinsey who coincidentally lived in Merbein. They married in 1961 and he continued to manage the citrus and dried fruit family farm. 

			They would soon welcome their first child Kim, but after several years with low prices and poor crops, Barrie saw the need for a change in occupation. He applied for, and obtained, a position as a clerk with the State Electricity Commission, firstly in Red Cliffs and later in Mildura. While Barrie worked at the Commission, he and Nola welcomed their second child, Andrew.

			Barrie’s parents had built the first house on Block 603 Cardross, which unfortunately burned down and was replaced with the house still on the property today. Barrie and Nola subdivided the house lot in 1976, just prior to selling the vines and citrus. This meant the family could continue living at 603, prior to moving to Mildura in 1984. 

			The house and gardens in the rural setting proved to be very suitable for hosting the childhoods of the MacMillan children, which had by then increased to four, now including Kent and Catherine. 

			The family enjoyed many holidays at Lake Tabourie, a small town on the coast near Ulladulla, New South Wales. Despite a 12-hour drive, the expansive ocean beaches and forests made it worthwhile when they arrived there. Barrie contends that it was purely coincidental that the area offered productive and diverse beach and rock fishing. 

			The four children attended Cardross Primary School and the family were part of the congregation at Uniting Church Red Cliffs. Barrie and Nola now belong to the Uniting Church Mildura congregation.

			Barrie has always liked swimming, including as a member of the Irymple Swimming Club in district competitions.

			At Cardross Tennis Club for many years, Barrie and Nola valued the fellowship of the players in the Red Cliffs Tennis Association.

			In 1966, the decimal currency year, Barrie commenced working as the Assistant Accountant with The Mildura Co-Operative Fruit Company Ltd. The MCFC was a grower owned co-operative, handling 40% of Australian dried vine fruit grown in the Sunraysia region. 

			It was a major industry packer with subsidiaries that operated fruit juice processing, citrus packing, merchandise, and retail activities.

			Barrie’s appointments between 1966 and 1982 ranged from Deputy Accountant to Chief Accountant. In 1968, after seven years night school, he qualified as a CPA, or Certified Practising Accountant.

			From 1982 to 1992 Barrie served as Company Secretary. The responsibilities of this role included the effective management of company finances, legal, accounting, and statutory reporting.

			From 1992 to his retirement in 1998, Barrie was the Manager of the Co-op’s Dried Fruits Division.

			With the teamwork of an enthusiastic staff, Barrie lists numerous achievements during this latter period.

			He especially notes the Co-op’s accreditation as a supplier to Kellogg and to the Australian Standard 3902; the consolidation of the packaging operation to one site; improvements to productivity and quality; and the installation of industry researched equipment, including a laser sorter. He recognises the experience and strong involvement of Bob Jaensch in these projects.

			Despite Barrie’s initial unfounded scepticism of organisational Quality Assurance systems, the Dried Fruits Division successfully installed a productive QA system, as part of a company-wide initiative.

			From time to time, Barrie still recalls and applies some of those QA principles.

			Also important to Barrie was his role in encouraging a team-based culture and the introduction of an enterprise agreement.

			Following retirement, Barrie maintained industry links, with terms on Australian Dried Fruits Board and Chair of Horticulture Australia, Dried Grape Industry Advisory Committee.

			The 2002 International Sultana/Raisin Conference was held in Windsor in the UK, October 28 & 29.

			Australia was Conference convenor and Horticulture Australia provided the Conference Executive, with Barrie MacMillan elected as Chair and Ross Skinner as Secretary.

			ADFA Chair Peter Jones was also an Australian delegate.

			Countries representing 85% of world production including USA, Turkey, Iran, Greece, South Africa, Chile, and Australia attended the Conference. The British National Dried Fruit Traders Association also attended.

			The agenda included world fruit production and consumption, quality and food safety, international research projects and cooperation and a range of other common interest topics.

			The Australian delegation provided a presentation to UK retailer Marks and Spencer on new grape varieties and the industry’s new QA program. Marks and Spencer provided valuable feedback on their requirement that suppliers meet social obligations and environmental good practice so that noncompliance in these areas does not impact on their corporate image.
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			Participants in 2002 International Sultana Conference from seven producing countries and British Traders Association

			In concluding his roles in the industry in 2008 Barrie summed up his reflections in the following words, “I suppose I have seen the industry from a number of different perspectives and through some quite dramatic upheavals during my time. But I think through it all the non-negotiable factor for us, as an industry, was the need to be market driven, and that is probably as important now as it ever was.”

			“I think one of the biggest challenges we faced was in the mid-1980s.”

			“The winds of deregulation were beginning to blow though the industry. The increase in competition from overseas producing countries was huge from the late 80s and into the early 90s and that was coupled with the big shift to winery production.”

			“Depressed price returns to growers have been a huge burden to them in more recent years. We had to be market driven and that has continued ever since.”

			“It’s still critically important on the marketing side to identify customer needs and focus on meeting them. The depth of the challenges the industry was facing was far greater than anything previously faced in its long history”.

			Barrie believes they made terrific progress in this area. “For the industry to remain relevant we had to constantly face the need for ongoing research to meet new marketing challenges.”

			Back then, it was one of his priorities to help develop a ‘bullet-proof’ sultana that was rain resistant yet still met customer needs.

			“Research would take many years and would need to be ongoing”, he predicted. “With local research we have seen the development of varieties like Sun Muscat (originally developed mainly to replace Gordo grapes for raisins) and Carina currants that are usually far more weather resistant. We are still keeping some edge by having products that can be differentiated in the market-place”.

			Barrie went on to say the value of research into the processing side of the industry had been equally important.

			“Collaboration between the industry sectors and research backers provided a pioneering laser-sorter for the industry which was then funded in part through industry support. It led onto major upgrading of the processing lines supporting a big uplift in the performance of the packing and machinery operations.”

			“That was prompted in part by the loss of the cereal company Kellogg’s as a market in the early 1990s, but we cranked up the performance of the processing lines with laser scanning and other equipment to reduce contamination. Assisted by strong staff commitment, I am glad to say we were able to win back the contract with Kellogg’s.”

			“For me that has been one of the high points - the more professional approach to quality throughout the industry. The quality accreditation program combined with an on-farm quality assurance program was a huge step forward in food safety and growing demand in the food trade.”

			“The industry’s ground-breaking chemical residue testing program was a similar achievement”.

			“The result was being able to meet world competition in a hugely competitive market.”

			“I value my time in the dried fruits industry, my involvement with people over time, the support of my wife Nola and family and the opportunities it presented us. I’m mindful of the severe pressures that the growers have to deal with, and I trust the dried fruits industry in Sunraysia will continue to provide quality products”.

			Barrie’s involvement with Mildura Co-Op and Australian Dried Fruits Sales Pty. Ltd. (later Sunbeam Foods), required him to travel overseas with colleagues to visit existing customers and seek potential new markets.

			While in Baghdad, to attend a World Trade Fair, the Australian industry group members were advised by Australian officials never to take photos. The reason was that Iraq was at war with Iran and a photographer could unknowingly be recording camouflaged artillery. Any resulting arrest would involve prison sentences with the possible risk of “not coming out in the same physical condition as you went in”.

			Another time while attending a conference in Cairo he decided, during his lunch break, he would shout himself a haircut at the hotel barber shop.

			The barber positioned his head in what Barrie felt was a position required to size up the style of cut and he was asked to relax, and with chiropractic precision, the barber cracked his neck. “It was all part of the service!” according to Barrie.

			Barrie was a Board member of Australian Dried Fruits Sales (Sunbeam Foods) for 26 years. Its operations included dried fruit retail packeting and marketing overseas and in Australia for the Sunbeam brand and de-seeding raisins.

			Sunbeam Foods also acted as agent in sales of bulk dried fruit on both domestic and export markets.

			But retirement has clearly opened other doors and interests for the MacMillan family, the highest priority obviously being the children and their families. Barrie and Nola are extremely proud of their children and six grandchildren.

			Kent is married to Michelle and is Director of Pharmacy at Western Health hospitals in Melbourne. Their children are Jack and Lily.

			Kim is married to Ian and their children are Emily & Lachlan. Kim is recently retired from the role of Asia Pacific Aviation & Marine Fuel Sales Manager, ExxonMobil.
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			Nola and Barrie with their children, from left to right Kent, Catherine, Andrew and Kim

			Andrew is based in Singapore, where he works as a Project Manager in the insurance industry.

			Catherine is married to Matt and they have two children - Genevieve & Nicholas. Catherine is an Occupational Therapist and the family lives in Queensland.

			At any one time, for many years, Barrie & Nola had at least two children working overseas. At various times they visited Kim in Singapore, Andrew in Singapore, Kent in Brighton, UK and Catherine in Manchester, UK. Nowadays, Facetime & Zoom are used enthusiastically to keep in touch with family.
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			Barrie and Nola with grandchildren, from left to right, Emily, Lachlan, Lily, Genevieve, Nicholas and Jack

			Another keen interest for Barrie is his concern for the environment which he exhibits in his work at his Darling River property and his continuing representations to governments and policy makers in relation to land care and water management.

			This interest arises in part from the realisation that the term ‘environment’ is increasingly portrayed as a disconnected stakeholder, well able to be sustained by occasional ad hoc attention. Barrie believes the reverse is the case – they are not disconnected. Sustainable landscapes are central to the needs of any region.
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			Catherine’s wedding departing Gol Gol in 2012: Andrew driving the MacMillan’s Jaguar 240, Ken Bennett in Mark 4 Jaguar and Barry Power in S Type Jaguar.

			“The well-being of communities depends on the wellbeingof landscapes. The present plight of the Darling River is a great example of this. Much better long-term planning to ensure our landscapes are sustainable is a must”.

			“Implementation of the Murray Darling Basin Plan is due for completion in a few years and funding resources are now largely expended”.

			“It is therefore all the more urgent that agencies now resort to the priority of the Plan – to ensure the return to environmentally sustainable levels”.

			Back in 1999, Barrie co-ordinated a submission to the Murray Darling Basin Commission, signed by all major Sunraysia district wineries and food processors, who were all very concerned at the consequential risks to interruptions to their processing; and also to risks that toxic algal blooms cut right across Australia’s clean and green marketing image. 

			About ten years before he retired, Barrie and Nola purchased one hundred acres of Darling River frontage. The property was one of eight that was subdivided off Bellevue Station, north of Wentworth. The purchase was with the intention of building a home, however over time the home was not realised.

			But the land was to become an important interest for Barrie, exercising his intellect and energies when he retired.

			It proved to balance out the experience of his various directorships and his commitment to the environment.
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			Barrie at Cooba property, inspecting revegetated Red Gums

			The property called “Cooba” has become a nature reserve for indigenous plants and animals, specialising in the re-establishment of native vegetation. His experimentation is ongoing. The NSW Biodiversity Conservation Trust has funded a project with gates to exclude foxes and rabbits, thus allowing the natives such as echidnas to adapt to locating gates and pushing through. Echidnas can lift six times their own weight. 

			Above is one of the ‘gateways’ at Cooba to protect native fauna by excluding foxes, rabbits and other vermin, while providing access to important fauna such as the Echidna pictured.
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			At the time of writing and because of COVID-19, Barrie has been unable to visit the property for several months.

			Retirement to Barrie was not a sentence, just a word, as he continues to use his knowledge and experience to pursue his interest in two of Australia’s greatest rivers and the reliance on them of the communities they support.

			A brief summary of Barrie’s career:

			Clerk/Teller 
Commercial Bank of Australia, Red Cliffs, 1955-1958

			Manager 
Family dried fruit property, Cardross, 1958-1963

			Clerk 
State Electricity Commission of Victoria, Mildura, 1963-1966

			Various roles 
Mildura Co-Op Fruit Company Ltd, 1966-1982

			Company Secretary 
Mildura Co-Op Fruit Company Ltd, 1982-1992

			Manager 
Dried Fruits Division of the Mildura Co-Op, 1992-1998

			Director 
Australian Dried Fruits Sales P/L, 1974-2000

			Member 
Australian Dried Fruits Board 1991-1994; Chairman 2000.

			Member 
Australian Dried Fruits Research Council, 1988-1991

			Member 
Riverlink Council, (Representative for Sustainable Resources), 2000-2001

			Member 
Sunraysia Rural Water Authority Board, 1998-2004

			Chairman 
Horticulture Australia, Dried Fruits Industry Advisory Committees (Marketing and Research & Development), 2002-2007

			Member 
Lower Murray Urban and Rural Water Board 2004-2007

			Member 
Mallee Catchment Management Authority Board 1997-2008

			Member 
Lower Murray Darling Catchment Management Board 2008-2012

			Member 
Murray Darling Wetland Working Group Ltd Board 2012-2017
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			Family Christmas, Gol Gol 2018
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