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			PETER GIBBONS

			in conversation with Chris Celegon

			The community service gene planted squarely in his DNA

			A commitment to community and family is a strongly featured theme in the Peter Gibbons story.  His grandfather, John Anderson, was a Gallipoli veteran and one of the original members instrumental in forming Legacy in 1923.  His great grandfather was a mayor of Ballarat and a member of the Legislative Council and his parents were deeply involved in community service organisations. Peter has the community service gene planted squarely in his DNA.

			So let us meet Peter. Born in the Melbourne suburb of Kew on October 2, 1951, Peter was the middle child and only son of Harold Hugh Gibbons (known as Jim) and Shirley Elspeth Anderson.

			Jim was an Australian Army radio operator in Townsville and Papua New Guinea during the Second World War.  After the war, he returned to his previous occupation as an accountant working for the legal firm Russell Kennedy and Cook.  The Gibbons family hailed from English stock, arriving in South Australia in the mid-nineteenth century. Through ventures as successful hoteliers, general store retailers, and commercial travellers, they moved to Victoria, where they eventually settled in Melbourne.

			Shirley Anderson’s family came from Scotland and migrated to Australia in 1886. On the maternal side, the Pittard family arrived from England heading for Ballarat, where they became influential in the affairs of the busy city, following the family tradition of community service.   Shirley was always involved in a variety of community ventures including schools, Probus, and Meals on Wheels.

			The Gibbons family comprised Kaye, born in 1949, Peter in 1951 and Pam in 1957. Peters’ recollections are of warm and friendly times filled with cracker nights, school fêtes, and pet dogs, in particular Butch, Pip and Jumper. His first home was a War Service home in Rogerson Court, Balwyn, a Melbourne suburb flourishing in the post-World War Two boom of suburban development.
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			Young Peter Gibbons

			The court lent itself to billy cart races, bike riding, daily deliveries of milk and bread by horse and cart, and the home deliveries of groceries. Peter began school at Balwyn State School. In a memoir written by Peter, “The Gibbons-Anderson Family History”, Peter remembers a very stern teacher, Miss Scott, who still had the power to “terrify” him years later. It’s a memory that may resonate with many readers reflecting on their own early schooling.

			The holidays were a grand affair that included members of the extended family, grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins all converging on McCrae, on the Mornington Peninsula. “Harbinger” was a holiday house built by John Anderson, Shirley’s father, with the name paying homage to the ship carrying the first Anderson ancestor from Scotland. As Peter reflects, the holidays were looked forward to by everyone, with lazy days spent on the beach, including use of what is now a most sought-after bathing box. “Messing around” with a cluster of cousins, the only issue to worry about during those sunny days was the constant war with bull ants and mosquitoes.

			Peter and his favourite cousin Janny became partners on many seaside adventures. His sister, Kaye, remembers his prowess on the skiffle board, a type of surfboard.

			As was the custom in many families, the heights of the growing brood were recorded for posterity and in this family, a wooden door was the witness to this endeavour. The McCrae house is long gone, but it is believed the door survived as a link to the sun-drenched days of childhood.

			Grandparents were a very strong presence. Peter remembers his mother’s father, John Anderson, who was an acute diabetic with a passion for chocolate. He would hide his treats from his wife in secret spots all over the house. To Peter’s knowledge, he did not share his treats for fear of discovery.

			One highlight of Peter’s childhood was his involvement with the Scouting movement. Peter joined the 14th Camberwell Scouts, thoroughly enjoying the camaraderie and fellowship. He participated in the theatrical shows known then as the “Camberwell Showtime”, a precursor to the Gang Shows of today. Jamborees held in the Dandenong Ranges and Adelaide, and one excursion rafting on the Murray River from Cobram to Echuca, made a powerful and lasting impression. Peter worked his way through the scouting ranks, from Cubs to the prestigious Queens Scout award, which was awarded to him in 1969. The scouting fraternity has left a strong imprint on Peter’s life and is still evident in conversations with him today.

			His secondary education took place at the prestigious Trinity Grammar in Kew. Here, Peter was introduced to the accounting and commerce subjects that would carry him to Monash University. In 1970, he successfully applied for a studentship with the understanding that once his studies were completed, the Education Department would post him somewhere in Victoria. With a degree in economics and teacher training at Monash Teachers College, he was off and running. Peter had wanted to be a teacher all along, and when given the option of where to be posted, he asked for a Murray River placement, based on the happy rafting adventure he had in his scouting days.
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			Peter’s Graduation from Monash University, 1973

			So, with the Volkswagen packed and hesitating to tell his companions at Monash of his posting in “the sticks”, he headed “bush” to the Pyramid Hill Central School. Pyramid Hill, population 595 (2021 census), is located 242 km north of Melbourne and some 60 km west of Echuca, so it is nearish the Murray River! Named after a triangle of granite that resembles an Egyptian pyramid rising from the flat surrounding countryside, Pyramid Hill is a farming community with a wide variety of interests in cereals, sheep, dairy, and orchards.

			Despite the initial trepidation, Peter enjoyed his time at the tiny school, which, on reflection, armed him with the tricks and tools of the trade for his future career.  As he states in his biography … 

			“This school was under resourced and understaffed, and I learnt very quickly how to improvise when there were no books and how to survive the day with a hangover from the night before. I shared houses with other teachers during my time at Pyramid Hill.  While I was there, I became involved with a local drama club and assisted in putting on several plays in the town”.

			Involvement in amateur theatre is another interest derived from Peter’s scouting days.

			In 1977, after four years of teaching, he was transferred to Bacchus Marsh High School. Although once an important rural service centre, Bacchus March is now considered part of Melbourne’s suburban commuter belt.  

			Peter did not enjoy his time there and found a cohort of students “troublesome” and wild. Unlike today, few procedures were in place to work with and engage difficult students, making teaching a challenge. But there was a silver lining in this appointment. Peter applied for a role as a travelling commerce consultant in the Ballarat Region, which required attendance at seminars. A particular project at the Victorian Commercial Teachers Association (VCTA) at Fitzroy changed his life. It was here that he met his soul mate, Jenny Lee.

			Jenny was a Merbein girl teaching commerce at Mortlake, an historic town 216 km west of Melbourne in the Victorian Western District. She was the second child of Cornelius (known as Con) Lee, originally from Maryborough, Victoria, who arrived in Merbein with his family in 1919, and Louie (Lou) Cannan, originally from Victor Harbour in South Australia. Jenny had studied at Melbourne University, and as one of the students who qualified for the further education scheme at the time, her education fees and some living expenses were paid, but she was obliged to work for the Education Department for four years. This led Jenny to Mortlake and in Jenny’s words... “There was a line from Mildura to Mortlake. You could draw a straight line from north to south”.  Close to home but not too close!

			With romance in the air, the problem of distance arose. From Peter’s biography …

			“In order to see each other, it was a matter of one of us driving from Mortlake to Bacchus Marsh every weekend.  The only way to sort this out was to get married and then I would be able to transfer to Hawkesdale High School”.

			So, there you are, scouting logic at its best; maybe there is a badge in it! 

			After a romantic holiday in Queensland where Peter “popped the question”, the newly engaged couple drove home via Merbein to ask permission from Jenny’s father. They arrived in the small New South Wales township of Hay and, strolling past a jewellery shop they selected a lovely solitaire engagement ring.  Remembering the time is 1978, credit cards were not yet the number one accessory they are today.  Time to pay up arrived, and it was Jenny who had the card and therefore paid for the ring. They still laugh about this today.

			He did pay her back as soon as he could!

			The wedding day was set for Saturday, March 10, 1979, at the Merbein Uniting Church. It was a warm, 32 degree day. The Melbourne guests arrived on the Vinelander train. Peters’ sister Kaye, now living in Tasmania, also came over for the occasion.  

			Jenny wore an elegant white gown with a chiffon overlay, and the bridesmaids, longtime friend Marg Wilson, and niece Tania Lee, made a pretty combination in powder blue. Tania, around seven at the time, had just lost her front teeth; it seems the tooth fairy has a sense of humour. So, this led to some “toothy” wedding photos. Peter’s mother, Shirley, made the bride and bridesmaids’ ensembles. Peter and his Best Man Antony Pearce were resplendent in light blue suits. The day was a great success.  

			The honeymoon, well, as Jenny laughs.  “I’m still waiting for my honeymoon after 45 years”. It was the Labour Day long weekend in Victoria, so it was back to work the following Tuesday!
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			Peter and Jenny’s Wedding in Merbein, 1979.

			Peter’s new posting was at Hawkesdale High School, a Victorian Western District town 51 km from Mortlake in a predominantly dairy and cattle farming district. He describes this period as one of his happiest teaching positions. After living in a school residence for a while, Peter and Jenny set up home at Ellerslie on the Hopkins River, 14 km from Mortlake, handy to both schools. 

			The city slicker became the home renovator, painting, wallpapering, building and planting. As Peter states, they built a “very comfortable home”.

			During this time, Peter and Jenny welcomed the arrival of their son Daniel Lee in March 1981 and their daughter Natalie Grace in January 1984. Both children were born at nearby Terang. The family was complete, and with a range of four-legged companions, life was very busy with teaching and other interests. Peter was involved with Apex and renewed his interest in amateur theatre with the Mortlake Drama Society. They remember one role, that of the mad psychiatrist in Joe Orton’s “What the Butler Saw”, as particularly demanding.

			The Western District of Victoria has some of the most beautiful and rugged countryside with spectacular coastlines, rich fertile volcanic plains and dense bushland. But with all this natural beauty, the ugly flipside is the ever-present danger of bush fire. 

			Wednesday February 16, 1983, now forever known as “Ash Wednesday”, still resonates with Peter and Jenny. Peter was at school at Hawkesdale, and Jenny was home with young Daniel at Ellerslie. Peter rang Jenny, who said the fire had erupted south of Ellerslie, and she was monitoring its progress on the radio. They were thankfully spared, but the district was devastated, leaving a pall of sadness over the community for a long time. Peter comments, “You trained for it, but when it knocks on your door, it’s a different story”.

			In 1984, Peter transferred to Mortlake High School, then on to Lavers Hill in 1985, where he was promoted to Senior Teacher at the Lavers Hill Consolidated School. Still in the Western District, Lavers Hill, is just one and a half hours drive from Mortlake (123km). It is a small town on the Great Ocean Road and surrounded by the Great Otway National Park.  It is a stunning location if a little damp, as noted by Kaye, Peter’s sister, who sent rain hats and a rain gauge as a housewarming gift. The family moved into a house in Wyelangta nearby, and the renovations began all over again. Peter became a chainsaw warrior, building a carport and bus shelter. He muses that the bus shelter was still in place the last time they visited and has now protected generations of schoolchildren from the frequent downpours. 

			Peter joined the Otway SES and CEP, and the little family settled in to enjoy the lifestyle. Jenny worked part-time teaching music and commerce, and the children were just starting their education. They made many friends, many of whom they are still in contact with, and enjoyed exploring the coast and the rainforests.

			In 1987, an opportunity arose to head north to the Mallee region. Jenny’s father, Con, was experiencing health issues, and a position had become available at the Werrimull Consolidated School. Werrimull is a tight-knit community established in the 1920s by English immigrants and soldier settlers. The land can be uncompromising and challenging, consisting of broad-acre dry farming crops such as wheat, barley and oats. The prospect of drying out after the dampness of the beautiful Otways was very appealing, and the family headed north. A fact not missed by the young family; Lavers Hill enjoyed a yearly average of 885.6mm rainfall each year and the Mallee-Millewa welcomed 314.3mm!

			They purchased a house in Fourteenth Street, Mildura. Jenny secured employment at Mildura High School (now Senior College). Peter commuted the 150km round trip to Werrimull, joining the staff as a senior commerce teacher at the start of the 1988 school year.  

			This school was geographically different from Peter’s previous postings, but in essence, he was still working with rural communities, their strengths and their foibles. Werrimull Consolidated School, now Werrimull P-12 School, caters from kindergarten to year 12. He jumped into this new challenge, including learning typing and shorthand while teaching it. As he says, “You stay one lesson in front of the class”. This is a familiar mantra to many in the teaching profession.

			Peter secured the position of Principal in 1989, and just two weeks later, the school was swept up in a visit by the then Prime Minister Bob Hawke, accompanied by the Premiers of South Australia and Victoria, John Bannon and John Cain. Two busloads of media and “other hangers-on” descended on the school.  They were visiting to launch a government environmental policy.  It was a baptism of fire for our brand-new Principal, but Peter was up for the task, even appearing on ABC Television’s “7.30 Report”. 

			On a sad note, Peter’s father, Jim, passed away in April 1989, living long enough to see his son become a school principal. Shirley Gibbons enjoyed visiting the family in Werrimull before passing away in November 1993. Kay reflects how very proud their parents were of Peter’s university achievements and his appointment to principal.

			As with all country schools, the staff must be jacks of all trades, and Werrimull is no exception. A little irritably, Jenny notes that she wondered if she had married a farmer, watching Peter on the school tractor slashing the ovals.

			In 1990, the family relocated from Mildura to Werrimull and, as with all their previous postings, became part of the community. Peter joined the fire brigade as, at that stage, there was no SES. Jenny secured a position at the school, teaching commerce and running the library. Daniel and Natalie enrolled and became involved in sports. Both found swimming, athletics, and hockey and for Daniel, cricket. Natalie’s special interests were netball and ballet.

			The constant relocating was sometimes difficult for the children, who understandably had to navigate the sometimes-tricky politics of the schoolyard, although Jenny notes that it made them adaptable and gave them a certain empathy towards other new kids.

			Life continued to be very busy in Werrimull when, in 1992, the family moved back to their home in Fourteenth Street, Mildura.  It became apparent that with two growing children and Jack, the Australian Terrier, more room was needed and they finally settled into a larger home in Pearse Court.  

			The 1990s brought new changes to education, with computers making an increasing impact on educational life. Peter enjoyed the challenge of integrating the new technology into the school and connecting with other schools in the district. Teachers and students were learning together, following new pathways towards the next millennium.

			Exploring has been an essential part of Peter’s life. Perhaps it was the scouting adventures that sparked his desire to see the world. Peter, flying solo, or with Jenny, Dan and Nat, has travelled much of the globe including vacations in Hong Kong, Singapore, Hawaii and China. They have enjoyed discovering much of Australia from the vast landscapes of Western Australia and the Northen Territory to visiting family members, especially sister Kaye when she lived in Tasmania, New South Wales and now Queensland. They made a family trip to the snow fields and enjoyed a campervan holiday in New Zealand with the children.

			Jenny left teaching in 1993 to take up a musical interest, working with daycare groups and Vision Australia whilst volunteering at the Citizens Advice Bureau and Adult Literacy. 
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			Peter and Jenny on a visit to China in 2007

			Jenny’s father, Con Lee, passed away in October 1995, the same year that Peter’s time at Werrimull came to an end. A new chapter began when he joined the teaching staff at Red Cliffs Senior College in the areas of commerce and economics.  

			His next appointment was at Mildura Senior College in 1997, two years after the college changed from a year 7 to 12 education facility to a college specialising in years 11 and 12 only. During this time, Peter travelled to the United States as a teacher with a group of students. He particularly enjoyed visiting Mildura’s Sister City, Upland, in California, and being billeted with a local family, enjoying their hospitality.

			Travel was still a large part of their lives. One very special gift from the family in 2001 was a ticket on a flight to the Antarctic for Peter’s 50th birthday. They joked with him that they had only bought a one-way ticket! However, Peter did return with many spectacular photos, from a trip he described as “wonderful”.

			Prior to this adventure, in 2000 Peter took long service leave with a plan to travel to Hong Kong, the United Kingdom and France. Now working at Vision Australia, Jenny could not get all the leave required. Peter headed for Hong Kong alone and onto Turkey and Gallipoli, where his grandfather had been one of the last soldiers to leave the peninsula. This was a very special time retracing John Anderson’s steps. He was one of the fortunate ones to survive the carnage of the First World War, and on his return to Australia, was a member of the original group that instigated the Legacy Club as it was then known in Melbourne. The objective was to care for the fallen soldiers’ families after World War One. It has grown and is still very active in the community today. He was also the lover of chocolate, as mentioned earlier!

			Jenny then met Peter in London, and they continued their holiday in the United Kingdom and France. They particularly enjoyed visiting areas in the United Kingdom where their ancestors lived before coming to Australia.

			Some years later, in 2011, they retraced their steps, this time for Jenny to find the final resting place of her Great Uncle Albert Lee, who was killed at Boulogne, France, in October 1917, aged 21. Jenny and Peter travelled through the Western Front to the small town of Wimereux and, in Jenny’s words …

			Using schoolgirl French, we navigated the rail system and travelled through the French countryside to the small town of Wimereux. Today it is hard to reconcile the bustling seaside town surrounded by pristine countryside with the horrors of the Western Front.

			When we eventually found the cemetery, to our surprise it was a communal cemetery accommodating the citizens of Wimereux as well as the Commonwealth War Graves. We found the grave in the Commonwealth graves section, with the houses right in and around the perimeter, which was really lovely because you sort of felt like the people were looking after these guys. I found that really touching”.

			It appears that as in so many towns and villages the residents have embraced the fallen as their own. 

			Both journeys profoundly affected Peter and Jenny, this being apparent as they reflected on looking across the fields of white headstones, highlighting the sacrifice of so many young lives.

			In 2006, Peter joined the La Trobe University Mildura Campus, teaching economics part-time in the Business and Commerce department. He also taught part-time at St Joseph’s College in Mildura in 2007 “just to see what it was like in the private school sector”. 

			This continued until 2013, when Peter retired from the Education Department, finishing his teaching career completely in 2014.  He had a career of forty years guiding countless numbers of children towards adulthood, hopefully not leaving them with the impression Miss Scott left on a young Peter, but maybe with his own gentle manner steering them towards achieving high standards in all aspects of their lives.

			Their own children were forging ahead in their chosen fields. Dan was at La Trobe University in Bendigo, heading towards becoming a teacher, and Natalie studied Nursing at Melbourne University. Today, they are both pursuing their careers and have families of their own. 

			
				
					[image: A group of people posing for a photo

Description automatically generated]
				

			

			Jenny, Daniel, Peter and Natalie

			Dan, now employed in the education field, married Emma in 2008, and they live in Bendigo with their children, Madeline and Samuel. Natalie, now living in Mildura, is a nurse and married Stefan in 2017; they have two children, Clara and Jimmy. 

			Retirement gave Peter the chance to become involved in a variety of pursuits. He became an enthusiastic volunteer with the Learner to P Plate driver program for Sunassist and worked at the Australian Inland Botanic Gardens, helping to maintain the magnificent floral gardens. Jenny continued with Vision Australia, and Peter volunteered as a newspaper reader and technical operator. Peter was also among the many who volunteered at the World Ballooning Championships held in Mildura in 2004. It’s the family community service gene that keeps appearing in Peter and Jenny’s lives.

			After a lifetime of caring for others, it is now time for Peter, and he resides at Princes Court Homes after a dementia diagnosis.  Jenny is his regular companion there, prompting his memories of an eventful and exciting life. Indeed, on researching Peter I mentioned to people who my subject was and received heard anecdotes relating to his kindness and consideration for others. Peter Gibbons’ life in education in various locations within the state of Victoria, his willingness to join in the activities of the communities, his zest for discovering the world around him, and his love for Jenny and his family show that he really has been living the best version of himself.
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			The family: Peter, Jenny, Natalie, Stefan, Daniel, Emma, and Grandchildren: Jimmy, Madeline, Clara and Samuel
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