
		
			[image: Shirley_Story_Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

	
		
			SHIRLEY REID 

			in conversation with Peter Rhodes

			Fourteen hungry mouths to feed!

			It is generally accepted that large families are happy families and siblings support and look after each other. After talking with Shirley, I am sure this saying is indeed correct. 

			Shirley Ann Storer, (now Reid), was born on January 9, 1942, at the old Mildura Base Hospital to Joseph and Lorna (née McKenzie) Storer. She was one of ten siblings and a member of a large, happy family. Shirley had five brothers and four sisters, so she had plenty of playmates and companions with whom to play games and discover her neighbourhood.

			Keep in mind Shirley grew up well before television and mobile phones were common when fun and adventure had to be created or invented. 

			Shirley was number seven with, (in order), Les, Ruth, Gwen, Mick, Olive, Josie, Tom, Colin and Bruce being her brothers and sisters. Shirley probably played more often with her younger brothers Tom, Colin and Bruce, especially Tom, as they were closer in age. Unsurprisingly, a common question and sometimes a plea was, “Where are Shirley and the boys?”
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			Shirley’s family in 1969 dressed for Tom’s Wedding
Left To Right: Gwen, Colin, Mum, Dad, Josie, Les, Olive, Bruce, Ruth, Mick Shirley And Tom

			Today, Ruth, Shirley, Colin and Tom are still living, and Shirley lives in Murray House Aged Care in Wentworth, NSW. Shirley is in good health except for her “wonky” knees which she says is a common Storer ailment.

			Shirley’s parents did very well to produce and raise five boys and five girls. Would numbers eleven and twelve have been one of each?

			Shirley’s dad, Joseph, was a woodcutter and he cut railway sleepers by hand. Lorna was a housewife and a mother. Joseph and Lorna came to Merbein from near Bendigo and established their home in Commercial Street, Merbein.

			When that frequent question was asked, “Where are Shirley and the boys?”, the answer could have been “in the gullies”, or “down by the cliffs” or “down at the stables” or “in the rowing boat”. The common thread here is, anywhere outdoors.

			“In the gullies” or “down by the cliffs” meant building cubbies or climbing trees or exploring the area around the Merbein cliffs. It’s an area just demanding adventure. “Down at the stables”, was also a place near the Murray River below the former Mildara Winery. All the kids loved to spend some time with the horses in the stables.

			Joseph also had a wooden rowing boat which the kids liked to take out from time to time by themselves or with their dad. When not outdoors, there were always plenty of games to play in the backyard or indoors.  Shirley had a very happy childhood and was surrounded by a large, supportive family.
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			Shirley, far right, attended Merbein Higher Elementary School along with sisters Olive and Josie.

			Shirley’s education was provided by the Merbein Higher Elementary School until she left in 1956, aged fourteen. 

			Her first jobs were casual until she obtained a permanent job packing oranges at the Mildura Fruit Cooperative in Merbein. Shirley rode her push bike to and from work when she could find it because sometimes the boys borrowed it and overlooked returning it. Shirley also worked as an usherette on Saturday nights in the new Merbein picture theatre, located in the Civic Centre. Shirley enjoyed these jobs and continued to live with her Mum and Dad in Commercial Street until 1960 when she married John Reid. She was eighteen and John was nineteen. 
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			Shirley and John in their courting days

			John was the son of Eric and Susan Reid, owners of Mallara Station, a 56,000-acre property on the western bank of the Darling River about five kilometres south of Pooncarie. John attended the new Mildura Technical School for his secondary education.

			He boarded with his aunt in Commercial Street, Merbein, serendipitously, just across the road from the Storers.

			John left school after Year 10 to return home to work on Mallara Station but obviously the girl he had met across the street was the girl for him. After a relatively short courtship the couple married in the Methodist Church in Merbein.
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			Shirley (about 1960)

			John and Shirley’s honeymoon was spent driving around parts of outback NSW and Victoria in a Holden ute, visiting country towns and staying in hotels, or camping out.  After their honeymoon they moved into the Reid family home on Mallara until a new house was built for them by Hector Whinen and Allan Shields in 1963. 
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			John and Shirley’s Wedding Day, October 15, 1960

			Mallara was a sheep station with some cattle as well. John was born and raised on the station and lived there with his parents and one brother, Peter, and two sisters, Pat and Maxine.  Mallara is a very remote property and Pooncarie is still a very small town, about one hundred and fifteen kilometres north of Mildura.

			Mallara started as a separate property in 1847 and was settled in 1856 at which time there were only a handful of grazing stations in what is now the Wentworth Shire. John’s grandfather, James, purchased Mallara in 1932 and transferred the property to his son Eric in 1955.  Jim also owned Peaka Station, on the Darling River, just south of Mallara. Shirley is uncertain about the origin of the name “Mallara”, but she thinks it may have had some connection with an aboriginal term used at the time.
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			The paddleboat ‘Tolarno’ and barge ‘Mallara’ loading wool bales at Mallara Station

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Shirley was not lonely on Mallara, and she assisted her new husband and John’s family with the regular station work. She would often accompany John while he mended fences, cleaned water troughs and checked stock. John could turn his hand to most things such as mechanical repairs or building repairs and maintenance. John also worked at Peaka station and later nearby Kinross Station, owned by John’s uncle. John and Shirley also raised pigs to supplement John’s station hand wages. Joanne can remember her dad telling the story of Shirley jumping cleanly over the sty fence with a piglet under each arm, to escape the wrath of the piglets’ mother.

			Shirley and John participated in all the local events such as the Pooncarie Races and Gymkhana, the Boxing Day Picnic, the traditional New Year’s Day Picnic on Lethero Station, school events and in particular local dances. 
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			Mallara Station homestead and its garden established by Shirley

			Both Shirley and John loved old time dances which were held in the Pooncarie Hall. 

			Daily work on the Station also provided Shirley with the opportunity to learn to drive and soon after arriving at Mallara she obtained her licence from the Pooncarie Police Station. Most of the station work involved vehicles or motor bikes, and John took care of any horse work. 

			After finding her feet Shirley took on the responsibility of cooking for the shearers and shed hands, generally a total of about fourteen hungry mouths.  Shearing would take about four weeks and it was her responsibility to organise the supplies from Wentworth, Mildura and Pooncarie to cater for the shearing crew. The supplies would arrive twice a week. Being the shearers’ cook meant providing breakfast, morning tea, lunch, afternoon tea and dinner, seven days a week. All meals were cooked using a wood stove. Shirley also cooked for the shearers at Peaka Station, a sheep and cattle property south of Mallara, also on the Darling River.

			A normal day meant getting the wood stove going at 5.30 am. The only power was from a diesel generator and perishables were kept in a kerosene fridge. Breakfast was chops, eggs, toast and tea or coffee. Morning tea at 9.30am was scones, sandwiches and cakes. Lunch at 12.00 noon would be soup, cold meats (mostly mutton!) and salads. Afternoon tea at 3.00 pm was a selection of cakes, sponges and slices. Dinner at 7.00 pm was a roast or stew with roast vegies, followed by a baked or steamed pudding.

			Significantly, this job was seven days a week and Shirley also had to do the washing up! Shirley would try to vary the meals as much as possible and she would always try to meet the shearers’ requests. She enjoyed these times because everyone got on and the group enjoyed the camaraderie of each other’s company. Shirley was the station’s shearers’ cook for nearly twenty years.
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			Shirley with Robert, Jamie and Joanne about 1968

			In addition to the station work John and Shirley also got to work on starting their family. Joanne was born in 1961, Jamie in 1963 and Robert in 1966.

			The children attended the Pooncarie Primary School, a small school with about nine pupils, and attended as boarders at the High School in Wentworth. 
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			Joanne, John, Jamie, Shirley and Robert, about 1980

			The bridge and weir over the Darling just south of Pooncarie was not built until 1963. Consequently, getting to Pooncarie usually meant crossing the river by boat or the punt and using vehicles left at neighbouring Tarcoola Station. Sometimes getting to Pooncarie required driving to Wentworth on the Broken Hill Road and then back on the Pooncarie Road, such as during floods. Even the road from Pooncarie to Wentworth was not fully sealed until 1993. The original Pooncarie to Wentworth Road more or less followed the Darling River and it could take two to three hours for a trip one-way. Consequently, trips to Wentworth or Mildura were generally monthly. After the road was sealed the trip became a little over one hour.   

			Getting the kids to school was therefore much easier after the new bridge was built. During the 1972 floods, the Mallara homestead was surrounded by floodwater and the family decided to camp on high ground so that they could use the bridge to get to Pooncarie.
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			Camping out on high ground during the 1972 flood

			After leaving school, Joanne trained as a hairdresser, Jamie a carpenter and Robert worked at Coomealla Packers, also serving in the army.

			The three children each had two kids. Joanne (Adrian and Emily), James (Lee and Jessie) and Robert (Daniel and Maddie).  Shirley now has six grandchildren and three great-grandchildren.

			In 1978, John and Shirley made the huge decision to leave Mallara and purchase a fruit block in Coomealla. The number of families on Mallara had grown and Mallara was not big enough to support all the Reid’s and their families. John was also supplementing his income by shooting kangaroos, foxes and rabbits with Shirley working the spotlight.

			The fruit block they chose produced mainly sultanas with some currants, gordos and citrus, including mandarins. Shirley was not a fan of mandarins and she often stated that if she had a block with mandarins, “times must be bad”. However, this property did give John and Shirley the opportunity to take charge of their own destinies. 

			John and Shirley worked this fruit block, and a neighbouring block purchased in 1985, for ten years and then retired and moved to a house that they built on a small property at Darling View. 

			This was a time of great change for the extended Reid family. John’s father Eric passed away and Mallara was sold. Also, during this time, John’s health had deteriorated, and he lost a lot of his weight and strength.  He was later diagnosed with a heart condition, specifically a calcified pericardium. 

			The fruit blocks, however, remained in the family with Robert taking over the original block and Joanne taking over the second one purchased.

			Shirley loved their new home and its shady outlook over the Darling River. They lived here for the next 26 years, and Shirley says this time was perhaps the best time of their lives together.
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			Darling view home

			Darling View was also used as a base to return to from their extensive travels. John and Shirley crisscrossed Australia with their caravan, meeting people with similar interests and with similar plans to see Australia and the outback. Their travels took them around Australia and as far north as Cairns, Darwin and Broome and lots of places in between.

			Initially a Ford sedan was their vehicle, but this was later traded in for a dual cab ute which enabled them to extend their range of destinations. The Ford served its purpose, but the tent and all the camping gear had to be stored in the boot or on the back seat.  

			Being “bushies”, John and Shirley generally preferred to set up their caravan outside of towns, often with people they had met on their travels including Heather and Stephen Barnes from Lethero Station. They enjoyed each other’s company, sharing meals, playing cards and supporting each other if travel or vehicle problems arose.
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			John and Shirley about 2012 at Tapio Station

			In 2014 and with John’s health deteriorating further they sold their Darling View property and moved to Mildura for medical care. John’s health limited their ability to travel but they did undertake some more trips together. John died in 2017, aged seventy-seven and in 2023 Shirley moved into Murray House Aged Care in Wentworth. Shirley enjoys her life at Murray House, its staff, her fellow residents and especially carpet bowls. She admits she is very competitive.

			Looking back on her life, Shirley thinks meeting and marrying John was the best thing that happened to her but perhaps the biggest influence on her life was from her brother Mick. He taught her to dance; he looked out for her, and they had a soft spot for each other as well as a great mutual respect.
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			Emily’s Wedding, November 11, 2011
Left To Right Lee Reid, Dee Reid, Tracey, Daniel, Shirley, James, Maddie Reid, Joanne Barko, Rob Reid, Emily Kidd, Mac Kidd, Colin Barko and Adrian Barko

			Shirley misses her gardens. She established gardens on Mallara, the Coomealla fruit block and the property at Darling View and they remain as legacies of her green thumbs and hard work. Shirley also loved patchwork and some of her quilts are on display in her room at Murray House as well as family and friends’ homes.
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			One of Shirley’s many quilts

			Shirley has returned to Mallara from time to time, but the station is no longer owned by the Reid family and part of the station is now used for mining mineral sands.
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			Shirley Reid, Murray House, Wentworth, 2024

			Her fond memories of John are of a man who could fix anything, who always looked to the future and enjoyed taking on new challenges. 

			For Shirley, her philosophy is “Take life as it comes, accept life’s ups and downs. Move on and make the most of what life has to offer, especially family”.
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