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			MARIAN MATTHEWS

			shared with Wendy Johns

			‘My Story’

			“Me, marry a farmer? Not me!!” Famous last words, and yes, as they say, the rest is history! My name is Marian Margot Matthews, and this is my story.

			Arriving in the once flourishing community of Meringur in 1949 to teach, I was aware that both the colour of the earth and of the sky, ironically mirrored my own richly lustered, auburn hair and my clear blue eyes. Meringur was a surprise posting. Before graduating from Teachers College, I completed one year of student teaching placement at a school in the leafy Melbourne suburb of Thornbury. A city girl through and through, the vastness and isolation of my new environment didn’t faze me. It was all part of doing what I’d always wanted to do; to teach.

			My journey to Meringur consisted of a train ride via the clattering, hard-seated red carriages of the passenger service that began from Melbourne in 1903, stopping for lunch at the 1850’s goldfield’s city of Ballarat. A steaming slice of steak and kidney pie, although delicious, was much too hot that day, of forty- degree heat. It was here that I met the other woman teacher who joined us on her way to Meringur. Soon we were traversing the harsh, Mallee landscape. Many hours later the train pulled into the railway station, established in 1920 at Red Cliffs. This WW1 soldier settlement town was about 8 miles from the bustling city of Mildura dubbed the Oasis of the Desert.

			On boarding the mail bus, we negotiated our way along the dusty, bumpy track to Meringur. After a few hours, our destination, sitting picturesquely in a region called the Millewa appeared. To me it was quiet and seemed sparsely populated, but I learned in time that this was not always the case. Settled in 1926 after land was subdivided, the Meringur township was born. Blocks of 640 acres were allocated. Men arrived. These strong, resilient individuals worked with energy and enthusiasm to transform the land in readiness for farming to participate in two of Australia’s surging primary industries; grain crops and the production of wool.

			Already there had been many good years overcoming the challenges of distance and backbreaking toil. Plentiful rains and benign sunshine were rewarded by celebratory vistas of waist-high cereal crops. Gradually Nature’s cycle of dry spells culminated in the devasting drought years of 1943-45 baking the earth and robbing it of lifegiving moisture. Nothing survived in the bare, cracked land. These heartbreaking times saw many farmers walkoff their properties. From 449 people in 1933, the population diminished to 150 in 1954.

			As fate would have it, one family that stayed nurtured the man who was about to change my life. But that’s getting ahead of my story. On arrival at Meringur I was taken to my new living quarters, The Flats. Originally the building had been the old school known as Kurnwill. It was here that I would share accommodation with the other woman teacher.

			The Flats was right next door to the Meringur State School, soon to be my new workplace. I quickly settled into my job enjoying every moment teaching the lovely children who came in from farms throughout the area.In all there were five teachers at the school including the headteacher. We all got along well. Potentially the most looked forward to occasion was the weekly Saturday night dances held in turn in the many old halls dotted along the Line Road that started from Red Cliffs. These included the Yarrara, Werrimull, Meringur, Bambill, Morkella and Karawinna halls. People travelled for miles to socialise at these events. All the halls were west of Werrimull, it being south of Lake Cullulleraine which was a couple of hours from the South Australian border. 

			“Just wait ‘til you see the Matthews boys!”

			These words fired my curiosity and it wasn’t long before I understood the meaning of this profound statement. It was at the dance one balmy Saturday night that I had my first glimpse of the tall, very good-looking duo, referred to locally, as the ‘Matthews boys!’ I wore a pretty pastel fullskirted frock ideal for dancing that effectively highlighted my naturally curly auburn locks. Suddenly before me stood one of the Matthews boys. All six foot two of him. His name was Bob. I accepted his invitation to dance. The music started. I felt Bob’s guiding hand holding the small of my back as we danced lightly across the powdered boards of the old hall. Fate had crossed my path!

			Interestingly in 2004, the hall at Yarrara, in all its glory, was relocated to the Meringur Pioneer Park.

			I think it’s time to travel back to when my story begins nineteen years before this fortuitous dance. On the 22nd of January 1930 at the Maristowe Private Hospital, 31 Station St Fairfield, I was born, second child of Eila Winifrid and John Gomer Seebeck.
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			Formerly Maristowe Private Hospital – Fairfield, Victoria

			Maristowe was owned from 1928 by a Miss H Buchanan primarily as a place where women could have their babies. Later it evolved into a nursing home. Originally, Maristowe was built by the confectioner Macpherson Robertson for his daughter Stella and her husband Herbert W Brewer. Built in the Edwardian style in 1913 it featured a triple-fronted red-bricked facade capped by a multi-gabled tiled roof adorned with two tall chimneys. A distinctive oval, tower-like structure symmetrically balanced the half verandah leading to the entrance. Presently the building functions as a medical surgery and is of local historical significance in the Darebin area.

			Before I was born my Mother, whose maiden name was Watson, and Father, lived at the NSW border town of Corowa. After my birth they settled at Francis Grove, Thornbury. My sister, Helen Beverly was five years older than me. When I was a toddler of about three, I recall a pleasant memory of her. Our local Methodist Church played an enormous role in our lives. Attending Sunday School was part of our weekly routine, all spruced up in our Sunday best.

			I well remember wearing a pink velvet bonnet atop my flame curls. Somehow during the lesson, the ribbon ties became unraveled. No one seemed able to retie them. My big sister was summoned from another class. She gently retied the bow to secure my wayward bonnet.

			By the time my brother John Hilary arrived we had moved. 126 Darebin Road was our new address. Our home welcomed with its front door flanked to the right by a half brick-walled verandah and to the left by a cedar shingleskirted bay window. Living with us was Aunty Berta, my Mother’s sister. Across the road there was quite a big house in a huge allotment that was showcased by a rather unusual tower. Elaine, the youngest daughter of the interesting family residing in the house and I, became inseparable. Together we spent endless hours of fun. The fairy-tale tower was specifically ‘Off Limits’, but like all adventurous children it became one of our favourite haunts.

			My father, a motor mechanic by trade, could put his hand to building almost anything. He constructed a bespoke four-armed merry-go-round which had pride of place in our backyard. This was a real thrill-giver providing the most exhilarating of rides. As it gathered speed and spun around, our bodies were lifted by the momentum, spinning us out. I loved it! Backdropped by a pussy willow tree’s fluffy, velvet buds, stood another example of his handiwork, a free-standing swing supported and framed by two wooden posts. It was well-used and loved by all the neighborhood children.

			My family was not financially well off, but we were a close and loving unit with strong Christian values. My Mother’s legacy was to foster my interest in living a life of community involvement and dedication to family.

			Friends of hers often gave us clothes so we rarely went without. Our lives felt privileged as they centered around the church and the activities of fellowship that it offered. In my mind, because of my status in the family, I thought of myself endearingly as ‘Middling Marian.’

			Being academically inclined, I preferred the seriousness of literature and reading over sport. I sometimes wish I’d spent much more time practicing the piano, but I had other interests to fill my days. Singing, for instance. My desire to join the church choir was met with an emphatic, ‘Not with all those older women,’ by my Mother. I had to be content with the monthly church sing-a-longs and with being a member of the school choir. Coaching the church basketball team fed my predisposition for teaching. I always wanted to be a teacher. As a child it was me who bagged the role of ‘teacher’ when we played ‘schools’.

			I relished organising the ‘class’ and telling the ‘students what to do’ no doubt, with an unwieldy stick of some sort with which to point and declare my authority! The passion was there waiting to manifest into fruition.

			School for me was something to be embraced. Primary years were at Wales St State School. Forms 1 and 2 from 1941-2 were spent at Westgarth Central School. Up until this time my hair had grown lush and long tamed by two thick wavy ribbon-tied bunches. As I was getting older it was decided that my hair should be cut to a more age appropriate style and manageable length. Seventy-eight years later, residing in my bedroom cupboard amongst other treasures are two richly auburn hued swatches individually tied with baby blue satin ribbon. Their colour and silken softness have changed little over the years.

			It was during my years at Westgarth that I became aware that my Mother’s health was in decline. It seemed, after my brother’s birth, that she would spend many days in bed. At the time it was hard for me to understand and even today I’m not sure what ailed her. Sadly, aged 77, she died after I had made my home in Meringur. I’ll always be thankful that I was able to visit and care for her often during her final illness.

			My goal of teaching drew closer after graduating from University High School in Parkville followed by a year’s stint as a student teacher. Teacher’s College loomed. It was a delight where I alternated academia, playing hockey and basketball. On graduating my dream of becoming a teacher was a reality.

			I applied for my first permanent position. Being a city girl, my number one choice was East Ivanhoe. This location would adequately suit my tendencies for all the experiences and opportunities that city living could offer. Importantly, it was accessed comfortably from my parent’s home. All I had to do was wait for notification of the posting.

			Life doesn’t always happen as we wish. To my surprise instead of my chosen post to East Ivanhoe, I was posted to a place whose name I had never even heard of, nor had any idea of its location. Meringur! My Mother wasn’t pleased. It didn’t take me long to readjust my city girl perspective. Even though I was basically shy by nature I was also positive with an abundantly adventurous spirit.

			I eagerly anticipated this move as the start of my long awaited career. I was going to be doing the thing I’d always wanted to do; teach. Marrying a farmer was not a part of my plan!

			After that first dance Bob and I became friends and not long after we began courting. We got on well having many similar values. After three years I knew he was the man for me. We were in love. Bob proposed. This gentle giant of a man asked my Father’s permission for my hand. Our engagement was announced on Melbourne Show Day 1951. On the 27th of September 1952 we married. Before this, however, a technicality needed to be resolved. As part of the criteria of being a novice teacher I was bonded to the Victorian Education Dept for three years. My bond had not expired.

			This meant that I still owed the Dept twenty- five pounds. My Father was happy to pay the amount but, being the country gentleman, Bob cleared the debt. Another chapter of my life was about to begin.
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			Firstly though, let me describe every intertwining aspect of my wedding. So much needed to be planned. The dress. The bridesmaid. The flowers. The guests. The venue. It seemed there was a never- ending list of things to do. Obviously, the wedding would be held at our local Prince of Wales Park, Methodist Church in Thornbury. The church was built in 1924 in the Gothic Revival style and designed by the prominent architect A.S. Eggleston. It replaced the earlier timber church built in 1903 that had been moved to the site. After the new church was built the original timber church was used as the church hall.

			The Prince of Wales Park Church is significant to the area as an example of an early twentieth century church complex associated with post WW1 urban development and post WW2 immigration in the Thornbury area. Once I had chosen and bought the material for my dress Aunty Gwynn put her skill as a dressmaker to work. She created the most beautifully fitted gown that I could ever have wished to wear. It suited my figure to perfection. I still have this lovely creation hanging in my wardrobe.

			Enhancing my auburn hair with its white lace and attached to my long cloud-like veil was a Mantilla brought back by Aunty Berta when she travelled to Spain. My heart was set on a bouquet of lily-of-the-valley. None could be sourced by Aunty Gwynn who was a florist. White hyacinths were effectively substituted. As my bridesmaid, Elaine, my childhood friend, wore a baby blue puff sleeved gown of faille.

			Carrying a perfumed bouquet of pink roses, picked from a neighbour’s garden she complimented the overall theme. She was partnered by Bob’s brother Bill, proud in the role of best man.

			James Thacker, my friend from high school days was invited to perform the organ music. I shied away from the much-used Bridal March opting for Purcell’s lesser used piece. A few traditionalist feathers were ruffled! His thoughtful playing of Bach’s Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring as we signed the register was inspiring. Church protocol still required payment to the regular organist even though these services were not used.

			Walking down the aisle and into the glorious sunshine the church doors opened. Bob and I were greeted by a guard-of-honour courtesy of our local Methodist Church basketball team, the team that I had coached. After the scattering of confetti amid joyful congratulations a myriad of photographs was taken. We laughed and smiled a lot that day. These wonderful moments captured in time in our wedding album are a lasting reminder of that happy day.

			Our reception was celebrated in the church hall. My going away outfit, also made by Aunty Gwynn, was a soft blue faille dress with matching jacket. Faille is a soft, lightwoven fabric typically made of silk. 
It is smooth, lustrous, and easy to drape. Touring in Bob’s blue Ford Prefect our honeymoon began. First stop Benalla, then along the spectacular eastern coast to Brisbane.

			Here we enjoyed Queensland’s Spring sunshine for a few days before heading home.

			Life in the Millewa was different from anything I had ever experienced. During our first year of marriage Bob and I share-farmed a property at Werrimull. From 1927 the area had benefitted from an irrigation scheme whereby once a year a supply of water for stock and domestic use was available to fill farm storages from the resources of Lake Cullulleraine. Our focus in share-farming was to work hard in view of buying the property. Bob’s handyman abilities showed themselves in the many improvements he made to the place. Disappointingly, the owner’s response was to double the price which, after our herculean efforts, left us deflated.

			From this outcome came the wisdom of experience. When a rundown property at Meringur opposite Ned’s Corner Station came onto the market we snapped it up. Initially on seeing the homestead the words, ‘Pull it down!’ crossed my mind. Bob used his handyman skills to build onto the residence. First a kitchen, then a massive undercover outdoor area transformed the old building. It was to be our family home.

			Settling quickly into the role of farmer’s wife my days overflowed with the joys of a young woman in love with life and the anticipation of our future together. Our firstborn, a baby boy Mark, arrived in 1953. Suddenly we had become parents. Hilary followed in 1955, Rowan in 1957, Andrew in 1960 and Katrina in 1962.

			Penny, our sixth child, born in 1966, sadly succumbed to breast cancer and lost her battle for life in 2005. She was 39 years old. My life was busy.  I enjoyed every aspect of being a mother. My children’s antics filled the days with joy, laughter and the challenges that motherhood brings.

			Even though my plate was full I tried to give Bob a hand on the farm. My venture into ploughing the house paddock played like a comedy of errors.  Standing five feet one and a half inches in my stockinged feet put me at a considerable disadvantage. I couldn’t reach the tractors pedals. Meandering furrows of ploughed earth emerged; not the easiest feature in which to sow a crop. Another dimension was added to my life by joining the CWA. Meetings were held at Meringur as well as all the other halls located along the Line Road.

			Participating enabled women like me, living far from others, to have a socially stimulating outlet where friendships formed, and interesting activities pursued. In time I accepted the role of Group President. This automatically meant being on the State Council, attending conferences and travelling all around Victoria with the family. One conference stands out. The guest speaker, Bob Hawke, on seeing the hall seemingly short on of male attendees, spotted Bob. He sauntered up the aisle, stopped at Bob’s seat and with his standard, ‘G’day Mate!’ vigorously shook his hand. For a man whose personality was so dynamic, he was surprisingly small in stature.

			At one stage, I think when Penny started school, I returned to teaching at Werrimull. This venture no longer suited my lifestyle. I was busy and happy with my family and my life. For decades, Bob’s outlet from the demands of farming involved being a member of the CFA. His main skill was that of ‘rope climber.’ This meant more travel. As a family we visited many country towns to be part of the comprehensive CFA demonstrations and competitions. Bob became secretary of Region 18 after he retired from competing. Mark and Andrew both joined when they were older. It was a worthwhile and inspiring organization where skills could be developed with the bonus of it being an excellent way to meet people from all walks of life. So much happened in the years we lived on the farm. The bumper crop of 1956 enabled us to buy the property.

			“A very special outing was when The Queen came to Red Cliffs. We drove in from the farm early on that day gathering with an excited crowd of locals where we were able to catch a glimpse of our lovely young monarch. Unfortunately, because she had spoken at an event in Mildura the previous day, we only heard the Duke of Edinburgh speak. 

			In the four decades from the ‘50’s to the ‘90’s we experienced many changes. Of all these, the connection of electric power in1966, was for me the most significant. It meant goodbye to smelly, smokey kerosene lamps and hello to amazing, labour saving devices, all at the flick of a switch! Refrigerator, washing machine, toaster, jug and lights being the most basic.

			Previously a diesel fueled generator, noisy contraption that it was, used to crank up the washing machine. It did the job, but it wasn’t the same as having the convenience of power at my fingertips waiting to be activated. We retired the heavy and cumbersome iron that sat warming on the hob replacing it with a fancy streamlined model. Ironing was a breeze. The old flat iron lived on as a door stop!

			Communication was never a problem with the telegraph already servicing the Millewa long before my arrival. Our telephone was a wall-mounted unit made of bakelite having a separate corded handpiece. It operated through a manual exchange by lifting the handpiece off its cradle and asking the operator to be connected to a specific number. Our number was 21R. We also had our individual ring code. It might be one long ring then two short rings. Everyone soon knew which ring code belonged to which neighbour. Of course, both the upside and downside of this was, the party line.

			Our lives were swept along with the momentum of the seasons and touched by their everchanging colours and conditions. Summers could be extreme. The children played under the backyard sprinkler. It was all we had to temper the heat. Dust storms were frequent, an unwelcome, all invasive fact of life. Mice infestations and locust plagues were endured with grit and determination. Winter’s frosty mornings heralded the sunniest of days. The children were getting older. They thrived. When he turned 17, Mark boarded at Glenormiston Agricultural College completing a one-year course.

			Glenormiston, located near Camperdown, was set up after WW2 as an agricultural college for retuned servicemen. Mark then spent time as an exchange student in Canada before returning to work along-side Bob on the farm. Mark’s stint in Canada gave us a valid reason for visiting this beautiful frontier country when we journeyed overseas. 

			Another element of our lives was to sponsor foreign exchange students.  Full circle moments occurred when we visited them all on our overseas trip. Andrew has worn many hats in his working life including shearing, being a blockie, and a house builder. Hilary’s path was to follow mine and become a teacher.  Rowan’s calling lay in nursing followed by becoming a ski instructor at Mt Hotham. It amused me that she went from ‘the sandhills to the snowfields!’ Katrina’s university studies led to her career assuming different roles for the Commonwealth Government. She is now happily employed as parish secretary with the Stirling Anglican parish.

			Another rewarding venture is as a volunteer breastfeeding counsellor. Penny was also sponsored by the Irymple Rotary Club spending time in Japan in year 12 where she developed an affinity with the language. She studied at both Melbourne and Sydney Universities. Her fluency of Japanese impressed the people at the Louis Vuitton fashion house resulting in her being part of their Melbourne and Sydney showrooms. The aftermath of an unfortunate fire in the Sydney store was a windfall for all the women in the family.

			We were all accessorised with glamorous Louis Vuitton handbags that somehow imparted a lingering, smokey bouquet.

			I have always been proud of my children and all the different ventures they have pursued. By 1992 Bob handed over the reins of running the farm to Mark resulting in our move into the Meringur township. In a funny twist of fate our new home was actually ‘The Flats.’ My old boarding house had been moved from the school to another location adjacent to the Meringur Hall. Life became less hectic. Spoiling ourselves, we embarked on a round-the-world sightseeing holiday. Places we’d only ever read about were available for us to leisurely savour. We visited many countries including those of our exchange students from Canada, Denmark, England and Sweden. Additionally, France and America splendidly broadened our horizons. The trip was a real highlight!

			In 1997 another change presented itself. We moved. This time Irymple beckoned. A small town, halfway between Red Cliffs to the south, and to the north, Mildura, it lies in a part of the region called Sunraysia. Due to our needs we felt it was time to be closer to the facilities that living near a city offered. Bob continued his interest in the CFA. I joined the local CWA branch called Carinya although I found the evening meetings unsuitable. Our lives were carefree and moved at a slower pace. 

			Family occasions especially weddings and the birth of grandchildren and great grandchildren enriched our days.
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			Mark married Dianne. They have three children, Hayley, Jake and Ben. Hilary married Thomas. Their children are Thomas and Emma.

			Rowan married Terry whose children are Matthew, Amy and James. Andrew married Kaye. Liam and Lachy are their children. Katrina married Peter. Their children are Alex and Leo. Penny married Rob with Melina, Gabi and Sebastian being their children.

			In 2015 Bob passed away after a short illness. Not only was he my husband; my support; my rock; he was my best friend. He was a gentle, kind and generous man who provided well for his family. He was the love of my life.

			If I was asked to list my greatest achievements I would say, marrying Bob and raising my family would top the list. Bob, Penny and all my children are never far from my thoughts. They live on in my heart.

			My life has been blessed with love and happiness. I couldn’t have asked for more.
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