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			MARGARET HUNT 

			in conversation with Ruth Cupper 

			Do not mention I was ever a barmaid!

			The hot, dusty workers approached the hotel with eager anticipation, picturing the cool interior after their arduous day in the searing sun. They could almost taste the icy cold beer served with a foamy head in glasses dripping with condensation. Little did they know that the pretty, chatty young barmaid was a well-bred conservative country girl doing this job due to a lack of local employment in her farming community back home. It wasn’t the usual chosen form of employment for a young lady, as the hotel was considered a man’s domain and women weren’t widely accommodated. It is only now, in her 100th year, that Margaret is comfortable to tell the world that she was once a barmaid. Indeed, she had previously forbade her family to even mention it in her eulogy! 

			Margaret Phyllis Hunt (née Lakey) was born in the Maldon Hospital on October 20, 1921. She was the sixth of seven children to Charles and Margaret Lakey. They had five boys and two girls: Charles, George, John, Mary, Patrick, then Margaret and Bernard. To the family she was known as ‘Phyl’ to prevent confusion with her mother. In 1926, Charles moved his young family from their home at Smokey Creek on the Bradford River to their new home in Shelbourne. “I was five years old at the time and we children carried what we could hold in both hands to our new home not realising that we were moving there permanently”. Shelbourne is nine miles from Maldon and twenty miles from Bendigo. ‘Wheatley’ was the name of the homestead. The farm grew wheat, barley and oats and grazed sheep. 

			Life on the farm was arduous but rewarding. There was no electricity, no running water in the kitchen and no bathroom. The outside toilet was a great distance from the house and not very convenient to reach during cold weather or windy nights. The chickens provided fresh eggs; the cows provided milk, cream, and butter. Their underground cellar was an excellent way to keep food from spoiling. The children fed the sheep dogs, cleaned their kennels, brushed and fed the seven draught horses, fed the chickens, picked up sticks to start the open fire in the kitchen and cut wood for the stove. 

			Charles Edward Lakey had worked on the land, in one way or another, all his life. He was six foot tall, of slim build, strong in limb and mind and accustomed to strenuous labour. He worked in Nuggety, Maldon, Castlemaine, Kangaroo Flat and finally settled down in Shelbourne. He borrowed eighty pounds from his neighbour, Mr Dempster, to lease a property from Mr Nichols. It was the first of many leases which, over time he purchased, owning a total of 3000 acres in the end. In 1949 he purchased the last Crown Lease in Victoria. 
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			Shelbourne, 1936 

			Margaret walked three miles each way to attend school Number 950 - Shelbourne Primary School. Walking long distances was not unusual in the family, as Margaret’s grandmother Martha, had told her that she walked nine miles carrying two kerosene tins packed with eggs into Maldon and returned with the tins loaded with groceries. Her father Charles, when courting, walked seven miles each way to visit the girl, who later became his wife. “I admired and loved my grandmother Martha very much. She had fourteen children, seven boys and seven girls, and died at the age of 91. Martha was a staunch believer that if you wanted something from life, you worked for it”. 

			Margaret’s mother was a gentle woman in every way. She was only five foot tall, of slight build, softly spoken, kind, generous, a very good cook and a hard worker. She kept her own vegetable patch and grew her own herbs. The plums off the Damson trees made delicious jam and her gooseberry pies were a real treat. She was famous for her rabbit stew with dumplings. She baked fresh loaves of bread daily for school lunches and meals. Her favourite flower was the geranium and she made exquisite items with her crochet hooks - doylies, hats, collars for dresses and jumpers, table cloths, curtains and even bed covers. Household water was pumped from a well close to the house, supplemented by dam water which was brought in by a horse-drawn Furphy. Extra water tanks were installed at the homestead, the stables and the shearing shed. 
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			The Lakey Ladies at Shelbourne, 1937 

			As there was no secondary school close by, when Margaret finished primary school, she stayed home helping her mother with the housework, cooking and cleaning, all work in which she willingly participated. One activity on the farm that Margaret did each year was to be the baler, pushing the wool into the corners of the bales with her feet so that a uniform shape was produced. Her father took pride in sharp edged bales and Margaret was extremely pleased with her soft, clean feet thanks to the lanolin. 

			Her sister Mary taught her how to knit, a pastime she enjoyed and put to good use making socks for her father and knitting balaclavas for the war effort. A group of the local ladies met weekly to do the knitting. Most of the women had daughters of Margaret’s age. Margaret felt it quite worthwhile as her brothers George, Jack, and Patrick, as well as her brother-in-law James Kalvin “Kevin” Parker had enlisted as soldiers in the Australian Imperial Forces. Patrick became a prisoner of war at the fall of Singapore and was a forced labourer during construction of the Burma Railway. 

			As there were no local jobs available in and around Shelbourne, Margaret found work in Melbourne. The local mailman, Mr Peterson, asked Margaret if she would like to take on the position of barmaid at the Kensington Hotel in North Melbourne. The hotel belonged to Mr Peterson’s daughter and son-in-law, Mr & Mrs Flynn. They were looking for assistance. Although Margaret’s mother was not keen on her working in such an establishment, Mr Peterson reassured her that Margaret would be well cared for and well treated, which indeed she was. 

			Mr & Mrs Flynn ran a very respectable hotel and tolerated no misconduct whatsoever. Should any man step out of line or become intoxicated, the bouncer would remove him immediately from the premises. Margaret enjoyed serving counter lunches and pulling beers for the hard-working men from the abattoir, gasworks and rendering factory. In those days there were numerous industrial factories in North Melbourne. Margaret got to meet lots of different people from different cultures and remained gainfully employed there for four years. “I would recommend this job to any girl. However, she must not drink, smoke or swear.” 

			The Kensington Hotel 

			Early in 1943 a tall, good-looking bloke, dressed in full army uniform walked through the door of the bar at the Kensington Hotel, saw a nice-looking girl with green eyes standing behind the counter, and asked her if his army mate, Viv Peterson, might happen to be in. The soldier turned out to be Walter Edmund Hunt from Red Cliffs. When told that Viv would be returning to the pub later in the afternoon, Walter waited, lingering over his counter lunch and beer, and chatting up the barmaid. 

			Private Walter Hunt VX 47961 (Syria 1941) 
That was the start of a romance that would last for seventy-three years. 

			“I thought you might like to know where my Wal had been before we met. Walter enlisted on July 23, 1940, at the Caulfield Racetrack in Melbourne and was resident there for six weeks. He departed the shores of Australia on His Majesty’s (King George V) Troop Ship, the ‘Mauretania’, on December 29, 1940, and travelled through the Suez Canal to Egypt where the troops disembarked. It was April 1942 before Walter returned to Australia. He disembarked in Adelaide and was admitted to the Infectious Diseases Hospital at Northfield in South Australia where he slowly recovered from meningitis. After six months TLC, Walter spent six weeks recuperating at the Convalescent Depot in Strathalbyn near Adelaide. He then returned to Victoria to re-join his unit”. 

			Several days later, Walter’s unit was sent to New Guinea. So as not to lose contact with one another, Margaret and Walter kept in touch by mail. While Walter was in New Guinea, his only sister Ivy died very suddenly in March 1943. She was only 26 years old. She had been working in a Munitions Factory in Melbourne. Walter was not given leave to attend her funeral. In December 1943, Margaret and Walter were engaged. Margaret travelled to Red Cliffs on the train for the occasion and on her return journey she wore a sparkling diamond ring on her dainty finger. 

			“When Walter proposed to me, I made it very clear that we would have to be married in a Roman Catholic church. Walter replied, ‘No worries, I’m not a practicing Anglican anyway’. My father-in-law Henry said to Walter ‘you have picked the wrong colour son’. To my delight, more than twenty years later, Walter became a Catholic”. Going to Mass every Sunday was Margaret’s highlight of the week. There was never any occasion that would justify not showing up early to worship. The Catholic faith was most important to Margaret, and she always had her rosary beads ready to pray for the health and wellbeing of her family and friends. 

			Walter was granted leave from February until June 1944 to help his father, Henry, fill a contract making 2000 dip tins for the coming grape-picking season, as that was regarded as an essential service. During his stay in Red Cliffs Walter purchased a block of land in Heath Street to build his own home. Mr Becker, a well-known builder, drew plans for a spacious four roomed house. Before the building commenced, small alterations were made to the original plan with great expectations of the house being completed before Margaret’s arrival at the end of August. Things did not go quite as intended and the deadline was not met. While the house was being built Walter made most of the furniture for it, especially the seven-foot-long table which was treasured by Margaret and served them well during all their married life. 

			In June 1944 they were married in St Michael’s Catholic church, North Melbourne. Margaret’s youngest brother Bernard was their best man and only nineteen at the time. Rubina, Mrs Flynn’s beautiful daughter, was the bride’s maid and only sixteen years old. As both witnesses were underage, Margaret’s siblings George and Mary signed the wedding certificate on their behalf. The newlyweds spent their five-day honeymoon at Frankston. “We nearly didn’t make it to Frankston, the train was pulling out of the station, and we almost missed it. The weather was very cold and miserable, but we found ways to keep warm, (giggle giggle)” 

			Immediately after their honeymoon, Walter travelled to Queensland where he worked his last six weeks of duty for King and Country and on August 17, 1944, Walter was discharged from the army. At the same time, Margaret had given notice to Mr & Mrs Flynn and returned to Shelbourne to prepare for the long journey to Red Cliffs to start her new life as Mrs Walter Hunt. Mr Laity, a friendly neighbour, owned a car with a trailer and offered to take Margaret and her few belongings to the railway station. Tearful goodbyes were said, and the newlyweds were driven to Castlemaine where they boarded the steam train to Red Cliffs. A romantic experience to start a lifetime together. 
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			Bernard Lakey, Walter, Margaret and Rubina Flynn 
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			Mary, Margaret, and Margaret 

			On arrival in Red Cliffs, they were warmly welcomed by Walter’s parents, Henry, and Annie May Hunt, and driven to 67 Indi Avenue. Margaret discovered that her in-laws were two very creative and talented artisans. Henry could make anything from iron, steel and other hard metals and Annie May used soft fabrics, wools, and cottons for her creations. 

			Henry Stanway “Bert” Hunt was a man of few words and a rigid church goer. He was of medium height, slight build and wore dark rimmed glasses. He had opened his own plumbing shop in Red Cliffs in 1926 specialising as a tank maker and sheet metal worker. Plumbing equipment has some very strange names such as, ball, cock, feet, heads, elbow, and nipple. 

			The use of such terminology caused much amusement amongst the apprentices. Bert was a prime example of the Victorian era, straightlaced and hard working. He came from a generation which prided itself on its moral virtues and dedication to duty. He loved to play lawn bowls and was never seen without his pipe. His motto was, ‘Don’t give ‘em anything. Make ‘em work for it!’ Annie May ‘Roon’ Hunt (née Langshaw) was a tall, slender, well-dressed woman who never left the house without her parasol, gloves, and hat. She had a great fancy for sea food and chocolate. Roon was a tailoress by trade who always made her own clothing. She was excellent at knitting, embroidery, smocking and tatting. She played piano, had a nice singing voice and was an excellent cook. One might say that Annie May considered herself, in those days, part of the upper class in the social hierarchy of Red Cliffs. The couple went for lunch every day to Miss Anne Bate’s Marigold Cafe on the corner of Barker Lane and Indi Avenue, where you can currently find the Red Cliffs newsagency. The little house on Indi Avenue came to life whenever the Langshaw siblings would gather and the whole house was filled with the sound of music, song, and laughter. Gaiety at its finest. Life wasn’t always easy living with the in-laws. The biggest issue between Roon and Margaret was due to their religion, one being orange and the other green. Whenever strong-willed personalities clash, the tranquillity at home can become disrupted. Never-the-less everyone did their best to get along. In the meantime, Walter went back to work helping his father in the plumber’s shop during the day, and working on their home, after work, if there was daylight. They shifted into their own incomplete home shortly before the birth of their first-born son, Patrick. Eighteen months later, they welcomed the arrival of John. Time passed and they thought that their family was complete, but four years later they were blessed with twins, Newton and Sally. 
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			Henry and Annie May 

			Growing up in the country in difficult times may have instilled in Margaret a need for thrift and independence. No handy take-away shops or large supermarkets. She was well able to use all, and any fresh produce given to her to make jams, chutneys and preserves, much to her family’s enjoyment. Any spare time she had was happily spent knitting, particularly if it was for a good cause. 
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			The Hunt Family - 1950 

			Life was busy for Margaret with four children under six years of age, no car, and a working husband. It was fortunate that “Bert owned a beautiful 1954 model Ford V8 Customline and if we needed anything urgently, Wal got permission to use his father’s car”. Roon used to mind the children from time to time to allow Margaret the chance for some personal shopping and a chat with friends. 
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			The Hunt Clan at 19 Heath Street, Red Cliffs - 1953 

			Between 1945 and 1965 Margaret and Walter had their days filled with work, everyday chores and numerous activities involving their four children. Margaret’s days started early in the morning, to get her husband to work, and four kids to school on time. Both parents spent many hours helping all the children with their homework. 

			As a ‘reward’, the proud parents got to attend wonderful school plays and watch their children and their school mates showcase their talents. Margaret and Walter encouraged their children to participate in team sports such as cricket, football, hockey, tennis, and swimming, which they all enjoyed very much, and some friendly competition was not unheard of in their home. On the other hand, putting up with earaches and headaches listening to not-so-great piano and piano accordion practices, might have caused one to wonder if giving up shouldn’t be an option! 

			For a special treat the family drove down to the river on some weekends to enjoy a bit of fishing, swimming, and boating. Margaret was kept very busy prior, packing enormous amounts of food to keep her family happy and fed. Margaret watched Walter teach the children to safely and responsibly, shoot a .22 rifle. Sleeping out under the stars, lying on a bag filled with straw, and hoping not to be eaten by a goanna was also part of the outdoor experience. Living with a menagerie of animals kept Margaret busy as well. The entire family are animal lovers and have cared for dogs, cats, mice, guinea pigs, a possum, and a multitude of different beautiful birds. 

			When Henry died in 1970 Walter inherited the plumbing business. Given that there are four generations of plumbers in the Hunt family, one can’t help but wonder if you are preordained to a profession or choose it, because you are familiar with the work. Walter senior started the business then passed it on to his son Henry, who then passed it on to his son Walter. All three of these men worked with their sons, teaching them the trade, knowing that their business would continue. Walter did the same, bringing in both sons Patrick and Newton. Interestingly, John chose a different life, but his son Justin is a fourth-generation plumber in Queensland. 

			Walter and Margaret’s first car was a 1963 Ford MK3 Zephyr which made life a lot easier. At some time in the early 1970s Margaret decided to get her driver’s licence. That way she wasn’t dependent on others to go places. It took Margaret and Walter some time to save up enough money to afford such an expensive luxury item because Margaret lived her life following her mother’s words of wisdom “Pay as you go. If you can’t pay – don’t go!” and she is very proud to this day to have abided by them. “I’m not proud of the fact but I was caught twice for speeding, both times in Irymple”. It was lead-foot Margaret driving at 90 km/h in a built-up area. 

			As was usual in those days, when the family farm was inherited by the sons, the girls got the chattels. But as Mary did not want the 1952 FX Holden, Margaret offered it to her son, Newton, who jumped at the chance to have his first car, the car which he still owns today. He is also living at Shelbourne where his mother grew up, having purchased the land from a cousin who had gained it from an inheritance. He is happily living there with his daughter and granddaughter so the family connection to the land is still present. Although Margaret had limited formal education herself, she is a worldly-wise woman who knows the benefits of a good education, something that she instilled in all her children. All four of her offspring are high achievers. Patrick, the eldest won the Victorian Overseas Foundation Scholarship for Plumbing and Gas Fitting in 1967 and worked for three years in England. On his return to Australia, he continued his plumbing with his father. John, the second son, chose a different path. He obtained a degree at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology and was awarded a Public Service Medal for his long and distinguished service to local government in both Victoria and New South Wales, having begun his life in the accounting profession. Newton, the youngest son, following in Patrick’s footsteps, also won the Victorian Overseas Foundation Scholarship for Plumbing and Gas Fitting in 1973, and enjoyed working in England for one year. On his return, he also worked in the family business. Sally became a triple Certificate Nursing Sister. After gaining much working experience in Australia, she went overseas. In 1975 she worked in the infant Intensive Care Unit of Cambridge Maternity Hospital in England, and from 1976 – 1978 in the Men’s Accident Ward of Universität Krankenhaus, the University Hospital in Innsbruck, Austria. 

			Soon after the children had all entered the working world, and had married, the first grandchildren started to arrive. Margaret’s grandkids visited frequently, and a wonderful time was had by all. The family get-togethers, the regular barbecues and parties including all the fun that goes with it, kept Walter and Margaret entertained. The couple also had more time to visit family and friends who lived further away, and they developed a real keenness for travel. They gradually became well acquainted with all the states in Australia, but on their return were quite certain that Victoria was by far the best place to be. 

			Then it was time to check out what was going on beyond the borders of Australia – their first overseas trip led them to beautiful, New Zealand. Then they decided it was time for the long haul – Europe! Together they explored Austria, Germany, Italy, Great Britain, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales and enjoyed the many sights together. Walter especially liked to sample and enjoy the local cuisine and wash it down with a nice cold beer (or two). Margaret was happy when she got her much-loved cup of tea with a little milk and a biscuit. Margaret enjoyed snapping thousands of photographs of places, smiling faces, buildings, signposts, flowers, and everything else needed to warm your heart and make you feel alive. A wonderful life was created by collecting lots of lovely memories together, to reminisce and talk about. Margaret would often say, “What a wonderful time we had”, to which Walter would reply in agreement, “Extra grouse!” 
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			Walter and Margaret in Tyrol 

			When asked to talk about her life, invariably Margaret’s response is to focus on the achievements of those who shared her remarkable journey - her forebears, her husband, and her children. But Margaret’s contribution to her family and the community deserves acknowledgement, as she was heavily involved in community activities for most of her life in Red Cliffs. Being an active member of the congregation at St. Joseph’s Catholic Church ensured active participation in many activities. As soon as the children started school, she put up her hand to be involved with St. Joseph’s Primary School, then the Mother’s Club at both Mildura Technical School which both Patrick and Newton attended, as well as St. Joseph’s College, Mildura, where John and Sally studied. In 1963, Margaret joined Red Cliffs RSL Women’s Auxiliary, an association she maintained for over fifty years. 

			During this time, she took on many executive positions. She was President for three years, Senior Vice President for five years, Junior Vice President for two years and Treasurer for twenty-five years. Any wonder then that on September 11, 2015, she achieved a Long Service Award for over fifty years membership. 

			As well as all this work, Margaret found time to devote time to Meals on Wheels for 43 years, working for St. Vincent de Paul in both Mildura and Red Cliffs for 32 years, as well as a long membership of the Country Women’s Association. Her dedication to all this charity work was recognised with a Life Membership of Red Cliff s Senior Citizens Club, and Life Governor’s Certificate in appreciation for her years of help with the Red Cliffs District Hospital.

			But into each life a little rain must fall! 

			In 2017 Margaret’s life was shattered when her husband of 73 years died very suddenly. Walter was only four months short of his 100th Birthday. Due to Margaret’s failing health she moved soon afterwards into the Jacaranda Village Aged Care Facility in Red Cliffs where she resides today. The change from her old familiar and much-loved surroundings was very difficult as Margaret refused to understand that she could no longer stay in the house on her own. With time and the support and encouragement of her family, she has found new friends and caring staff, and she enjoys the many activities on offer. Margaret proudly points out various family members in her many photos distributed throughout her room and fondly comments on her beautiful clock. This unique clock bought by Walter is a much-treasured gift. He saw it in the jewellers in Mildura and asked them to hold it for him until the following week, when he would return to pay for it. It chimes one of six different tunes on the hour, and the pendulum is shaped like a horse and carriage. A thoughtful gesture from a caring husband as he knew that Margaret loved horses. 

			Then along came Covid-19! 

			For Margaret nothing made any sense in 2020. She could not comprehend the impact of this deadly virus and had difficulties becoming accustomed to her loved ones and staff wearing face masks and protective clothing. Having to isolate herself from others and remain in her cottage or room like a convict was almost too much to bear. Worst of all, there were no hugs, no kisses, and no outings possible. Her comment regarding these ‘lock down’ rules, “What is the world coming to?” 

			Margaret spent her entire married life in Red Cliffs where she and Walter raised their four children. She watched her family grow to include thirteen grandchildren and thirteen great grandchildren. A lifetime of memories is associated with this evolving town. Margaret will celebrate her 100th Birthday in October 2021 – just a few days before the Centenary of Red Cliffs. 

			The shift from a quiet country life, then working in a city hotel, to moving miles away from family was all taken in her stride. Margaret made the most of each new opportunity. Red Cliffs benefited from all the contributions she made to the community, and the wisdom she instilled in her children. Much of Margaret’s life has been devoted to looking after others – her family and the wider community. In these twilight years, Margaret can now be the deserved recipient of the care and kindness that she has unstintingly given to others. It is her turn now to reap the rewards of her endeavours.
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