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			BETTY WHITING

			in conversation with Lindsay Harris

			More people get better with tender loving care than anything else.

			Betty’s maternal grandfather, George James Gregory, travelled from England to Australia in 1887. He came to Mildura in 1889. George moved to Australia for the dry climate as he had a weak chest. He journeyed from Echuca to Mildura by paddle-steamer to take up land advertised in the Chaffey “Red Book”. As the land was not ready, he initially worked as a carpenter for the Chaffey brothers, helping with the construction of the Rio Vista homestead and the Mildura Central School.

			Betty’s maternal grandmother, Eliza Sarahann Hallett, followed George out from England in 1889, travelling from Adelaide to Mildura on the paddle-steamer Gem. Eliza was a schoolteacher.

			George and Eliza married in 1890, and had two children: Annie Eliza born 1891, and Grace Emily born 1894. Betty’s mother Annie was among the first European settlers’ children to be born in Mildura. 

			George and Eliza were initially allocated land in Dyar Avenue in the area now known as the Aerodrome Ovals. It was there they planted stone fruits but when the fruit was almost ready for harvest, they couldn’t access enough water, and they had to abandon the crop. The Chaffey brothers then transferred them to land at Nichols Point. It was a ten-acre block of unplanted, unfenced, rabbit-ridden land near the Nichols Point pumps.

			Their house in Dyar Avenue was relocated to Nichols Point and they commenced growing vegetables, selling them to market to try and get established. They also grew muscatel grapes and Betty’s mum, along with the workers, was responsible for packing them. George became an authority on vines and horticulture and became a member of the Mildura Vineyards Protection Board as well as the Shire Council.

			According to Betty, “Grandma put together a supply cupboard for locals and started the Nichols Point store. My aunt Grace oversaw the shop”. Betty’s grandfather would come to Mildura weekly by horse and cart to get mail and papers and they were eventually assigned a Post Office licence. 

			“Grandma and Grandpa had planned a return visit to England but before they were to leave, the cauliflower crop they were growing was completely eaten by rabbits and they had to delay the trip”. Betty states that “When they did eventually get there in 1912, Mum had her 21st birthday”. While in England they cared for John (Jack) Hallet, their five-year-old nephew. Jack was to return with them to Australia and become part of the family. Jack later added the Gregory surname. 

			Betty’s paternal grandparents lived on a farm near Armagh in Northern Ireland. Betty adds, “Dad’s family consisted of a brother and five step siblings”.

			Betty’s father: Robert “Bob” Gordon, born 1888, came to Australia in 1908. He worked for his uncle in Irymple and then, with the help of his uncle, bought a block on Walnut Avenue. Bob’s mother had died when he was born, and he had been brought up by relatives. When his father remarried, Bob and his older brother John stayed with his mother’s side of the family. His aunt Lizzie was a nurse, and she looked after them. At age thirteen Bob got a job in a grocer’s shop and did a five-year apprenticeship as a grocer merchant. “He sometimes got left over food and took it home to his brother”.

			Bob served in the first World War working on hospital ships. He was initially a quartermaster probably using his Latin in relation to medicines. (Betty believes that Bob had learned Latin as a youngster). The hospital ships took wounded Gallipoli soldiers back to Alexandria and England. He subsequently served in the Third Light Horse Field Ambulance and Camel Transport Corps in Egypt and Palestine. “While he was away at war his uncle couldn’t work Bob’s block, and it was sold”.

			In 1924, when Annie was thirty-three and Bob was thirty-five, they married and settled on a block in Flora Avenue adjacent to what is now the Riverside Holiday Park. (Betty believes that Annie’s previous boyfriend had died in an accident). Happily, Annie and Bob had three children: George born 1925, and sister Marjorie born 1929. Annie Elizabeth “Betty”, the middle child was born at ‘Kirkee’ Hospital on April 30, 1927. “When I was born, Mum had been taken to the hospital in a horse and jinker, but we came home in our first car.  Mum said she couldn’t reverse the car and as Dad was planning a trip to Ireland, he told her, ‘Well, you have six months to learn!’”

			“I remember that Mum and Dad built a new house when I was about four years old”. Prior to that they had been living in a small house with few facilities. Betty remembers that when they moved in, it poured with rain. “Dad had drawn up a plan of the house of four rooms with verandas to be added later. Dad also owned land across the road and for years he supplied water to the Mildura golf course”. “He had around fifty acres, but the soil wasn’t good for grapes”.
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			George and Betty Gordon

			“Oranges did very well and for years they sold oranges to the Victorian Railways as well as to Sarnia and the Mildura Co-op. He did well and they managed a few trips to Ireland to visit relatives. We also had apple trees and we children would pick them and Dad would take them to Thom Packs who would sell them for us. That was the way we could get pocket money”.

			Betty remembers, “We swam a lot in the Murray River. We would walk down there with bare feet as there were no sandals in those days. We learnt to swim by being thrown in by Dad. I was a good swimmer, and I remember swimming across the river six times. In drought times we could make sandcastles in the middle of the river on sandbars”.
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			The three children in a high river

			“We would get out of bed on a summer morning and run down on the hot sand to the river. We would come back at lunchtime and go back to the river after lunch. Later we had a boat, and we would row across the river. We would love it when we had chops and could grill them over a fire on a wire grate when we had visitors. In the evenings we would play outside”. 

			Betty remembers that there were shocking dust-storms. “It would go completely dark”. There would always be dust inside the house, especially the sleep-out and in the school. She says, “One dust storm was so severe that on our way to Grandma’s house in Eleventh Street where we were to stay the night, Marjorie and I could not see to cross Deakin Avenue”.

			She tells me, “We always had books to read. Dad was a great reader”. George would get the paper on the way home from school some days and Dad would read it. “Mum was brought up a Methodist and was horrified when Dad joined the Mildura Working Man’s Club, so that he could borrow their library books”. 

			Their kitchen, which was quite large, had a big table in the middle. “Dad would work until six o’clock and he would then come in and have dinner. We had a large kitchen table that we all sat around, and Mum would serve dinner from the end of the table”. 

			“For breakfast, Dad always made porridge. He got up at six and lit the fire. The porridge was ready by six-thirty. He would be gone by seven-thirty in the morning, walking from the house to near the golf course to do jobs such as pruning. The racks were on the river flat a long way from the vines. At picking time, a horse and cart brought the dip tins filled with grapes and Dad would dip them into the hot dip. Once spread on the racks, it depended on the weather as to when they were sufficiently dried”.  

			There was a large sink in the corner, “But Mum used wash-up bowls instead of the sink”. There was a wood stove which had a tap for the hot water.  There was an airing cupboard where they put the milk to separate the cream. Betty says, “We had a Coolgardie safe on the back veranda and the dripping water kept the butter and perishables cool”. She remembers that “Dad went into Mildura one day to get ice but by the time he came home, the ice for the icebox had melted”. Betty also remembers when they got an electric fridge. “We kept trying out recipes for ice-cream, but not very successfully”.

			The washhouse was separate from the house and Betty remembers that they had a copper and a wringer.  “Later a washhouse was built at the end of the veranda and Mum was able to get a washing machine”. 

			“Marjorie and I slept in a sleep-out. It was a built-in veranda, with weatherboards on the bottom section of wall. We had canvas blinds over flywire to pull down to keep out the morning light and, in the winter, to reduce the cold. It was very hard to get up on the cold mornings. We had a small dressing room attached. It was warmer in there getting dressed”. 

			“We had a radio, and I remember crowding around it when war was declared. Dad had been back to Ireland in 1937 and said there was going to be war.  The radio was important for entertainment, as was the piano”. The Gordon’s were considered isolated as they lived well out of town. Betty recalls, “We rarely went to see a film at the cinema”.

			Betty remembers that her mother tried to enrol her at primary school in February 1932, but the headmaster refused to enrol her as she was two months shy of her fifth birthday. “I was quite upset about it, and I had to wait until June to be accepted”. Betty remembers one of her teachers, Miss Perry. “She had a broken golf stick which she used to hit us with when we did something wrong”.

			When she was at the West Primary School, there was a diphtheria outbreak, and a little girl died. “Mum and Dad had a nice garden with a lot of carnations, and I took a bunch to school where they were put in the wreath”. When the polio outbreak hit, the children finished school for the year on the first of December 1937 and they weren’t allowed back until the end of February 1938. The town people weren’t allowed out of their backyards.  Betty says, “We had a big backyard, so it was easier for us. We had a very long holiday!” 

			Helen Bowring, who had caught polio at eighteen months old and couldn’t walk, went to the West School in about grade five. “A lady was employed to wheel her over in a bed each morning, home for lunch and then back to school. When she went to High School her father only had a horse and cart so a friend, Nancy, would drive her to school where she had a wheelchair waiting for her. Every Monday morning, she had to be carried to the hall upstairs for assembly”.

			Betty remembers that “During the Depression, pre-war, there were a lot of people camping on the river. They just had what they carried on their backs”. They would come to the house for food, and they would be given a sandwich. “We gave out a lot of tea except when the war started and we had rations”. Betty recalls the day when her mum opened the back door to throw out the dishwater, only to discover a forlorn, wet swagman about to ask for some food. 

			Betty’s Dad had a good, permanent man on the property, a Norwegian called Otto. He lived in a building that Mr Gordon had built for him. One morning he woke up and discovered his feet in water. “It was a quick rising flood. and Dad then had to build another residence higher up”. Edgar Keenan also worked on the block after coming out from Ireland and before being allocated a block at Coomealla. 
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			Off to school in a jinker

			“We three kids went to Mildura West Primary School in a horse and jinker. When George went to High School, he would harness the horse in the morning, and I would take it to school along a bush track across the aerodrome. We took hay for it and put it in a small plot that Dad had fenced. I harnessed it to come home. When we got home Otto would put the horse away in its yard.  Eventually Dad bought bikes for us”.

			“Once I was given money to buy a pie at school. After I got it, I bought a lolly with a ring around it.  When I got home, I was told not to waste money on a ring”.

			“The droughts didn’t affect us much on the river, but the floods were more frequent. One time my sister and I marked out a whole tennis court and the next morning it was completely covered in water. I remember the boat tied up at the front gate”. Betty remembers coming home from shopping one day in the car with her mum when the car became bogged. There had been heavy rain and because Flora Avenue had just been built up, Mum slid off the road near home. Dad wanted to get the horses to pull us out, but “Mum revved the car and slipped and slithered out of the bog”. 

			“Our permanent man would work at Old Mildura during the floods and his wife would take us to school after dropping him off for work”. 

			Betty remembers that “Early in the 1930s a lady landed in a plane at the aerodrome one night about six o’clock. There was a knock at our door, as it was getting dark, and we were the nearest house. The lady had hired a plane to come from Adelaide. Her sister and family had all died in a house fire at Merbein. She was Irish and hit it off with Dad. She came back every year for a fortnight’s holiday and stayed with us each time”.  

			“Dad was a hard worker outdoors, so Mum became the one who disciplined and managed us. I came across a card for their forty-fifth wedding anniversary saying, From the worst husband in the world… He had a sense of humour”. 

			“We enjoyed our sports. I played netball and tennis at High School. We rode bikes to High School and had to go over to Tenth Street and along Walnut Avenue to get to the school. We wished that they had opened Fourteenth Street all the way from Flora Avenue. After one rainstorm, I had to make a big detour via Eleventh Street to avoid flooding along Twelfth Street. In those days Dyar Avenue went right through Dad’s block”.

			“My mother did a lot of beautiful crochet work. She would do this of an evening. Earlier she learnt the piano as well as painting. Dad played tennis for Irymple and Mum also played with Nichols Point.  They met playing tennis”.

			Betty attended the Mildura High School for four years, from 1939 to 1942. She did the “usual subjects” as well as cooking and sewing. They made camouflage nets to send to the boys fighting in New Guinea in World War Two. In 1943 she boarded at Methodist Ladies College (MLC) in Melbourne. “I was fifteen when I went to boarding school, during the last years of the war. I’m not sure why we were sent to Melbourne, when some children there were being evacuated to the country to get out of Melbourne. Marjorie came with me, and she had only done one year of high school in Mildura before leaving. Once a month we had a day out and one weekend per month we could go and stay a night with relatives”. 

			“From Mildura we would take the train to Melbourne and boarding school, and it was an all-night trip. Marjorie and I would sit up all night in the carriages. Some other school kids slept in the luggage rack above our heads, but I preferred the floor. Doris Smith from Merbein had gone to the same school, and I was able to inherit her uniforms when she left. 

			“We were lucky that the principal’s wife at MLC was a doctor. She was allowed to run a pre-nursing course at the school and by doing this we were exempted from the first-year nursing exams. This was a rare thing, so we were very fortunate. Most of the students were day students. There were about a dozen of us doing this course. We learned anatomy and all about drugs. We also did cooking as part of the nursing course”. 

			Betty’s brother George left home and joined the bank at sixteen. He was in Mildura for twelve months but when he was eighteen, he was sent down to Hastings where he joined the Air Force. “Marjorie and I came home on holidays during the war. Once when George came home on leave, we had a lightning storm. We all raced out to cover the fruit, but that storm blew away”.
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			George and sisters in uniform

			“In 1945 I started general nursing training at Mildura Base Hospital. All Dad’s relatives were nurses, so he had encouraged me. In fact, he told me to become a nurse but wouldn’t let me start until I was eighteen.  Marjorie was more daring, and she started before she was eighteen”.   

			“In my last year of training in Mildura, an appeal was opened to raise money for a nurses’ centre in Melbourne as a head office. Every country hospital was asked to help, and I was selected as the representative of Mildura Base Hospital because my dad and brother had been servicemen. I went to Melbourne for it, but I wasn’t keen to go as we were doing final exams at that time. Subsequently I went to Melbourne in 1949 and did my midwifery training at the Royal Women’s Hospital”. 
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			Nursing sisters on the lawns at mildura base

			“I worked at Windulva Private Hospital in Mildura when I finished training. I guess didn’t know much about nursing before I went and trained. I had my tonsils out before I started and that was my only hospital experience. I started at the end of the war, and we had to sweep floors and do domestic work as the hospital was short-staffed. We made lots of beds, as most people spent a lot of time in bed. I started in the surgical ward, where patients only sat out of bed for the last day or two before going home. Back then they would be in hospital for around two weeks”. 

			“When I started at the Mildura Base Hospital, we worked from 6.30am to 10am. From 10am to 4pm we were off duty, then evening shift worked from 4pm to 10pm. The night shift had to have tea at the hospital. We had one day off a week. I worked in all the wards over the first twelve months. I would go straight home to get a good meal after day shift. I would get on my bike and ride home to have tea with my family.  We had to be back by 9pm.

			“I went home to Flora Avenue on days off, but many girls couldn’t, so they would go to the pictures together and do other things. We stayed in the original hospital which had been converted to a nurses’ home. We slept on the verandas which had flywire and canvas blinds on them. There were dressing rooms inside where all the wardrobes were.  We had horsehair mattresses, which were not very warm, unlike the kapok mattresses we had at home”. 
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			Betty and bike at the railway lines

			“The horsehair mattresses were hard to make up in the mornings and were cold in winter. There was a tennis court out the back of the nurse’s home and I would play with another girl after night shift before going to bed”. 
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			Sister Betty Whiting 1951

			After marrying Max Whiting in 1951, the couple took over Block 17 in Birdwoodton, opposite Max’s parents. Max’s dad Stan had bought the property before World War 2 and gave them a loan to buy it. “On the block with Max, I was busy in the early years looking after the children. We had John in 1951, Elizabeth in 1953, Marion in 1954 and Joanne in 1958. “I only worked casually while I was having my children.

			“I remember working in Outpatients and was driving home late one night when I saw a man standing in the middle of the road. He must have been drunk. I had trouble going around him and this unsettled me, so I stopped working at night.

			“When I went back to hospital work in 1969, I worked in a geriatric ward, with men at one end and women at the other. Infectious children were in this ward too. In this ward I also nursed Ailsa Deacon who caught polio as an adult and spent 35 years on a respirator (iron lung). I also ran the TB (Tuberculosis) Chalet for several years until 1973”.

			“After the kids got older and Joanne was in form five in 1974, I worked for many years, (two days a week, from 2 pm to 6 pm), for a rather stern Mr Worcester. He was a surgeon and did many small operations in the theatre.  I would give injections and take stitches out.  Every Friday was Vasectomy Day. We had a nickname for it, the ‘special afternoon’.

			“It was the end of the week, and the men could rest over the weekend. He operated on Thursdays at the hospital for major operations. One day I answered him back and his behaviour was totally different after that!  He had a sense of humour and had a soft heart.  We got on really well. One day he said to me, ‘More people get better with tender, loving care, than anything else’ “.

			“Once a week, Fishers Merbein, came to the house and took a food order and made deliveries, as did the baker.  We had our own cow for milk.  We made our own butter. It was my job to separate the milk.  The left-over milk went to the chooks. They also got the green leaves off lettuces. They were very healthy chooks. We mainly ate chickens at Christmas, they were a luxury. We bought our meat, and I bought a side of lamb nearly every week. We didn’t waste anything. In the summertime I would stuff the flap with seasoning and cook it. It was good cold later, with salad. 

			“There was a lot of time taken up with washing and ironing. I was lucky as I bought my own washing machine. It had a wringer that went over the cement trough. I needed access to a car on the block and got my licence when John was about six months old.  We had a sandpit out the back during winter and it became a pool during summer where the kids played under a row of cedar trees for shade”. 

			As there was no kindergarten, John and Elizabeth were home until school started. “Lola Corbould eventually got a kindergarten going and Marion was the first to be able to go, followed later by Joanne.

			“John started school in July 1956, the year of the flood. John brought home measles, mumps and chicken pox. The younger ones all caught them as well. I would have the fire going continuously in the lounge and dried the washing in there during the cold months. The children all went to the Lake School and then to the new Merbein High School”. Betty says she didn’t see much of the 1956 floods as she had been home for several months with sick kids. “I remember being driven to the top of Pump Hill to see the water at the bottom. Max was away during the days building levee banks”. 

			“I started in the Mothers’ Club at the Lake School in 1956. It was a good way to spend time with other women. As the kids got to high school, I joined the Mothers’ Club there as well. I have been secretary at both mothers’ clubs. One year all the office bearers at the High School were from the Lake School. We organised afternoon tea for visitors, made decisions about uniforms and organised other functions. 

			“I was busy with taking the kids to Scouts, Guides, music lessons and other activities in Merbein.  When the kids left home, I did more work on the block.

			“I would drive the tractor at picking time, do spreading as well as pruning. John went on to work in horticulture, Elizabeth in hairdressing and banking and Marion and Joanne in nursing.

			“The Birdwoodton Tennis Club started up around 1960 and the children and I had many enjoyable times there, playing on Saturdays and social tennis on Sunday afternoon. I had played tennis and netball at High School”. 

			“I joined Red Cross around this time. Doris McCarthy’s son had to have a major heart operation.  It was suggested that we support it. Four of us from Merbein drove in once a fortnight to take blood donations. It was in Mildura and there was a special room for taking blood. We would sit there and hold the bags and keep them moving so that they wouldn’t clot.

			“When I moved to Mildura in the 80’s I started doing it again. I still worked for the Red Cross shop in Merbein. I worked with the Red Cross for forty years and was secretary for twenty-two years. I was joined up as Betty Whiting but when they computerised it, they put me in as “Annie” (Betty’s birthname), so there was no connection with my previous name (the name she was always known by). We would help when people had house fires and would fit them out with what they needed. 

			“I joined the Embroiderers’ Guild in 1987 when I moved into Mildura, and I am still a member.  Once we had a tutor coming and we practised our traditional stitches. She was amazed by how many stitches I knew. In the early days, at school, we learned on a piece of material, but now the girls are allowed to be a lot more creative. My role on the committee was recognised by the Melbourne Embroiderers Guild with a 25-Year Service Award.

			“I also had over forty years involvement in bowls at Merbein and Irymple and I was a member of Probus for many years”. 

			“I was awarded Life Membership of the Mildura District Nurses’ Association in 1990 which had, since 1954, been a support for the nurses of the district. In 1997 the 50th anniversary of Mildura Base Hospital was celebrated at The Settler’s Club with over 200 attendees, many dressed in past uniforms”.

			“I enjoyed travel with various groups, especially bowls trips. Norfolk Island and Brisbane Expo stand out for me. I was on one trip where, very sadly, some members of the group were killed when two hot air balloons collided in Central Australia”. 

			“My parents retired in 1949 to Wattle Avenue and I would call in on my way to work. Shillidays bought their block on Flora Avenue and, as we had supplied water to the golf course area, Shillidays were able to continue to use the pump.

			“After he retired Dad took up bowls. Charlie Croft lived across the road and he and Dad used to go up the river together for a getaway in the bush”.

			“In 1963 Mum and Dad both went back to Ireland together. Dad loved playing cards, and, on the boat, he enjoyed this hobby. He was involved in Legacy and would deliver wood to Legatee’ families with John helping. When my father died in 1971, he was buried in the Presbyterian section at Nichols Point Cemetery. It was to be the last row because it reached the flood zone, but there are two more rows now. My sister Marjorie passed away in 2022”.

			Betty and her children
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			“After thirty-five years living in Kalimna Drive, I decided it was time to give up the housework and move into Princes Court Homes. I had stopped driving a car in 2020 and received home help for a period before moving out of home. I enjoy catching up with my children, eleven grandchildren, nineteen great grandchildren, other extended family members and surviving friends. I made many quilts for all of them.
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			“From nursing training to midwifery to nurse practician to a GP’s clinical nurse, I can recommend nursing as a wonderful life, having daughters, a son-in-law and wider family as nurses. Lauren, a late-to-nursing granddaughter, at forty, is now in training for what has become a family tradition”.
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