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			FRANCIS (FRANK) McCORMICK 

			in conversation with Vernon Knight

			I used to collect postage stamps but I don’t seem to get letters these days.

			Francis William McCormick was born in March 1927, but it took some years for him to discover his birth date. Until recently, he celebrated his birthday on 22 March, but found, on seeing his birth certificate, that he was really born on 3 March.

			Frank’s parents were Francis Thomas McCormick and Irene Maud McCormick née Whittaker. Francis Thomas’ family lived in South Melbourne while Irene Whittaker grew up in Talbot, near Maryborough. They met in Mildura when Francis worked at Bowring’s Department store. Francis was a ticket writer and window dresser while Irene worked as a nurse in one of Mildura’s private hospitals. After a short courtship they married in July 1926.

			Sadly, Irene died when Frank was just five and the little man was handed to the care of Irene’s parents, William and May Whittaker. As the Whittakers lived in Talbot, Frank commenced his education at the local primary school. Frank’s son Andrew recounts some of his father’s memories of that time … “Dad often spoke of the time when a plane landed in a field next to the primary school and the pilot asked for directions to Melbourne … Then there was the time that Dad found a speck of gold in a lucerne patch, took it to the bank and received sixpence”. (Sixpence in the 1930s is thought to be worth about $50 today).

			Now ninety-eight, regardless of his birth date, Frank is cheerful, keen to chat and rather sprightly for his age. I am jealously surprised that a man who has devoted many years to the exacting task of collecting and cataloguing postage stamps is not wearing spectacles. Conversely, it is now his memory that struggles, and many sentences are repeated as if to confirm what he is telling me. “Talbot”, he says several times, “is nine miles from Maryborough and eleven miles from Clunes”. At other times he happily says, “I can’t remember”, or “It will be in one of my diaries… wherever they are!” I quickly determine that we are destined to have some fun conversations.

			I remember meeting Frank several times in past years when projects I was associated with were beneficiaries of his charitable donations. These gifts stemmed largely from his collection and sale of stamps, a hobby which we will get to know more about later. I also have vivid recollections of his time in the family newsagency, later to become McCormick and Sedgeman: a well-established business in Langtree Avenue, Mildura.

			I recall that one of the shop’s sidelines was the preparation of book and stationery orders for local students at the start of the year. As Frank recalls, “It came hot on the heels of Christmas and proved to be a rather hectic time”. The newsagency would be awash with large brown paper bags, bulging with books, pads, pens, pencils, rulers, protractors and items probably foreign to today’s students. A major frustration, according to Frank, were “The kids who put in a book list before Christmas and then left the district without letting us know”.

			While Frank was justifiably a little flustered by the daily influx of kids and families, he seemed to have thrived in his ability to organise the chaos: he enjoyed making lists and sorting the many tasks involved. As his son Andrew is keen to tell me, “Frank loved being active. He was never one to sit still or spend time in front of television. Even on holidays at Christie’s Beach in Adelaide, he would rather go walking or exploring than just lying around and reading a book”.

			Clearly some things don’t change. When I contacted Princes Court with plans for our first chat, I was warned that Frank was often difficult to find. Seems he is usually walking around the campus and never in the same spot for long. Those strolls frequently include a song for the girls in the front office.

			Frank tells me that he was well cared for by his grandparents although Andrew tells me that the living arrangements were interesting. The Whittakers had several adjoining shops in Talbot, and the bedrooms were at the rear of each shop.
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			One of the Whittaker’s shops in The Crescent, Talbot, circa 1930. The shop on the left was where Frank’s uncle Bill worked as a barber. Frank’s bedroom was at the rear.

			After tea, Frank would be given a lamp, presumably kerosene, and he would proceed to his bedroom at the rear of the barber’s shop. On settling into bed, Grandpa or Grandma Whittaker would come back, tuck him in, and retrieve the lamp. Andrew’s account reminds us of life without electricity and a child’s need to cope with ‘the dark’. I’m told that Frank’s Uncle Bill, Irene’s brother, had the job of lighting the streetlamps in Talbot and “snuffing them out in the morning”. He would do his rounds on a bicycle, carrying a ladder. Uncle Bill also worked as a hairdresser during the day.

			Frank tells me that math’s and sciences weren’t his favourite subjects but “I was alright at English and Geography”. No doubt stamp collecting, a childhood hobby, gave Frank a detailed appreciation of the wider world … “especially the countries of the British Empire”.

			Frank completed his primary years at Talbot Primary School before going on to complete his secondary education at Maryborough High School, and Mildura High School after he returned to live with his father. While attending Maryborough High School, Frank would catch the train at Talbot and walk to school from Maryborough Station. He is keen to tell me that some kids went to Maryborough Technical School and that their school was next door to the station.

			“We had to walk to the High School and our school was bloody miles away”.

			In 1938, Frank’s father, Francis Thomas, married Eleanor Shadwell Joy but it wasn’t until 1942 that young Frank returned to live with his dad and stepmother in Mildura. The intervening years were in war time and his dad spent time serving in the militia and playing in the Mildura Brass Band. In addition to his work at Bowring’s, Francis Thomas (or ‘FT’ as he was known) worked part-time at a Mildura newsagency. Andrew tells me that country towns were only permitted to have two newsagents. But a big move came in 1944 when Francis Thomas purchased a newsagency in Benalla. Francis William (or ‘FW’) was now introduced to an occupation that would keep him busy, seven days a week, for the duration of his working life. He was quickly assigned to the demands of the business including the morning and afternoon delivery of both local and Melbourne newspapers.

			Memories Frank shared with his son include the need to pour hot water into the handlebars of his bike to try and keep his hands warm, selling newspapers to troops at the railway station as they went through Benalla, taking his dad’s car to Melbourne to purchase stationery for the newsagency, and a memorable encounter with Constable Fox. Frank vividly recalls an early morning round when he was peddling fast to try and finish quickly. It was very cold, so he was trying to make short work of his deliveries. While he recalls hearing a whistle, he was loathe to stop and investigate … he had papers to deliver! But the whistle got closer and louder and eventually a stern voice compelled him to stop. It was Constable Fox who, in gasping breaths, demanded to know why he was riding on the footpath with no lights and why he didn’t stop when he heard his whistle. As Frank tells it, the policeman was too short of breath to do much more, and Frank was sent on his way.

			It was in Benalla that Frank would meet his wife to be, Kathleen Shadwell Joy. (Kathleen was a much younger sister of Frank’s stepmother, Eleanor Shadwell McCormick née Joy). Born on 24 August, 1928, she grew up in Mildura and trained as a nurse at the Mildura Base Hospital. In 1948 she transferred to the Freemasons Hospital in Melbourne and later to the Bush Nursing Hospital in Benalla. It was here she would meet and marry Frank.

			She was the third youngest of the fifteen children born to Thomas and Janet Joy but only thirteen survived. Given Kathleen’s many siblings, the marriage provided Frank with the extended family he had been denied as an only child.

			Kath’s father Thomas Joy had two billiard rooms, an agency for Essex cars and worked as a dried fruit inspector in Mildura.
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			Francis William and Kathleen Joy Mccormick, Benalla 1950

			Other recollections from Benalla were his sporting pursuits including tennis, wrestling and being 19th man for the local football team.
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			The Thirteen surviving children of the Joy family

			

			Sadly, Kath died some years ago and Frank seems resigned to the fact that his wife’s long-term smoking had contributed to her not being long for this world. But they did enjoy raising three wonderful children: Peter, who lives with his family in Melbourne; Andrew, who lives in Mildura and still teaches part-time at Werrimull; and Lauren, a journalist who relocated to London and “married a Pommy”. She now lives in Hong Kong with her family. While Frank laments being on his own, he relishes the fact that… “I always win every argument”.

			In time Frank’s father, Francis Thomas, began to miss Mildura and set about making a return. As luck would have it, he was able to purchase a newsagency in Langtree Avenue where there is now a jeweller’s shop. In time, the business relocated to premises directly opposite, number 67. It’s where the Nextra newsagency is today. The shop was situated on one of the College Leases set up by the Chaffey Brothers in the early days of the irrigation settlement.

			The newsagency had several departments – newspapers and magazines, stationery, souvenirs, books and paperbacks. It was here that Frank managed the stationery and book orders for many of the local schools and their students. A further aspect of the business developed when Shilliday’s store closed, and their Tattslotto agency was obtained and became an important part of the business. While the new business was established by his father, Frank was beginning to make his presence felt. He became a member of the Mildura Chamber of Commerce and joined the committee of the Mildura Hospital Fund. He also became a vocal opponent of the plan to establish a mall. Eventually he joined forces with Charlie Sedgeman and the newsagency became known as McCormick and Sedgeman.

			There are many aspects to Frank’s life but common comments from family and friends point to his keen sense of humour. My contact with Frank only confirms their view. A mutual friend, Dick Johnstone, remembers the period when Frank was the sergeant of arms of Mildura Apex where he had the job of extracting fines from errant members. As Dick says, “We’d even begin laughing before Frank spoke knowing that there would be lots of laughs to come”. Frank had been a member of the Apex Club of Benalla and transferred to Mildura Apex after the family’s relocation.

			I too got to appreciate Frank’s humour during our chats as he would frequently recite humorous ditties. One occasion was just prior to Easter and Frank recited the following …

			Easter is coming, the goose getting fat.
Please put a penny in the old man’s hat.
If you haven’t got a penny, a ha’ penny will do,
If you haven’t got a ha’ penny, God bless you.

			Perusing one of Frank’s many photo albums, I stumbled upon a card he had received from his daughter Lauren when she wrote begging forgiveness for her oversight of his birthday. Seems she too had her dad’s appetite for humour…

			“I want to die. This is unbelievably serious. I mean, a heavy situation is upon me. I’d go so far as to say this is absolutely mega-heavy, unforgivable and horrendously uncool. My punishment is your choice Dad – firing squad, electric chair, an evening with Malcolm Fraser or Life Membership of the National Party. I’ll never, ever, ever forget your birthday again!” MARCH 1988.

			Quite prophetic really when one considers that for many years Frank himself had been mistaken about the date of his birth.
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			Lauren’s reference to life memberships is a pointer to the many awards bestowed on Frank in the course of his very active life. After serving as President of the Apex Club of Mildura, Frank was awarded a Life Membership in 1967. Hardly surprising given his son Andrew’s memories of his father’s tireless efforts in Apex collecting beer bottles to help raise funds for charity, delivering firewood to widows, and providing food hampers for families in need.
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			Frank receives the Badge of Merit from the Victorian Bands League

			Then in 1983, Frank received the badge of merit from the Victorian Band League. The award was a recognition for his management of the Mildura Brass Band. Those duties included the organisation of competition performances and fundraising. Frank looked after the bingo games at Mildura RSL on Thursday evenings.

			Frank tells me that while he had tried to learn the cornet, a missing front tooth robbed him of the chance to explore his musical talents. (Interestingly, Frank’s father had earlier been the band master for the Mildura Brass Band).

			In 2016, Frank probably received his greatest honour when he was named Mildura’s Citizen of the Year. In presenting the award, Mildura Mayor Glenn Milne said, “Mr McCormick’s dedication to our local community spans more than sixty years … he has been a member of a wide range of organisations, clubs, sporting and social groups, volunteering his time for the betterment of the district.

			“His volunteer and charity work has crossed so many areas and certainly hasn’t been limited to just one cause or one area needing support. Not only has he supported a number of local and national charities, Mr McCormick has even established his own charity – Stamps for Charity. The project involves sourcing, restoring and selling old stamps to collectors, with the profits donated to local groups. With a resumé of community and volunteer work so extensive, it’s amazing he even has time to sleep”.

			Frank proudly shows me his Citizen of the Year Aaward
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			Avid stamp collector and neighbour, Milton Clarke also describes Frank’s charity venture as a “magnificent project that should be loudly applauded”. Living over the road from each other, the two men would often meet (sometimes in the middle of the road) to discuss the worth of the various stamps and how they could be sold. Milton says that Frank probably collected several million stamps over the years but “getting the stamps was the easy part”. Each of the stamps had to be soaked off their envelope or backing paper and once dry the different stamps would be packed into bundles of a hundred, catalogued and mailed to a stamp dealer for marketing. The stamps were largely collected from local business houses or sometimes Frank would receive stamp collections from families where they were no longer wanted.

			Frank’s interest in stamps began when he was very young. A feature by Grant Maynard in the Mildura Weekly (27 March, 2015) states that “his first foray into the world of stamp collecting came when as a young boy, his love of ETA peanut butter enabled him to redeem the jar labels for postage stamps”. (ETA started its stamps’ promotion in 1937 and gave away 25 million stamps over the next 30 years).

			It was in retirement that Frank saw the opportunity to raise money for worthy causes. Grant Maynard’s article says, “His stamps came from everywhere, from people who had heard of his work and wanted to support a worthy cause. He may well be planning what he refers to as his second retirement, but a quick reconnaissance of the stamp room in his Richardson Grove home is all you need to know that retirement is a long way off”.

			When the project ended in 2023, it was said to have raised over $50,000.
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			While Frank says he was average in sport at school, any shortcomings did not discourage him. In his adult years he was a keen (but average) tennis player and a fair golfer. Andrew tells me that his dad had several golfing mates and their yearly golf trips, near and far, became the stuff of legends. These mates included Norm Deering, Graham Gugger, Ian Ramsay, Ray Weir, Geoff Linton and Geoff Bales. A few of these were also his sailing mates at Lake Cullulleraine. During the season, Frank sailed a Heron yacht at the Cullulleraine Club where he won the yearly medal on several occasions. Several mates in Apex, golf and sailing, together with their partners, were also keen card players and participated in Friday night games, playing Solo for one and two cent coins. Couples took it in turn to host the evenings.

			Frank first played golf at the Riverside course but the floods which occurred in the 1950s closed the club and Frank transferred to Mildura Golf Club. When he finally ended his membership, Frank was said to have been the club’s oldest member for two years. Not surprisingly, Frank was a member of the Mildura Golf Club’s ‘Die Hards Group’.

			No doubt it would have been Frank’s meticulous skill in organising and documenting that would have been so welcome in his various clubs and associations. A look at his diaries and albums serve to evidence his desire to keep detailed records of all his activities.

			While he fell into the newspaper business by dint of his father, he was clearly well-suited to the career he would pursue until his retirement. Who else would retain their original scorecard for their best-ever round of golf?
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			Frank retired from the newsagency in 1995, selling his interest to Charlie Sedgeman. It was then that he threw himself into the project he called Stamps for Charity. The charity was wound up in 2021 when Frank started to have difficulty getting around local businesses to collect their used stamps. Despite helpers, it was also becoming more difficult for Frank to manage all the soaking, drying and dispatching the sorted stamps to dealers in Melbourne and elsewhere.

			In retirement, Frank and his wife did manage some overseas trips to Europe before Kathleen died in 2001. Frank also did later trips to Hong Kong to visit his daughter Lauren, catch-up with her family and do a few tourist activities.

			This short summary of Frank’s life and interests does not take account of his involvement in cycling, junior tennis, Scouts, the Ballet Guild or his interest in model trains. In his garage, Frank built model train tracks and settings for sale to other train buffs.

			He had taken up cycling in Benalla and his room is graced with a collage and ‘citation’ which was given to Frank at the time of his 50th birthday. It reads…

			Young Frankie went a cycling, a bold lad strong and lean. And he had a strong desire for sweet, young, pure Kathleen. But Kathleen wasn’t much impressed, “He’s such a skinny lad. He only earns a pound a week, Working for his dad.

			Now Frank was seized with passion. He rode round every day. Showing off his cycling skills. No hands all the way. This won young Kathleen’s heart, and what a blushing bride. But then they all went back to the shop, cos the Heralds had arrived.

			Newsagent by profession, A man who likes a dog. ‘Twas only after marriage that he got a taste for grog. This quite surprised his sweet young wife; in fact, she was distressed. He brought home Carlton beer and was always out at Apex.

			He has a shop in Langtree and goes there every morn. To spend the time selling papers and sorting through the porn. He’s also most creative, his train sets out of sight. And who could ever forget, his “Thunder in the Night”.

			

			Accomplished as a yachtsman, his talents have no end. As Kathleen often says, he’s the ultimate of men. And now the old blokes fifty and still looks young, you know. So, hang right in there Frankie, you’ve still got lots to go!

			And just think, in two more years, that will have been fifty years ago!!
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			Frank McCormick PBA… “Poor Bloody Newsagent”!

			Given Frank’s restricted memory, this account of his life has been assisted greatly by his son Andrew and several reports featuring Frank’s achievements. The writer is only too happy to acknowledge this support. Permission to publish was granted by Andrew McCormick.
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