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			JOY HORSFALL’S STORY 

			remembered with her granddaughter Lisa Cooper

			Memories are a funny thing. They can take you to long forgotten places, bring a smile to your face or make you sad. They can be prompted by a song, a smell, a photograph, even a recipe. It’s through family memories and her own words that I write the story of my Grandma, Joy Horsfall.

			On September 30, 1919, in the final months of the Spanish Flu pandemic, Valma Joy Wescombe was born in Mildura to parents Clarence Leslie  Wescombe, a Great War veteran, and Helen Irene Bull. Known as Rene, Grandma’s mother was a saleswoman originally from Ballarat who had been living and working in Mildura. Clarrie and Rene had married earlier that year in a small ceremony in Ballarat, with Clarrie proudly wearing his war uniform and Rene modestly dressed in what was post-war Australia.

			Known as Joy from a very young age, Grandma was the eldest of five children. Her siblings Marjorie Joan (Joan), Dallas (known as Mick), Walter, and Leslie completed the family, with Les born when Grandma was 14 years old.
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			Joy proudly displays her family photograph

			Life on the block at Merbein West was tough, especially in those early days of trying to get the block established. For the children there was a lot of fun to be had, but for Rene it must have been a shock to go from the climate of Ballarat to the heat of Mildura, and then to life on a fruit block in Merbein West.

			Clarrie had barely been allocated the block by the time he and Rene married. Clarrie applied for an allotment in the Merbein West Soldier Settlement scheme as a discharged soldier in March 1918, which was granted the following month. Block 157 consisted of 17 acres 3 roods and 9 perches! By early 1919, Clarrie was a married man, with Grandma arriving at the block later that year.

			Clarrie was a veteran of the Great War, having enlisted with the 21st Battalion on April 16, 1915, aged 21 years. He had been living on his family’s fruit block in Eleventh Street, Mildura when he enlisted. One month later, he was heading for Egypt before embarking for Gallipoli. But Clarrie found himself on the troopship HMT Southland off the Gallipoli Peninsula when it was torpedoed by a German submarine on September 2, 1915, killing some of those on board.

			Clarrie sent a postcard home to his mother saying, “Our next move I think will be to France. We never got to the Dardanelles, too rough to land”. He obviously told the family of his true experience later as it was something Grandma knew about.

			Later in September Clarrie did briefly experience the conditions at Gallipoli before heading to the Western Front where his battalion fought at places such as Pozieres and Mouquet Farm in 1916, and Bullecourt in 1917. He was often sick and injured and was eventually returned to Australia before being discharged medically unfit in January 1918. 

			Like so many other veterans on the soldier settlement blocks, Clarrie suffered terribly, both physically and mentally, from his war service. The war had left him with a terribly injured ankle, a bad heart, and no doubt shellshock.
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			Joy as a little girl with (L-R), her father, grandfather and great grandfather

			Grandma recalled many years ago that her Dad always seemed to have what she thought was a sore leg. I can’t help but wonder whether his ‘sprained ankle’ from the war was actually a far worse injury, one that he never truly recovered from. His bad heart also meant he was quite unwell, his ill-health impacting not only his family but his ability to run the block.

			While Clarrie never spoke to his family about his war experience, Grandma remembered the day, as a youngster, she sneakily overheard her dad speaking with his veteran friend, Bob Norman, who also lived at the Merbein West Soldier Settlement. “Dad and Mr Norman would sit on the front veranda and talk sometimes,” Grandma explained many years ago.

			“I remember sneaking along and sitting under the front window to listen to them speak without them knowing, and I remember they were talking about the war, but I can’t remember what they said. I always remember seeing his medals on what we called the dressing table. He was very proud of his Gallipoli medals”.

			We’re not sure how quickly Clarrie was able to build a home on his block, but the home remembered by the family was a tidy house set back a little from the road with enough room for the family.

			Out the back there was a stable and yard for the horses and an outhouse some distance from the house.

			Orange trees lined the driveway with the vines running down one side of the house and around the back yard down to the back of the block. There was a hot dip for the fruit and racks for drying. A mulberry tree was at the back of the block near to a small irrigation channel that bordered the property.

			The Wescombe kids would have great fun with the children of other families living not only on the soldier settlement itself but from surrounding blocks. The Murphy, Barry, Forsyth, Woodham, Leeder, Iredale, Peglar, and Buxton kids all feature in photographs from Grandma’s collection. The kids would often spend days as far away from the house and chores as they could.

			Playing imaginative games, getting up to mischief on one of the blocks, or playing in the channel were all favourites. Another pursuit of the Wescombe kids was to go ‘bird nesting’ with the Leeders.

			Grandma did her schooling at Merbein West Primary School, not far from the family block. There was a short period, however, when the young Wescombe family was in St Kilda, probably staying with Grandma’s Auntie Jessie, while Grandma was in her Prep year.

			Grandma must have truly enjoyed her time at school because she once mentioned that, as a girl, she wanted to become a teacher.
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			Joy with her sisters, Joan and Dallas on the family block

			Being the eldest, Grandma had to leave school once Les was born as she was needed to help with the children and around the home, and possibly to go out and earn money for the family. Grandma never had the chance to realise her dream to become a teacher.

			Grandma had fond memories of growing up on the block, including when the family finally got the telephone! “We waited a long time before we got a phone out on the block. Our number was 299, so you know how long we waited for the big box on the wall!”

			There was one phone call Grandma remembered taking as a girl where Grandma was asked to tell her mum to call them back. It was the call to tell the family that Ann Bull, Grandma’s grandmother, had died. It was 1935 and Ann Bull had lived to the age of seventy-four years, passing away at Lilydale. Grandma was in her eighties when she recalled that phone call, so it had clearly stayed with her. “I was only young, but I have always remembered taking that call”.

			Living conditions were a challenge when Grandma was growing up and she marvelled at the idea that for many years, all they had to keep food cool was the ‘cool safe’. They’d put a block of ice on the top and as it melted it would run down the outside on the hessian and keep everything cool.

			“We also used to lower our soft drinks into the well. It was the only way to keep them cool”, Grandma remembered.

			After leaving school, Grandma worked as a housekeeper for a while, before working as a companion to an elderly lady who lived nearby.

			“I looked after her and helped her a lot. I would make sure she had what she needed, her tea and things. She lived not far from home, and I lived with her. I would ride my bike back home every few days and stay to have tea. I could then go back and make sure she had what she needed for the night”.

			Grandma would often ride her bike when she had an errand to do. One day in particular she recalled riding her bike and she had absolute joy on her face as she shared her memories. “I’ll tell you something that will make you laugh”, she said. “Back in those days, I would ride my bike into town, and I would wear my hat and gloves riding around”.

			“Yes”, she said smiling, “you would tie your hat under your chin, and you always wore gloves. Everybody did, it was the done thing”.

			While I’m sure it was a tough life growing up on the block, it was clear that Grandma had many happy memories. It gave her real joy to recall what life was like back then.

			It wasn’t only the memories of riding her bike that made Grandma smile.

			“Sometimes if there was something needed from in town, I would take the horse and buggy. That was fun! Old Poll was the horse’s name, and when she heard the train whistle, she would start to gallop. It was not very far, but it was so much fun. One horse was named Poll and the other was Ginger. Big draughty things they were”.

			Like most young ladies of that time, Grandma was a debutante. She was one of eight debutantes on the evening of her ball and an article from the newspaper reported that “Miss Joy Wescombe, partnered by Mr George Nichols, wore a picture frock of Courtald’s Crepe Suzette made in the early Victorian style, with full skirt and puff sleeves with silver stitching and silver flowers, silver bandeau and silver shoes; claret silk velvet coat. All debutantes wore long white silk gloves”.

			The township of Merbein had a dance hall in Railway Avenue and many of the townsfolk would spend their Saturday nights at the weekly dance. Someone who not only loved to dance but was an amazing dancer was Grandpa, and it’s possible that’s where he and Grandma met. Vincent Edward Horsfall had grown up in Sanders Street Merbein.

			His dad, Joe Horsfall, was a bricklayer, and his mum, Kate Hogan, brought up her brood of eight children surrounded by her own extended family.
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			Vin and Joy on their wedding day

			Grandma was twenty-one when she and Grandpa married on October 28, 1940, at St John’s Anglican Church in Merbein. Grandpa was twenty-two years old and was stationed at Balcombe Training Camp near Mount Martha on the Mornington Peninsula. Grandpa wore his army uniform and Grandma looked beautifully chic in her simple yet elegant dress.

			Like many other families around the country, the extended family had a number of young men serving in the Forces. Grandma’s dad, Clarrie, decided to serve again even though his health was still poor from the First World War. In May 1940, Clarrie enlisted in Moonee Ponds with the 2/2nd Pioneer Battalion at 46 years old! He still had a bad heart, so how he managed to enlist is a bit of a mystery.

			Clarrie headed to the Middle East in April 1941, fighting in Syria and Lebanon. When his unit returned to Australia in January 1942 due to the Japanese threat, Clarrie was thankfully discharged medically unfit. The ship he was on was bombed after arriving in Darwin harbour.

			Grandpa Wescombe was lucky to have been medically discharged when he did – the 2/2nd Pioneer Battalion would go on to be involved in the fight against the Japanese.

			Most of them would become prisoners of war, an experience it’s doubtful he would have survived.

			While Grandma had her Dad serving in the war in the Middle East, her new husband went from militia training with the 7th Battalion to enlisting with the 39th Battalion.

			Their first child, Robert, was born in March 1941 when Grandpa was still in Australia, but he embarked for overseas service in December that year. For a young mother, it must have been a time filled with anxiety and fear, though Grandma was surrounded by Grandpa’s extended family, the Hogans, a very close family supportive of each other during tough times.

			Grandpa would serve in New Guinea with the 39th Battalion until after the war ended; he endured more than four years away from home with just two Australia leave breaks, usually because of malaria. He finally came home in December 1945 after the war ended. Lance was born in May 1945, Valerie in December 1946, and Julie in May 1951.

			Grandma had earlier mothering experience, helping her own mother. “Mum was sick”, recalled Grandma. “Les was only a baby and I didn’t mind doing it. I did spoil him, Mum always said”. Grandma also recalled that it was the “modern thing” in those days to feed babies milk arrowroot biscuits mixed with boiling water and mashed.

			“He was very happy and healthy”, she said. “That’s what you fed babies then”.

			Grandpa returned to work as a bricklayer not too long after he returned home from the war, no doubt still suffering from the wounds he received along the Kokoda Track and from the malaria that afflicted him almost constantly during the war. It can’t have been an easy life for them in those early post-war years, but they made the most of what they had. Grandpa was a hard worker and an excellent brick layer, and he took jobs when and where he could.

			He often worked away while also seemingly building half of Merbein, something of which the family is very proud. But whenever he was working close to home, Grandma would cook him a hot meal for lunch to keep him going.

			Grandma and Grandpa moved around a lot after he returned from the war. They lived in Main Avenue, Merbein when Grandpa first came home, then in Renmark for a short time in the late 1940s, moving to Orange Avenue, Mildura, then to a house grandpa built for his family in Mimosa Avenue, Mildura. Returning to Merbein they lived in Reilly Street, followed by Chislett Crescent.

			Grandma and Grandpa finally settled at 132 Commercial Street, Merbein, having bought the house in the early 1960s.

			It was a lovely conite home with just enough room for the family and a huge yard. They spent more than forty years in the Commercial Street house, so it is the place most remembered as the family home. Grandma was very house proud and always kept everything clean and in its place. She’d usually have an apron on while she was doing housework or cooking.

			When visiting Grandma and Grandpa’s, we’d drive up the laneway next to their house and in through the side gate to the backyard.

			After getting a strong whiff of Grandpa’s home brew from the shed, more often than not you’d find Grandma in the kitchen or out in the garden when you arrived.

			One of the first things I always spotted when I walked inside was the big orange glass biscuit jar. It was always sitting on top of the oven, filled with Arnott’s Assortment biscuits.

			In the kitchen, there was a small two-seater table with a pair of chairs, where we’d catch up with Grandma and Pa during our visit.

			Cooking is one thing Grandma is remembered for the most. She loved to cook, and it was rare to visit when she hadn’t recently been, or wasn’t, cooking when you got there.

			She not only cooked hearty meals for the family but was always baking for fundraisers or morning teas.

			Some of Grandma’s favourite things to make were homemade tomato relish, sponge cake, and yo-yo’s or custard biscuits, with the end of an old cotton reel pressed into each biscuit. Her trifle is rather renowned, and she always made a traditional boiled pudding for Christmas.

			She’d make tomato sandwiches with her homegrown tomatoes sliced so finely they were almost see-through. Her lemonade scones are well remembered by the younger members of the family! If there wasn’t something on hand that she’d made herself, there were always banana Billabongs or icy poles in the freezer, and sometimes we had frankfurts in blankets with sauce.

			Grandma was an avid spoon collector and had several wooden spoon display racks hanging on the walls. She must have collected hundreds of spoons over the years, during her travels around Australia and she received them as gifts. She would knit and crochet all sorts of things and I do miss her covered coat hangers for Christmas.

			Grandma also loved gardening and took pride and joy in what she grew. The yard in Commercial Street was a long narrow block.

			Grandma had everything from tomato bushes and herbs and garlic, which you could smell as soon as you walked into their yard, to masses of agapanthus, and fruit trees and ornamentals planted in the lawn. Surrounding the small trees in the front yard were large, perfectly round circles in the lawn in which Grandma often had freesias and other bulbs growing.

			At the back of the house was a bricked-in garden along the length of the house that closed in the veranda, where Grandma could grow ferns. For years there would be a little green frog usually hiding in the staghorn. There was a lot to look after but Grandma did enjoy being in her garden.

			Lance built a huge shade house off the back veranda in which Grandma grew enormous hydrangeas and cymbidium orchids. Through the shade house there was an old path to a gate in the side fence.

			Next door lived the Holcombes. They had been neighbours for years and became good friends, and the gate was a handy way over to visit. Grandma and Mrs Holcombe would stand and chat there at the gate or over the fence, which was only about three-foot-high, and catch up on the latest goings on.
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			Joy next to one of her prized plants and the “side gate” at rear

			On the windowsill in the kitchen, Grandma would often sit her home-grown tomatoes fresh from the garden to ripen, and in tiny glass vases she’d have some plant or other she was striking before potting it up and watching it grow.

			Grandpa always marvelled at Grandma’s ability to grow literally anything. “Everything she plants grows,” he would say chuckling. “Got a green thumb.” And she did, no doubt passed down through the Wescombe gene.

			The Wescombes originated from England, the first Wescombe making his way out to Adelaide in 1838 on board the same ship as the new Governor of Adelaide, George Gawler.

			The Wescombes were known as one of the early pioneering families in the new settlement of Adelaide, quickly establishing themselves as successful market gardeners at Upper Sturt in the Adelaide hills. Clarrie’s father and grandfather ventured east to establish themselves as market gardeners in the new township of Mildura, just as they had at Upper Sturt. Samuel Wescombe, brother to Clarrie’s grandfather, was also a market gardener. He had been employed by the Chaffey brothers in Renmark, in charge of the first planting gangs for that new irrigation settlement.

			Grandma once said that the family believed the Wescombes came to Mildura to help the Chaffeys establish their new settlement here, just as Samuel had done in Renmark. They were often reported in the Mildura newspapers as having grown some magnificent specimen of vegetable or fruit.

			A memory enjoyed by her children is of Grandma’s love of dancing. Both Grandma and Grandpa were wonderful ballroom dancers and Grandma would always wear lovely long ball gowns and beautiful jewellery to the local dances. The kids would watch Grandma get dressed for a dance, sitting on the bed and marvelling at her beautiful outfits. Most lovingly remembered is her dress of dove grey silk with a trim of delicate pink flowers.

			Grandma would often have the radio going while she worked around the house. Sometimes their records were played, and some of her grandchildren remember dancing with Grandma in the lounge room with the old record player going.

			After Grandpa painted the lounge room a pale green colour, which included the front door, they were always really amused by the song “The Green Door” and both would laugh so loudly about their own green door when they played that song.

			Even running down the backyard upon hearing the dustman in the laneway and realising she hadn’t put the bins out was a reason for their enjoyment of music and a laugh. Grandma, tearing along with bin in hand, once yelled out, “Am I too late?” When recalling that day, Grandma and Pa would start laughing and singing the song, “My Old Man’s a Dustman.”

			Grandma and Grandpa also enjoyed playing Canasta and they would go to the home of their friends, Myrtle and Ken Cooke, in Merbein, to play Canasta with the Cookes and Dutchy Davoren on a Saturday night. Playing for match sticks, they’d enjoy supper before heading home. They taught some of the grandkids how to play Canasta as well! Grandma also loved to go camping.

			Every Easter for many years the family would head down to Snaggy Point past Wentworth to camp over the Easter holiday period. Grandma loved to hop into the tinny and go fishing with Grandpa, fishing rod in hand, hoping to catch a fish for tea. Yabbying was also a favourite of both Grandma and Grandpa. In the backyard at their home in Commercial Street was a concrete water wheel in which Grandpa had, at one time, a heap of yabbies. But after spraying the mosquitoes with Aeroguard, all the yabbies died.

			When Grandpa had his army mates visit them, the men headed down the river on a camping trip while the wives stayed at the local caravan park. One day Grandma collected them and took them for a drive. “I took them down the river, just for the day, to show them the bush”, she said.

			After Grandpa retired in his early sixties because of his back, he and Grandma loved to go travelling, their caravan hitched to the back of their car.

			Every winter for many years, they would escape the cold of the Mallee and head north to Queensland with good friends Harry and Nell Farrell, also from Merbein. Hervey Bay was a favourite place to stop for a few weeks and enjoy beach and the sunshine.

			There was at least one year that along the way, the four visited the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. Harry Farrell was also a veteran of the Second World War like Grandpa. I’m sure that while there, Grandma thought of her Dad and his experiences in both world wars and Vin and Harry remembered mates who didn’t come home.

			Grandma was also a champion lawn bowler. Grandma joined the Merbein Bowls Club in 1972, playing bowls locally and around the country in tournaments. She proudly wore her perfectly white bowls uniform including her hat and had her own set of lawn bowls in its case sitting by the door in the bedroom. Grandma served on the committee and was President of Merbein Bowls Club Ladies Committee for many years, something of which she was very proud, before retiring in 2002. Volunteering was an enormous part of Grandma’s life.

			In 1933, when Grandma was aged thirteen, she joined the Brownies. By 1935, she had advanced to Guides and is pictured proudly standing in front of Brighton Grammar School in her Guide uniform. These were years that Grandma truly enjoyed, where she developed her independence and community spirit, and that community spirit would continue with Grandma for almost all of her life. When her own children were still in school in the early 1950s, Grandma joined the school committee and volunteered in the school canteen. She served on the Merbein West Scout Committee for five years and also volunteered on the Merbein Football Club Social Committee raising funds while her son, Lance, played football.

			In 1951 Grandma became a Brown Owl leader as part of the Guides Association, spending ten years in that role. In October 1968, she was presented with a Girl Guides Association Commissioner’s Warrant authorising her to act as District Commissioner. In the year 2000, Grandma was presented a Guiding Group Award for twenty-five years’ service. As an ex-Guide, Grandma was also a member of the Trefoil Guild, giving ten years’ service and helping to raise funds for the Guides. To this day, Grandma still has her first Brownie badges and the handmade brown felt owl she hand-stitched as a girl to attach her badges to in order to keep them safe and secure. She also has her diaries from her years as a leader.

			Grandma was also a very proud Red Cross volunteer and received an award for forty years of service to Red Cross.

			She also received a Life Membership for Honorary Service from the Mildura Base Hospital Blood Bank.

			Grandma spent many a day rostered on at the Merbein Red Cross shop helping to raise funds for Red Cross. My sister and I would stop by and say hello to Grandma and her friends.

			Grandma was involved with the Merbein RSL for thirty-six years and was the Ladies Auxiliary president for eleven years intermittently. Part of her role as president was to lay a wreath at the Kenny Park memorial gates in Merbein on behalf of the Ladies Auxiliary on Anzac Day and Remembrance Day. It’s only now, knowing what we know about her Grandpa, her dad, and her Uncle Tom Wescombe, who served during the First World War and came home terribly wounded both physically and mentally, that we have a better insight into what that role may have meant to Grandma. It meant a lot to her to honour her husband and his mates too.

			Volunteering on the Meals on Wheels Committee for thirty-six years, Grandma said she was “helping out the old people,” even though she herself was eighty-three years old when she retired from that role in 2002, due to a knee replacement. Grandma was also a proud member of Probus for many years.

			For all her service to the Merbein community and beyond, the Merbein Rotary Club presented Grandma with a certificate of recognition and in 2007 she was awarded an Australia Day Award for Community Contribution.

			Through all her activities, Grandma made many wonderful and lifelong friends.

			Grandma lost her dad, Clarrie, in 1961 aged 67. Her mum, Rene, followed in 1980 in what was, her ninetieth year. She has lost both her brothers and her sister Joan, who only passed on a few years ago but not before Joan and Mick came to visit Grandma at Princes Court.

			Grandma and Grandpa eventually sold their beloved home in Commercial Street after more than forty years and bought a unit in Merbein. They celebrated their Seventieth wedding anniversary in 2010. After Grandpa passed away at Princes Court Homes in 2013, Grandma continued to live on her own in Merbein until the onset of dementia saw Grandma move into Princes Court herself in August 2015.

			In September 2019, Grandma celebrated her 100th birthday at Princes Court surrounded by family. She received a letter from the Queen, amongst others, and her story made it to the front page of the local newspaper.

			It was a lovely day for the family to catch up and marvel at Grandma reaching such a milestone!

			After a glance through the Wescombe family history, there doesn’t appear to be anyone else in the family who lived to be 100 years old. It is entirely possible that Grandma is the first.

			Born during a worldwide pandemic and still with us in her 101st year and in another worldwide pandemic, Grandma has her four children, thirteen grandchildren, twenty-five great-grandchildren, and one great-great-grandchild with another one on the way. We know Grandma would be very proud of all her family.

			Sadly, Grandma suffers from dementia and can no longer recall her life or her family, but we all remember Grandma in many different ways. Pieces of her garden from Commercial Street and Box Street now grow in the gardens of her family. Some make her favourite recipes – her boiled pudding is still made every Christmas - or simply smile when remembering something she cooked for them. Her covered coat hangers still hang in our wardrobes.

			Others remember her encouraging words during troubled times and the support she gave when someone was grieving about a beloved pet that had died. She always said, “There’s another pup out there that needs your love”.

			Or a note was secretly placed that read, “Tie your ribbons and buckle your shoes, if there is anything I can do, I’ll do it for you.” Mainly, it is the recollection of times spent with Grandma that will remain with us.
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			Joy with her mother Rene
Front row granddaughters Simone (left) and Lisa (right)
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