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			John ‘BLue’ cutler

			in conversation with Tracey Forbes

			You can take the boy out of the Air Force, but you can’t take the aircraft out of the boy

			I first met the currant king, Blue Cutler, a few days after his birthday. He had just turned ninety-nine and was with his daughter Libby, her husband Barry and Pickles, John’s ageing, but very playful Australian Terrier. We were meeting to discuss the Mallee’s Living Histories project and check out his interest. Chatting with this spritely gentleman, with a quick wit and big laugh, I was quickly forgiven for mistaking his birthday as his 89th.

			He had celebrated his birthday lunching with family and friends at the RSL Club – something he has done regularly for countless years. A quick fifteenminute trip on his gopher there and back, for a good lunch and conversation with mates he has befriended over the years – he has his own table I’m told. Kim Archibald, General Manager of the RSL Mildura nominates John as “One of the most highly respected members of the Club. He is well liked and respected by staff and members alike”. In relation to the benefits the club offers Service Members at the age of 85, Kim says, “I haven’t come across anyone as grateful or as courteous as John”. A certificate is proudly displayed in John’s lounge room. It is dated March 2022. The certificate signed by the RSL Victorian Branch president formally acknowledges John’s seventy-five years of service to the RSL. But I’m getting ahead of myself ... John’s story really starts ninety-nine years ago.

			Arriving on June 7, 1924, John Stanley Cutler was a Windulva baby – born at the local Private Hospital situated in Twelfth Street, the only son to Stan and Ettie Cutler. Stan and Ettie had two daughters - Sadie, born four years earlier than John, but sadly passing away as an infant, and Alison who came along a few years after John. As a little tacker, John returned to the same Hospital having spilt boiling milk and burning himself badly – he still holds that early memory and the scars of that accident to this day. It seemed he wasn’t the only one to remember that grisly incident – John recalls visiting his wife in Hospital after one of his children arrived, to be greeted by a nurse who had treated him as a child for the burns – she noticed the scarring and was quick to say, “I thought it was you”. It seems John had quite a few misadventures in his early years – some ending not quite as well as others. He recalls a broken arm at around five years old, held in splints for some time after falling off his bike on his way home from school. His bike let him down another day when he bounced off a snake – the bike, the snake and John all flying off in different directions. He clearly remembers the school dentist visiting and a subsequent extraction episode on the kitchen table – the dentist, a Mr. Spalding “Did a pretty good job considering he only had one eye!” This was back in the days when the anaesthetist would drizzle chloroform on a swab held across the nose. Nowadays John really does not like visiting the dentist at all - little wonder!

			The Mildura West Primary School is where John developed a friendship that would endure for sixty years. He talks fondly of his mate Jimmy Dyason – a friendship that started in primary school, even though they were in different classes, and continued until Jimmy passed away in his 70’s. The Cutler and Dyason families were friends, so it was inevitable that the boys would become good mates. The Dyason family had established a successful sauce and cordial business in Mildura in the early 1920s. John and Jimmy spent time together as youngsters riding their bikes, camping by the river, and fishing. In later years they both played for the Methodist Church Cricket Club. Their wives were also friends, and both couples coincidentally had one son and one daughter. When thinking about the past twenty years without Jimmy, John talks about their friendship, fondly saying “It’s not that he was so young (when he passed) – it’s me that’s so old”. John still enjoys a close connection to the Dyasons, and Jimmy’s son has stayed in touch over the years.

			From Mildura West, John went on to Mildura High School. In those days after the first few years at secondary school, students had to decide whether to follow an academic stream or to take up trade and technical studies. John chose the technical stream and thoroughly enjoyed subjects such as technical drawing, woodwork, and sheet metal work. “It wasn’t all hard work though”, says John remembering the teasing he’d received from a group of commercial studies girls – all because of his marvellous red locks! The red hair didn’t deter one of the girls, Betty Williamson, who would become his wife of 69 years. Betty had grown up with her two aunts, who took her in as a baby when her own mother passed away. After school, Betty took a job as secretary to the Shire Engineer, Mr. Johansen. She was extremely popular and important during the war years – she oversaw the distribution of the petrol rations managed by the Shire. Walking down the street, she was greeted time and again, most courteously and respectfully, in recognition of just how coveted those fuel rations were.

			Finishing school, John worked on his father’s block for a year. It was hard work – his father was a loving parent, but a hard taskmaster. Working on the property was always a priority for his dad while John welcomed the chance to balance out the block work with some down time – as a Scout Leader, playing cricket or just catching up with mates. In those early days, a lot of block work was done using their two Clydesdales, which were large, quiet, and reliable animals. They moved on later to use tractors of course, but the work was still physical and labour intensive – improvements to the way things were done were still a little way off.

			Then on John’s 18th birthday, everything changed. After his twelve-month ‘block apprenticeship’ John enlisted in the RAAF on July 14, 1942.
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			Leading Aircraftman John S. Cutler RAAF 419084

			After signing up in Mildura, and being interviewed in Melbourne, John received orders to report to Shepparton to undertake his initial training.

			Coincidentally his good friend Jimmy Dyason had also enlisted in the RAAF and spent his service in wireless work. Mildura apparently had quite a high enlistment rate, possibly due to the establishment of the RAAF No 2 Operational Training Unit (2OTU) at Mildura in 1942 at the site now occupied by Mildura Airport. Having completed training John was posted to Bairnsdale working with the ground crew of the 22nd RSU – Repair and Salvage Unit.

			His job was to safely transport servicemen from one point to another, but also to retrieve planes that had crashed and transport the salvaged aircraft to a facility in Tocumwal – even though the wings would be removed, the aircraft were so large a semi-trailer was required to transport them. John recalls having a full police escort to guide him through Melbourne to Tocumwal – it was a large-scale operation to retrieve the damaged aircraft.

			John also had to maintain the vehicles in the unit as part of his duties – he wasn’t trained to do this but instead learnt ‘on-the-job’; not only basic mechanics, but how to drive various trucks and of course the semi-trailers. Although the men in the unit became friends, there were no lifelong friendships as such – the RAAF moving individuals from one posting to the next rather than as a team or unit, as happened in the Army.

			Although he didn’t get a lot of free time to explore the Bairnsdale area while posted there, he did have some friends who lived in the town, so he was able to spend some time with them away from the camp for some much needed ‘down time’. John’s next posting was to Werribee – he recalls with a chuckle. “The RAAF camp was set up on both sides of the main sewerage pipe from Melbourne”. This didn’t worry the men at all, but it was a source of considerable amusement. With his final Australian posting at Townsville, still with the Repair and Salvage Unit, John had spent about twelve months on home soil before being posted overseas.

			John’s first posting overseas was to New Guinea, still as a transport ground man, but this time with the 6WU – a Wireless Unit. These units were intelligence units established to intercept and decode Japanese aircraft signals. It was in the 6WU that John and his fellow servicemen joined American soldiers preparing to move through New Guinea and into the Philippines in response to MacArthur’s pledge to liberate the Philippines … “I shall return”.

			John is very proud of his role with this unit, recalling that the Americans wouldn’t go anywhere without an Australian unit with them. “They were just that well respected”. John had been promised a brand-new truck prior to moving to the Philippines – but what arrived was a somewhat slightly battered truck with a straight-out exhaust. “She was christened Big Bertha and proved to be reliable enough”. Before enlisting John had only ridden pushbikes or the AGC motorbike that his father had bought him for the princely sum of £3. Driving a truck was completely foreign to him. After his service experiences there’s no doubt, he would have been able to drive any manner of truck or semi-trailer. The role of the various ground crew within an RAAF unit was well recognised as a critical one …

			While facing most of the dangers, aircrews were aware they could not take the war to the enemy without the support of dedicated and skilled ground staff. The contribution made by the ground staff … is often overshadowed by the exploits of the aircrew. However, it must be remembered that all members of the ground staff were important… Including the transport section, clerks, guards, medical staff and storemen all worked hard to keep our aircraft in the air.

			Australian Government, Department Of Veterans Affairs. Royal Australian Airforce 1941 - 1945

			Towards the end of the war the 6WU were stationed at the Philippine Island of Leyte and from there they joined in one of the largest invasions of the war at the Lingayen Gulf, Luzon Island, heading to Manila. It was here that the troops encountered the Japanese suicide bombers – the Kamikazes. John prefers to keep his memories of these days private, as do most who return from such harrowing experiences. He prefers instead to talk about the happier achievements of the unit, in particular, securing the release of those interned at the Santo Tomas Internment Camp. Santo Tomas was one of several camps, in fact the largest, where the Japanese interned civilians identified as the ‘enemy’ until they were released by the allied forces in 1945. The Japanese utilised the University of Santo Tomas to house more than 3000 internees from 1942 onwards. Many internees at the camp made makeshift shanties or shacks in the courtyards to house family groups outside the overcrowded dormitories. The internees worked hard – building additional toilets and shower blocks, growing their own vegetables, disposing of garbage and dealing with infestations of rats, flies and mosquitoes. As efforts against Japan in the Pacific intensified conditions in the camp worsened and by the time internees were liberated many were suffering from various diseases and were terribly malnourished.

			John recalls an American internee who had been sneaking out of the camp of an evening to get rations to bring back to the other internees. He was a tall chap fondly known as ‘Lofty’. His happiest memory though is the release of some Australians who were a group or troupe of skaters and entertainers who had been performing at sideshows and carnivals before being interned at the camp. He recalls the Buttfields – a couple who had met and married in the camp, and in particular Pammy, their toddler, one of their two children born at the camp and just 18 months old or so at the time of their release. Another of that group, Paula Pratt, had been working in Manila night clubs as a dancer when the Japanese invaded and she was interned at Santo Tomas.

			After the war Paula went on to become a well-known snake dancer at cabarets in Sydney. An article in Pix magazine Associated Australian Newspapers, February 22, 1947 headlined that Paula, the Snake Dancer; ex-internee, prefers reptiles to brutal Jap guards and referred to her three years in the notorious camp. The evacuation of the internees began in February 1945 with most returning to their homelands by April of that year. The camp finally closed in September 1945.

			After the liberation of Santo Tomas, the battle of Manila escalated with Japanese troops setting the city alight in an effort to thwart the advance of the allied forces. John was to be in the very next group who were about to move directly into Japan when he ran into a chap from another unit, by the name of Murray Linton, also from Mildura, who was serving in the Philippines also.
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			Santo Tomas University Internment Camp, Philippines, 1945. Leading Aircraftman John Cutler holding Pam Buttfield, with Sergeant Matt Lacey and Flying Officer Bruce Cooper

			By this stage John had become quite unwell, and it was Murray who arranged for him to be shipped back to home soil – just as the war was declared over. In later life, Murray Linton went on to own and operate a sports store in Mildura – the laneway beside the site where his store was located for many years has been named after the family, Lintons Lane. Back home, Leading Aircraftman Blue Cutler, had a few weeks leave and then returned to Laverton Base for the discharge process.
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			No 6 Wireless Unit, 1945 in Manila before leaving for Australia. John is in the back row, At the left, with Frank Buttfield (Internee), Flying Officer Cooper, Lac Moulds, Lac Gwyther and Sergeant Cook – posing for the photo in front of “Big Bertha”

			John was formally discharged from the RAAF on February 1, 1946. He was only a young lad when he enlisted just one week after his 18th birthday and although the whole experience was one he’d rather forget, he says that he learnt how to take care of himself, to support himself and make it on his own. Although he was moved around quite a bit from one posting to another, and lasting friendships were difficult to hold on to, his 6WU unit officer, Bruce Cooper became a firm friend, with Bruce visiting John in Mildura several times before he died.

			John has his American dog-tags displayed in his home as a reminder of the time he spent with the Americans, Australians, and Canadians while in the 6WU. He rediscovered his fondness for Americans later in life when visiting his son Ross who was studying at the University of Minnesota. He recalls the hospitality of the American campus staff who were upset because they didn’t have an Australian flag to fly to mark the visitors’ arrival. He remembers how well they were looked after during their few weeks there. The Cutlers took the opportunity to extend their trip for a few days to pop over the border to Canada for a quick visit to Betty’s bridesmaid and friend Laurel Newman.

			Much of John’s service history is documented locally at the RAAF Memorial and Museum, the local RSL 276 and in Canberra at the Australian War Memorial. John has visited the RAAF Museum and the Memorial in Canberra where his daughter Libby commented that he “corrected a few things”. The Mildura RAAF Memorial and Museum at the airport is well worth a visit to understand the enormity of Mildura’s contribution to the war effort. When John returned home, his dad signed one of his two properties to his son. Stan Cutler had 40 acres in total, starting with 20 acres and then purchasing a neighbouring property of the same size. The 20 acres he signed over to John would be the site where John had his first home built as a newly married man.

			Betty had been corresponding with John throughout his time abroad, so when he returned to Mildura, they resumed their friendship which, after a time, resulted in an engagement. They were married at the Methodist Church in Mildura, fondly nicknamed the ‘gasworks’ – a reference to the shape of the building. They were married by Reverend Milligan, the minister, and had a reception with 50 to 60 family and friends at the Grand Hotel. They rented a home in Toorak Avenue whilst waiting to move into their new home on the block. Although Betty’s previous employer at the Shire, Mr. Johansen, held her job open for her, she chose to leave work once she was married.
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			Betty Williamson and John Cutler on their wedding day April 26, 1947.

			John’s dad was pleased – he was a firm believer that “wives do not work”! Betty had plenty to do though, with their first baby Ross arriving in 1949, followed by their daughter Elizabeth three years later. At this time, she was also keeping an eye on the two aunts who had raised her as a child, making sure they had everything they needed and helping them when the need arose. As the children grew up, the house became a hive of activity. John remembers the house was always busy with people coming and going. Son Ross would often have up to ten mates call in for a hot drink or some breakfast on their way to school, before heading off on their pushbikes.

			Meanwhile, John was busy on the block. It was hard work, but a good life. The block consisted of sultanas and gordos and had one of the biggest local acreages of currants. Perhaps that’s where the name ‘The Currant King’ evolved? John was well known in growers’ circles, with the fruit produced at his block usually of both excellent quality and quantity. But of course, there were difficult years as well – twelve months of hard work and hit by a hailstorm with the fruit almost ready to pick. A good year would see around three to four tons per acre, but in a bad year, you’d be lucky to pick one ton an acre. Nothing was certain. John remarks, “You just got used to it”.

			He loved working with the block machinery, using the tractor and seeing how the equipment improved over time. Firstly, replacing the work done by their two old lydesdales with tractors, then later the addition of hydraulics. He recalls the introduction of the ‘silly plough’ for tilling the soil between the vines. “Fitted on the tractor, it made weeding between the rows a breeze. Before this improvement, it wasn’t unusual to see a chap perched on the back of a tractor holding the plough as it made its way through the vines. Rack shaking and stacking sweat boxes also improved with the use of hydraulics – once a back breaking manual process, the use of hydraulics made the job quicker and easier”. John recalls he and his dad designing and constructing a purposebuilt rack for drying currants with the tiers closer together.
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			Loading the racks, John in the foreground.

			The rack was one hundred yards long and took hundreds of buckets of currants. 

			In the early days it was only John and his dad working both properties. As his dad moved into semi-retirement, they started to hire casual workers. They had the same workers return year on year. “They just turned up when work was there, knowing the routine of things. Quite a few of these men were Greeks and Italians. They were hard workers and good chaps to get along with. There was none of this ‘Vinelander nonsense’”. John recalls the pickers train, the Vinelander and some of the problems it caused for the town, calling it “a wicked train”. An ex-conductor from the Vinelander years around the 1970’s recalls on ‘Railpage’ …

			“The worst part of the whole Vinelander experience was the fruit picking season when they would attach old BE cars to the front of the train for fruitpickers travelling to seasonal work near Mildura. The cars were locked off from the rest of the train so some of these idiots did not disturb fare paying passengers, as the pickers travelled on free vouchers. I would like a dollar for every time the police had to meet the train at Ballarat to remove some of these people who had ran amuck.”

			Really does sound like it was a wicked train?

			One of the jobs on the block that John wasn’t too keen on was pruning. “It was cold, scratchy work!” The currants and gordos were spur pruned, cutting the canes leaving just a spur. The sultana vines were pruned differently and the canes were rolled or wound onto the wires. He’d try to have pruning started by June and finished by the end of July, early August. He’d be covered with scratches and have skin off everywhere by the time pruning was done. Summer pruning was the latest ‘new thing’ by the time John had worked his block for thirty years. “Of course, there’s no racks now, the fruit is all dried on the vines”.

			In amongst the back-breaking block work, John and his young family found time to enjoy all manner of activities together. They all played table tennis and took part in regular games and competitions at the local Sporting Complex in Eleventh Street. John’s son Ross went on to become the Northwest Victorian Country Junior Table Tennis Champion. Taking the family love of sports to the next level, John assembled a catamaran from kit form and the family became members of the Lake Cullulleraine Yacht Club. Every Sunday the family would head to the Lake for some time on the water, and to take part in the weekend races. Although not a laughing matter at the time, nowadays John and daughter Libby get a good chuckle remembering their ‘man overboard’ status.

			They recall a chap who had moved to town from the city, supposedly an experienced sailor. He often had an idea or two about how things could be improved at the Club. Libby usually crewed for her dad, but on this one occasion the city sailor joined John on board during a race to add some weight to their boat … and spectacularly fell overboard. It was then discovered that the rescue boat which was on watch during the races to respond if anything went wrong, was crewed by a member who couldn’t swim! Their ‘man overboard’ reputation gained strength when one of Ross’ teachers took part in a race with them one Sunday – he also went for an unplanned swim in the lake. Taking a boat ride with the Cutlers wasn’t for the faint hearted!

			It may have been his reputation as the Currant King that saw John elected as the Chairman of the Mildura branch of the Australian Dried Fruits Board (Victoria) and subsequently elected as a representative to the State Board. Meeting monthly, it was a good way to stay abreast of the market trends and to have a say in matters of concern to local growers. He was a member of the Board for many years. John still likes to keep up to date with what’s going on in the industry and can quote tonnage and prices, past and present. He predicts an early season this year.
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			Jack Newman (Secretary) Stan Lancaster, Fred Messenger (First Mildura Irrigation Trust) and John at an ADFA Mildura Branch Meeting.

			With his blocks stretching almost the entire length of Walnut Avenue between 13th and 14th Streets, John’s farm became prime real estate as the city precinct gradually moved from horticultural properties to residential developments. In 1974-75 John was made an offer for the land that he simply couldn’t refuse. “It was too good to pass up”. The land was purchased for future housing development, and John was able to retire at the ripe old age of fifty. Driving along that busy strip of what is one of Mildura’s main streets now, it’s hard to picture that section of Walnut Avenue under vines. 

			But retirement didn’t slow down John, one bit. With the valuable spare hours John gained after he sold the block, he learnt to fly a small plane and successfully obtained his pilot’s licence. The family often enjoyed trips around the district as John put his pilot skills to good use. A little while later he moved from flying the real thing, to building and flying model aircraft, something he did up until a few years ago. Seems you can take the boy out of the RAAF, but you can’t take the Air Force out of the boy!
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			John with his first model plane

			His life beyond the block has been an active one – flying, yachting, swimming, bowls, travelling and Probus (the Professional and Business Club). 

			But some of the fondest memories he has are of his work with Legacy.

			Prior to retiring fully from block work, in his late 40’s John became involved with Legacy, an Australian charity focused on assisting the families of fallen and injured servicemen. Legacy was established in 1923, and as their internet presence states, they were built on one serviceman’s promise to another to “look after the missus and the kids”. Legacy was a natural fit for John, being an ex-serviceman. He followed in his dad’s footsteps and became a Legatee (a volunteer, generally a veteran, who commits to the organisation and to helping the Legacy families).

			John’s father Stan had been a member of Legacy and was in fact President of the local branch from 1946 – 1947. For some years they were active in Legacy together. It was quite an honour to become a Legatee – it wasn’t a case of just ‘joining up’. A potential Legatee had to be invited, nominated by an existing member and then that recommendation would go before the Legacy Board for approval. The screening process was essential given the nature of the work a Legatee took on. John was a first contact Legatee – the first person from Legacy to reach out to a widow and her family with an offer of support. 

			The local Legacy reach is very broad, covering not only the immediate Sunraysia district but as far as Ouyen, Walpeup and Werrimull. 

			John was kept incredibly busy with his Legacy work, visiting two or three families a day and having up to two hundred contacts to look after during his time as a Legatee. Support was available for the families in a variety of ways – financial, educational, home maintenance, or just general life advice. You name it, the Legatees were a reliable source of help for war widows who were often finding their way through life on their own for the very first time. John found that as the support person you “Had to be prepared for anything. You were never too sure how that first meeting would go, or what the family would need. He recalls the care that Legacy took with the children they supported …

			Legacy classes in dancing and gymnastics on Friday nights – Legatees picking up the kids, taking them to the classes and then collecting them and dropping them home afterwards. And then at the end of the year, a gala concert was held where the kids would show off all the talents they had developed at those classes. Many of the kids enjoyed the Legacy Camps held once a year – initially by the river, but in later days, at Lake Cullulleraine. A handful of the children, more in need than others, were selected to attend the annual Portsea Legacy Camp. “They would be fully kitted out to attend the camp courtesy of Legacy”. Legacy families would also be given a lovely Christmas hamper which would have been of tremendous help at that time of year.

			While the commitment to Legacy was a huge one, the rewards were even bigger, knowing the impact that Legacy had on the lives of the widows and their children. Asked if he has kept in touch with any of his families John says that while he is sometimes recognised when he’s out and about by an ex- Legacy family member, it wouldn’t be appropriate for him to approach them. “The idea is to set them up to live their own lives – the world just keeps going on.” Like his father before him, John took on the role of Legacy President in 1990 – 1991. John still continues his involvement with Legacy today – he is on what he refers to as ‘the reserves’ – he can participate as much or as little as he likes. He doesn’t get along to many of their functions or events but still takes a very active interest in all that Legacy is about and does.

			As I finish my interviews with John, he is about to celebrate with Legacy their centenary. As the last remaining WW11 serviceman and legatee, John has been asked to unveil a plaque to commemorate Legacy’s service in the Sunraysia region. On September 5, John carried out that commission with pride and pleasure.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			John unveils the plaque at Henderson Park Mildura. 
He is accompanied by his son Ross.

			A torch relay commenced at Nowingi Place near the Mildura riverfront and progressed to Henderson Park in Deakin Avenue. The plaque commemorates the centenary of Legacy in Australia and ninety years of Legacy in Sunraysia.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			John remains very humble about having his Legacy work recognised. “Many are committed to helping, It’s not just me”. He is a man who has led a life of service – service to country and service to others. He may not get around as quickly or as well as he used to a few years ago; he’s had the odd trip and fall, a few cuts and scratches and had a few bits and pieces replaced – but regardless, he has a positive and generous approach to life. He is a true gentleman, and I’ve been very lucky indeed to hear his story.

			Many thanks to John for sharing his time and his story with me and to his daughter Libby for her generous help as fact checker and eagle-eye!
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