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			ERNA MEAD

			in conversation with Gwen Cooke

			We’ll break-out the tap shoes!

			Erna Mead will celebrate her 100th birthday 13 April 2022, and planning is already in hand! “We may even break out the tap shoes!”

			Erna is a bright, intelligent and happy Mallee Woman! Her memory and attention to detail of people she knows, people she has heard about and the many friends she has made along her long and fulfilling life journey, is to be envied. In her 97th year she is a cheerful and contented resident at Princes Court Aged Care where she says, “I am surrounded by so many nice people. All the lovely staff are my friends. She enjoys her interaction with the staff and residents and loves visits from friends and family. Erna appreciates her meals and provides a ‘thumbs up or down report’ on each meal she has (or has not) enjoyed, wherever she eats! Erna’s story is her recollections and memories over a long and happy lifetime. We agreed that this story would be about a fabulous Mallee woman – Erna Mead.

			Solemnly declaring that her priority was always her husband Bob and their family, Erna admits that their love of dancing became a lifeline that buoyed them through their many years together. Erna was born in Melbourne. Her parents lost their first born during a heat wave, a tiny girl, who lived five days. To ease their anxiety, they decided to travel to Melbourne to have their next baby, Erna, who proved to be a robust little girl.

			Two years later her sister Lois was born, and then sometime later, her brother Harry. She clearly recalls being out in the yard with her father, when she heard a baby cry and the exciting surprise of a baby brother, Harry Bunston. As a child Erna loved being outdoors, in the yard with her father, watering the horses, checking troughs and helping him whenever she could from a very young age. Her favorite time was the end of the working day, when her father returned to the farmhouse driving a working team of eight big draught horses.

			Each evening, she waited to greet him and from a young age she took responsibility bedding down the horses, putting on their feeders and winkers and ensuring the wellbeing of the team. Erna descriptively paints a word picture of the relationship of the family and their horse team. She speaks with genuine care for the welfare of the horse team. “Their welfare is as important as any member of our family”. Erna loved them and grew up totally unafraid of these big creatures. She regrets that she was never allowed up on their backs as they were not riding horses. Her father’s horse, Empress, was a very a tall riding horse. She recalls the wonder of one day she was allowed on her back - only sitting, never riding. Smiling broadly, she says she has a photo somewhere of herself on Empress’ back.

			A happy memory is that of taking young brother by the hand to wait together near home in the evening, both listening for the ‘jingle’ of the horses’ chains, as they wound their way up the track, bringing their Dad home to the farm.

			One evening when Erna was nine and Harry barely three, they were together some way down the track waiting for the sound of the horse team. They were hoping for a ride home on the combine with their Dad.But the horses didn’t get any closer! Realizing something was not right, Erna ran down the track, pulling her little brother Harry along with her.They found their Dad injured! His leg was caught in the wheel spoke, and he was in real danger as the horses continued to pull him along. Brave young Erna stopped the team, disengaged the hooks and chains from the eight huge draught horses. She then ran to the closest farm for help! She probably saved her Dad’s life! In the meantime, little Harry, barely three, possibly oblivious to the disaster, played in the dirt!

			Her father was later treated by the local bush nurse. There was no antiseptic available! She was later told that they poured whisky into him and sewed him up with ten stitches! Erna doesn’t remember anything else about this incident, however, recalls the way her Dad would often tell the tale of how his daughter saved his life! When Erna commenced her schooling, she rode a pony to school. At first on her own but later when Lois started school, the old pony carried them both every day to school and back. She remembers the Hayter boy, who was quite a bit older and lived close by. She rode along the track to school alone, but thinks he probably kept an eye on her. However, he never went to school when it rained. This was quite silly to Erna as she loved going to school in the rain with her sister Lois. Her Mum wrapped them up in huge coats and waved them off as they rode off together.
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			Both girls thoroughly enjoyed the whole experience of riding in the rain. One day, the Hayter boy went ahead of her. She vaguely remembers an argument, so he left her behind. Following along behind, she eventually found him on the road. He had fallen from his horse and was sore and sorry for himself. Erna says she helped him back on his horse then turned around and led him and his horse back to her mother to be cleaned up and taken to his own home.

			At the time, there were three schools at the little town of Linga. Erna went to the one actually called the Linga school. The salt mine north of Linga was a busy place with a large population served by the Linga North School. The third school was Linga South. This school was attended by her cousins, the Burstalls. Mary Ryan, a current resident at Princes Court, was also at the Linga South School. Erna fondly remembers the teachers. Her first teacher, a female, married a local lad, from the Talent family. Then there was Miss Nolan and later Mr. Herbie Russell. There was also a sewing mistress, who taught in the afternoons.

			Erna genuinely enjoyed the teachings of Mr. Russell who was only at the school a brief time and suddenly left. Erna could see no reason he would want to leave. Mystified, she often wondered about his sudden departure. Why he left and where he went remained a mystery for many years until a local family found him years later in a Shepparton retirement village. Erna and her family visited Mr. Russell and he was happy to see them and renew an old friendship.

			Erna’s favorite school subjects were dictation and spelling, declaring she could spell anything. However, she hated mathematics, she couldn’t see the sense of it, but was proud of her writing and to this day, has some of her schoolbooks hidden away somewhere at the farm.

			Erna fondly remembers her school years - the classroom the pupils, teachers and the fun of the school yard. Her colorful and droll description of the school, the school yard and the dunnies located way down the back of the school yard, paints a clear picture as she vividly describes the yard, bordered by a patch of scrub, where they played ‘cops and robbers’ and other made-up games.

			The salt mines play a big part in her earlier memories, recalling the image of the camel trains travelling through the district during her school years. Erna describes the excitement of the children, either in the classroom or playing in the yard, suddenly hearing the jingle of the camel bells. She has an amusing memory of her teacher running flat out, followed by the children all competing to be the first to the ridge at the top end of the yard, to watch the Afghan camel train passing by the school, slowly weaving their way along the track to the Linga salt mines.

			Salt mining was a large local business with a sizeable community living and working in the area. There was a makeshift town with shops and halls and there was even a picture theatre to provide for the community of Afghani people working out there.

			Erna said they didn’t have much to do with the Afghan community but does recall her family travelling to the camp in a horse and gig to visit some people living there. The Afghanis appeared quite different to young Erna.

			Providing for the large number of young people from the families living out at the salt mine, it was obvious that a school needed to be built near the mine to cater for all the children living at the camps. This school was named Linga North. When the ‘big fellows’ (the important city people) travelled by train from Melbourne for the grand opening of Linga North School, they found the trek very difficult. They were city people, not used to sandy tracks and they had to call at the Linga School for directions to the Linga North School. The children were impressed by the visitors, however Erna remembers them struggling along in their warm city suits, as they tackled the sandy tracks.

			Erna remembers the school concerts shared with Linga South School. The planning, practicing for the concert, and the excitement of the day. Erna says her sister was a doll in a school concert. Everyone enjoyed the school concerts, the opportunity for the wider community to gather together, to share news, losses and activities while they supported the school children. It was an annual event hugely anticipated by the kids and the adults. It also provided an opportunity to raise funds for the bush nursing appeal (an essential service for this isolated and widespread farming community). All the proceeds from the concerts was donated to this charity.

			From an early age, Erna’s ambition was to learn piano. Unfortunately, they didn’t have one. One day, as Lois and Erna were dawdling along the track on their way home from school, they met the farm workman. He was driving a team with a piano on the dray. He said the piano was his. However, when the girls arrived home, they were delighted to find the piano was in their house. This piano originally belonged to Grandma Bunston who had two daughters, Ethel and Florrie. They both played the piano.

			When Florrie married, she was gifted the piano. Unfortunately, Florrie had no family, and died at a young age. The piano was not played for many years, until Florrie’s husband (their uncle) decided to give the piano to Erna and Lois. Erna longed to learn the piano, but there was no one to teach her. However, luck was about as, conveniently, the Boinka schoolteacher married a music teacher woman from Murrayville. Fortunately, the young couple moved into a farmhouse across the road from Erna’s family. Erna and Lois enjoyed many hours of piano practice while learning to play the piano from the teacher’s wife.

			Erna recalls learning to play the piano, declaring, “This was a lovely time in our young lives”. Sadly, piano lessons stopped when the music teacher and her husband moved away to teach at another school. Erna thought that was the end of that…there would be no more piano lessons. However, she didn’t completely give up on the idea and eventually heard about a music teacher, Mrs Cleary, who lived some distance away.

			There were possibly negotiations to arrange the tuition, but Erna’s recollections are of riding her father’s lovely grey Arab pony, Bluey, five miles each way every week to continue her dream of learning the piano. Erna enjoyed the challenge and enjoyed the guidance she received from Mrs Cleary. She isn’t sure how long this continued, or why the lessons stopped, but after Mrs Cleary, there was no further opportunity for Erna to continue her piano lessons locally.

			Despite this, she retained the knowledge she had been given and continued to practice as often as she could. Erna became quite skilled, so that at age 14 she was invited to play for the congregation at Boinka church. Many years later, after she married Bob, the piano was moved to their farm at Torrita.  The old piano has such a long history. It has given Erna so many years of enjoyment and created many happy memories for her family and the local community. Elaine is now custodian of this grand old piano.

			Erna left school after year eight, as further education involved lots of travel and all she wanted to do every day was to work on the farm, out in the yard, with her father. She learnt the farm work well and many years later when he bought a tractor, she became quite good at driving it. Her sister went on to Ouyen Higher Elementary School and then to Melbourne, where she became a teacher. Lois returned to live in Ouyen and rode her bicycle out every day to teach at the Kiamal School. Two local women also became teachers, Bernice McFarlane and Madge McFarlane, both lived on a property at Galah.

			Erna loved tennis and fondly remembers the fun of the tennis team travelling together on the tray of an old a truck to play tennis out at Cowangie. There was always something going on in the community - activities that brought people together and gave the farming community plenty to look forward to. The girls loved going to the local community dances. Dancing was a chance to meet up with old and new friends and have a lot of fun. The partyline telephone was a big help in organizing the young people’s transport.

			Although petrol rationing was a problem, carpooling overcame this obstacle. Lois and Erna regularly joined many other young people to share travel to gatherings together. At the suggestion of a local boy with the better vehicle being the preferred travel for the sisters, Erna very firmly declares, “I NEVER had a boy-friend until I met Bob”. Dancing in the local hall was always the way of celebrating events in the community. The Kitchen Tea was an anticipated celebration prior to any wedding. These evenings were fun for the children, dancing for the adults, perhaps a sly glass or two out the back, a sumptuous supper, and an opportunity to meet, or renew, new friendships.

			Bob had recently returned from the war and was delighted to meet Erna at her cousin’s kitchen tea. Bob asked her to a dance, and they danced every dance together. Many months later, Bob admitted to Erna that before he left for the war, he noticed her. 

			He said he liked her and, in his words, “She was an all right woman”. However, as he was leaving for the war, he didn’t like his chances with him feeling sure someone else would get her attention by the time he returned. Bob was very pleased to see her at the kitchen tea and was very pleased when she agreed to dance with him. Erna doesn’t remember what he said that night as they danced. They were both very shy. He was a beautiful dancer but a man of very few words. However, they enjoyed each other’s company and kept in regular contact by phone, often arranging to meet at community functions. He was keen and regularly turned up at tennis on a Sunday. Lois could see he was keen on her sister. Impatiently, she waited for Erna to invite him to tea but Erna was shy, so Lois intervened and helpfully invited Bob out to tea. That was the start of a happy life-long relationship. Erna laughs happily, recalling that all their courting was in the old truck!

			(Note: this old truck is a well-known old timer…. A Lend- Lease Chev truck. Geoff and John ensure it is still running and it has made a number of appearances at community events of recent year. It was a wartime, air-force truck, which Bob bought and drove from Sydney to Torrita – a trip that would have taken many days to complete. Erna proudly says that Bob’s truck was the only wheat truck in the district and Erna said it carried 49 bags).

			Erna remembers Bob hauling the entire Torrita football team to matches on the back of the old truck (no seats, no seatbelts), just the tray of the truck.

			They were both 25, both knew they had found the right one, with nothing to wait for they were engaged in 6 months and married in 12. Their wedding was held in the Walpeup Anglican church, (no longer standing) it was the first hall in Walpeup and used for everything – including skating on some occasions. Erna’s face lights up as she recalls her wedding day, her dress, hand-made by her mother, is now kept in a tin trunk at Elaine’s home. The dress of cream lace, with covered buttons all the way down the back. It had long sleeves and a sweetheart neckline with a short train.

			Erna and her mother found the precise material and the perfect lace on ‘special’ at Manson’s in Melbourne. It was a gorgeous dress made for her by her mum on her treadle sewing machine. Erna and Bob were married 8 October 1948, an absolutely perfect day she happily recalls…(exactly what one would expect for this lovely couple). They were extremely fortunate as the very next day the weather turned and delivered a raging dust storm. Eighty family and friends attended the wedding, with the family all working together to provide the catering, with help from the Guild ladies. She remembers the pleasure of the flowers ordered for the wedding, the freshness and fragrant aroma, even after the long train travel from ‘Irelands of Melbourne’. Erna vividly describes the stunning flowers, recalling the perfume of the beautiful white lilac flowers decorating the church, and the gorgeous bouquet of gardenias she carried.

			Bob and Erna were married at 3:00pm. Bob’s brother Lin was best man. The speeches didn’t take long as Bob’s brother didn’t talk much either! They were both strong silent types! Her bridesmaids were her sister Lois and Bob’s sister Ruth (now Harry’s wife). Both wore lovely pink lace dresses and the men wore suits. Erna reminisces on how smart Bob looked in his new suit with orange blossom tucked into his lapel. The flower girl was Bob’s four-year-old niece Dulcie also wearing a pink dress.

			After the meal and cutting the cake (made by her mum), Erna returned to Linga to dress in her going away outfit, another outfit made for her by her mother, which was a soft light blue woollen tailored suit with a gore skirt. Erna has kept the buttons from this outfit. That evening, they travelled to Mildura with wedding guests, Ethel Wright and husband Jock. Erna and Bob stayed overnight in Mildura, then travelled by plane to Sydney. Erna hated the trip, she was very sick on the flight, but they had a lovely week’s holiday in Sydney. On their return, they lived with Mr. and Mrs Mead Senior for a month, while they waited for their tiny one-bedroom house to be moved from Tutye to Torrita by Michael O’Callaghan, from Kulwin.

			After completely painting the house, they were thrilled to move into their own home with an inside bathroom. The two houses were close with a stand of Mallee scrub between them. All the machinery and sheds were over at the Mead Senior home.

			They lived happily in the tiny house until their family grew. Erna always dreamed of a white brick home with an arch. 

			As their family expanded and the older Meads moved to Torrita, Bob and Erna had the two houses pulled down and built a new home, designed by Bob and built by John Murden. It was white brick! At this point, Erna proudly indicates to a photo in her room. It’s a photo of a big white brick home with an arch! The white brick house with the arch was built on the site of their original little house. Both have now both been demolished.Their son John and his wife Pam have built their home on the same site.The soil their home stands on holds many years of Mead family history.

			Bob rarely needed her to help him on the farm, however she was always the ‘go to’ person, doing all the off farm purchasing and jobs.
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			Now married, settled in her house, she played for the Torrita Church congregation on an old pedal organ. Much later, when their children were reaching school age, the Torrita School was closing so Bob and Erna decided to send the children to Walpeup School. The family attended church at Walpeup and Erna was invited to play at the Walpeup services. Erna was able to fit in a short practice each day on the pedal organ while she waited to pick the children up from school. She recalls the year a miniature ‘Debutante Set’ was held at the Torrita Hall. Her eldest daughter Jenny was partnered by Phillip Aikman. Erna was called on for the music; however, while enjoying playing for the practices, Erna was far too nervous to play on the big night. Glennis Wareham (nee Vallance) was the pianist.

			Erna hoped for at least two years before starting their family. They actually took five years, an extremely difficult and emotional time for both Erna and Bob. Erna felt inadequate and she strongly felt the stigma of not producing a child. She says she felt that the community was judging her and that everyone thought she didn’t want children.

			She was a lonely, hurt young woman. Both Bob and Erna were upset and anxious. Bob kept himself busy on the farm while Erna spent many long hours at the farmhouse on her own. Her inability to become pregnant was not a subject she could speak about with others. She was envious of other women who appeared to have no effort in becoming pregnant.

			She believed there was something wrong with her, that she was not destined to become a mother. In desperation, they travelled to a specialist in Melbourne. After examining Erna, the doctor dismissed her saying “There is nothing wrong with you! Go home and forget about it!”

			Next, they travelled to a Mildura doctor, who started her on injections to assist pregnancy. Erna was grateful for the support at this time of the local nursing sister, Mrs Phyllis Vallance who understood and helped with the injections... To everyone’s delight and after only a few injections, Erna and Bob were elated when Erna fell pregnant with Jenny. They were thrilled… the anticipation of waiting for their longed-for baby was wonderful... Bob delighted Erna when he bought home a lovely bassinet on a stand for the baby.

			When Jenny arrived, they were so excited. They believed they were having a boy, had decided on his name, Geoffrey Robert. However, they were both so delighted and thrilled with their little girl, Jenny. They were a family at last! After all the waiting, the doubts and worries, Erna had an easy birth and no problems and no pregnancy sickness with any of her children. When Merrilyn was born four years after Jenny, and Elaine followed two years later, Bob and Erna believed their family was complete. Two years later, pregnant again, they hoped for a boy. They had no idea they were having twins. It was a normal pregnancy. Erna was admitted to hospital on a Thursday and brought on, Friday morning.

			The first pain started at 2:00pm, Geoff arrived at 3:30pm. It was at this point that the Doctor, Ouyen GP, Dr Kilgariff, exclaimed excitably, “Erna! Its twins!” Erna told him very sternly “Don’t be so stupid!” John waited until 9:30pm; he was placed in a humidi-crib rib for a few days while Erna recovered… (perhaps from the shock of the arrival of two boys!) She remembers her sister Lois, mother of four boys, arriving with two big cases of boy’s clothes. Erna, Bob and their girls were all very excited – they wanted a boy and got two!

			At home with five kids - Jenny 7, Merrilyn 4, Elaine 2, and baby twin boys! Living three miles from neighbours, the Walpeup shop and post office – life was very busy. There was no time for Erna to be the farm ‘go to’ person. She needed them to ‘go to’ for her. And they did… Either Bob or Lin took the older children to school each day and Erna picked them up.

			Jenny was always very helpful insisting on holding one of the twins while travelling in the car. Help with this busy little family also became available from Lorraine Latta (nee Ferguson), who was keen to work with Erna to look after the twins. Lorraine made Erna’s life more manageable so that Erna and Bob could travel to Mildura for the day and leave the boys at home on the farm with Lorraine. Also, around this time Erna and Bob went back to dancing, often leaving the children asleep at the farm with Lorraine in charge. The twins called Lorraine their ‘other Mum’ .

			Bob was always a strong man. He believed that men do not cry… they just get on with it. However, he became very sick following his brother’s sudden death. Erna knew he was struggling but he couldn’t talk about it. She was at church when someone found Bob and he was very ill. They took him into the Ouyen hospital where he stayed for a day or so. The doctor informed Erna that Bob was suffering from grief, making him so ill because he wouldn’t or couldn’t, talk about his brother’s death. Erna and Bob’s family were all grown when Lin died. The twins, 14 years old at the time, both adored their uncle and he had adored them. Geoff and John were coffin bearers, an extremely traumatizing role for the young boys who were deeply affected by their uncle’s sudden death. They didn’t speak for a week following the funeral. Erna’s face is grief stricken as she recalls the stress she felt about her boys at this time, emphasizing that the impact on the boys was intense. Erna loved to dress her three little girls identically. When her mother gave her a treadle sewing machine, Erna made all the girl’s clothes herself, oftencopying outfits from Wake’s clothing catalogues. The sewing machine was an important piece of equipment in the household, mending and designing clothing for her energetic family. Much later, Bob turned it into a table with pine bamboo on the top. Erna suddenly breaks her reminiscing to declare her Bob was the loveliest man. She acknowledges that while she was enjoying the storytelling process and recalling the many lovely memories of her life with him, she quietly admits that she often feels sad he has gone and thinks why isn’t he here with me? 

			Her face softens with a smile, as she says, “He was such a lovely devoted man. Always sincere and would never argue, saying ‘There’s no use in us going on with this – arguing never gets us anywhere’”.

			Life on the farm was extremely busy. The children were all involved in school activities, the boys joined the Cubs. Erna became President of the school Mother’s Club, added catering and fundraising for school events to her every growing list of daily jobs. Representing the Mother’s Club, she was presented to the then, Governor of Victoria, Sir Dallas Brookes. Proudly she remembers she wore a purple dress with a long jacket. Erna remembers the sadness as one by one the children left home on their own journey.

			Both Erna and Bob had difficulty letting go and found it hard to move into the next phase of their lives. The first to leave was Merrilyn. They drove her to MacRobertson High School, in Melbourne and Erna took the separation very hard, crying all the way back to Torrita. Merrilyn went on to become a successful clothes designer (maybe the notion of clothes designing was formed in her earlier years watching her mother designing clothes for her and her sisters from clothing magazines?)

			Next to leave was Elaine who moved to Mildura to work, while Jenny left to attend the Mildura Technical College. Travelling back Torrita was always difficult as the girls didn’t come home very often. This was another huge adjustment for Erna who says it felt weird rattling around the house on her own.

			While the twins were living at home, they were growing up fast and busy with their lives. With just Erna and Bob sitting there every day, it felt a lonely and sad time as they both became accustomed to no longer having the children with them every day sharing family activities. Erna and Bob took up dancing again. It became a weekly focus. Erna was happy to have something to look forward to. They would go to the footy on Saturdays taking their dancing clothes with them. Immediately after the final siren, they would head to Mildura for dancing. If they didn’t know the dances, they learnt them by following behind and copying the others. Erna admits with a happy laugh that when home alone with Bob, and often halfway through the dishes, Bob would swing her around in a waltz or some tricky step they were learning.

			They loved dancing at Perry’s in Mildura and travelled all over Victoria to attend other dances, including Coorack, Melbourne and Rainbow. They were happy times, meeting other dancers and making many friends over the years. Of course, dancing required some beautiful costumes and daughter Merrilyn made many dresses for Erna. Erna gets a dreamy look as she describes her first long dress, a beautiful bright green taffeta. Erna and Bob took on the responsibility of organizing the Walpeup old time ball, an event anticipated across the Mallee and even further afield. So successful, it was held annually in Walpeup for over 30 years. These were very special and happy years for Erna and Bob. 

			They danced together to the music of Perry’s, Monaghan’s, Waldron from Nandaly and finally Shirley Petchell from Rainbow. The Meads, and Shirley and her husband, often stayed overnight at each other’s homes to attend the dances nearby. No matter the time of the year, Erna and Bob both loved dancing! Even at harvest time, Bob would rush inside at 4, shower and dress up to the ‘nines’ then off to the Mildura dances. In the early days, the four youngest children went with them and thoroughly enjoyed the fun of the evenings as well. The children, Bob and Erna met a lot of people and made lasting friendships during their dancing years, enjoying meals together with friends from across the Mallee and Victoria.One memorable invitation came from Minister Reid, to drive to Elmore to judge the old-time ball and make the presentation to the winning couple.

			It rained all the way. Erna has never seen so much rain in one day since that day trip to Elmore! This enjoyable lifestyle continued until Bob was diagnosed with Angina. Eventually he became quite ill and required seven bypasses, staying in Cabrini Hospital in Melbourne for 2 weeks but he wasn’t getting better. Erna was phoned at 2am one morning to be told there were complications and Bob was back in theatre. The operation had to be repeated. This time, it was successful, but he was a very sick man for quite a while. Three months later Bob felt well enough to dance again and once more they enjoyed many months of dancing until Bob was becoming fatigued and needed to slow down.

			Life slowed considerably. The boys were out working on the farm, the days were very long. Erna and Bob didn’t go out much, and visitors were infrequent. They did their chores, prepared meals and simply just sat at home. Life was bleak. Eventually, seeking contact with others, they went to the Ouyen Club for a meal. This led to weekly visits - sharing a meal, many stories and laughs and sometimes even a dance or two with friends Betty and Jo Lester, Cheryle Burns, Moyne and Jack Hahnel and Pam and Harold Ferguson. Local musician, Alex Dowsley often fired up the piano and encouraged Erna and Bob, their friends and others from the community to dance the night away in Ouyen at the Club. Both Erna and Bob benefited from this interaction with others. While Bob didn’t talk much, he enjoyed listening to other farmers and Erna loved getting into a chat with the other women.

			Once again, they looked forward to the end of the week. This time to meet with friends and others visiting the Ouyen Club. Erna loved it! It was important, otherwise, she says, very decisively... ”It was all just a ‘plod’, day after every day”. Erna recalls the time she tired of looking at white sheets on wash days. She decided to color all the sheets. Purchasing dyes in many colors, she wrapped and rolled the sheets, tied them at various lengths with twine, then boiled them in the various dyes! She laughs happily at the memory of the pride she felt in her ‘modern’ sheets, flapping on the line. Bob got quite a laugh from her dyeing endeavours!

			Shearing was a big time on the farm, often for a week at a time. Erna spent hours planning the menu for each day of shearing, providing morning, afternoon tea and hot lunches for a shearing team of up to eight men. The necessity for the preciseness of each meal. For weeks ahead, she baked biscuits, cakes and slices, hiding it all away in the freezer to be brought out on the shearing days. We reminisced on the dilemma of preparing and providing meals, having enough to cater for the team, while needing to be the ‘go for’ person and back in time for 9:30am, with the water hot and the scones on the table. Lunches were often a roast, with all trimmings or a hot casserole, followed by sweets. The shearers often fell asleep in the wool following their big meal. Then there was afternoon shearing sessions separated by afternoon tea!

			We reminisced about the problems of preparing meals and discovering wet sheep from unexpected rain, (not something that happens too frequently these days). How the farmers kept their sheep in or under barns, in sheds or under tarps so that the dreaded ‘wet sheep’ call did not eventuate. A ‘wet sheep’ call meant all meals prepared that day were no longer required, the shearing team downed tools and more meals were prepared when the shearing team came back on a dry day! These days, teams bring their own meals, a healthy diet with no fats; sandwiches and fruit! It was a happy time as their children were all married. Sadly, there was a difficult time as they came to terms with both boys’ broken marriages.

			Over the years that sadness has diminished, and all have moved on. Both boys are happy, and the grandchildren are a constant source of pride to Erna. John found Pam, and Erna tells the delightful story of how they met at a dance (just like Bob and Erna) and how Pam put her phone number in his pocket. John found it the next day and phoned her - the rest is history! Erna’s love for her grandchildren and the relationship she shares with them delights her constantly. Their phone calls are anticipated, and she is proud to hear of their latest antics and sporting efforts. Recently Samuel flew down to the 2019 Grand Final. The next evening, she heard a quick tap on her door, and there he stood, ready to share the highlights of his trip with his grandmother.

			She never knows which one of her grandchildren is phoning, but knows immediately when it is Nathan calling, because the first thing he says in a booming voice is, Erna! Erna now has serious sight disability. She enjoys her weekly visits to ‘Vision’ and the help they provide. Having the North West Express, the Ouyen & District local newspaper, read to her each week is an essential weekly activity. Erna is annoyed if the Ouyen newspaper is not delivered to her room by Thursday of each week.Over the past few years I have read the North West to Erna. We have a particular chronology to its reading. First, we read the inside back cover where our conversation will often turn to a variety of possible family tree connections as we try to work out who belongs to who in the births, deaths, engagements, marriages.

			Then we research all the ‘for sales’, connections, meetings and job advertisements etc. We laugh as we contemplate the possibility of applying for the jobs, reflecting on our abilities to do the job advertised. With great enjoyment we construct a story of Erna as a road maintenance person, efficiently filling her day by working the Go! Slow! Stop! Sign... We both love the fun of this game. Next is the inside front page, the ‘Police Report, and we’re disappointed if it’s not in each week. Next is the front page! We flick through the agricultural pages, trying to work out whose farm is for sale, or whose house for sale. Then the back page…. at footy time, the highlights and low bits of the recent footy and netball games, we study the footy ladder and always check that Samuel’s name is there somewhere.

			On many occasions the weekly reading of the ’local’ consumes more time than it should as we often laugh loudly so that people put their head in the door to see what is the commotion? Erna’s sight left her early. She remembers going to Eye Specialist Dr Grover to have her glasses changed and being so shocked when he said he could do nothing further for her.

			Erna’s weakening eyesight began to limit her lifestyle and she became reclusive. Bob too had slowed considerably, so they moved to Mildura and rented nearby to Elaine. When that house came on the market, the boys bought it for Erna and Bob. Bob’s cancer diagnosis changed everything. He was treated for lymphoma at the Alfred in Melbourne.

			Back in Mildura, Erna, Bob and the family battled their personal sorrows of his illness as he became worse. Erna tells me of the last memories she shared with Bob. He was in Mildura Base Hospital. It was Christmas time and the family all wanted to have him home with them. This was not possible as Bob was too ill. The caring hospital staff cleared out the beds from the Children’s Ward, so that Bob, Erna and all their family shared Christmas together with Bob connected to his oxygen tank. Bob did come home but died at 9:00am the next morning. He was at home, with Erna.Erna grieved for Bob, and with the help of Lisa, was able to stay in her own home for the first weeks. Then later, with Elaine close by she had courage to be in her own home alone. She never felt scared, but she did miss Bob.

			She is proud of the send-off that her boys and the girl’s families organized for Bob. The ceremony was held on an extremely hot Mallee day, in the Walpeup Hall. =Erna fondly recalls Lorraine (Latta) the boy’s ‘other’ mother, actually hosed the entire outside walls of the hall on the evening before, in an attempt to cool it down for the funeral ceremony. Erna remembers the extreme heat, and the intensity of the day. On feeling so hot and very unwell when she returned to the hall after the cemetery, she relates the ‘wet towels’ story and how grateful she was when these were placed around her face, forehead and neck to cool her down. She muses over the most poignant memories of the day, when she said farewell to her Bob.

			The way the hall was set out in a half circle, how she felt as she entered the hall, her emotions at passing Bob’s coffin, she bent and kissed it. She was so worked up, nervous, vulnerable and emotional that it was a while before she calmed herself enough to join in singing of hymns with the congregation.

			When eventually raising her head, she was touched to see that the Mead & Son sign was displayed on a bale on the temporary alter in the hall, along with many other objects from the farm. Another gesture she fondly recalls is the basket of Kurrajongs. This was the tribute the congregation sent with Bob on his final journey. The boys had collected the Kurrajongs from the trees along the drive to the Mead farm. Erna expresses the appreciation she felt of the overwhelming number of people from all parts of Victoria including so many people from their dancing days, who travelled to Walpeup to pay a final tribute to a gentle Mallee man, her Bob. Bob is buried in Walpeup Cemetery alongside the grave of Eddie and Joy Gniel, two very long-time friends of Erna and Bob’s. Eddie died just seven weeks prior to Bob’s death.

			Erna said she realized how ill Bob was when he said later that evening that the drive to the funeral of Eddie had proven exhausting and declared, “I don’t think I will be doing that again”. It was around this time that Bob stopped the car in the parking bay on the Walpeup side of Ouyen and ask Erna to drive the remaining distance home to the farm. Bob was getting tired.

			Even now, when passing that parking bay, she remembers that driver change and thinks again of that day. Erna stopped driving when she left the farm, as she never felt confident to drive in Mildura.

			After his death, Erna stayed in her Mildura home beside Elaine for a couple of years. Her days were busy. With the help of SunAssist she visited Vision and attended many different activities in the town. Her daughter Elaine always took her to RSL Mondays each week while providing a supporting role for Erna in her senior years. Initially, Erna took all her meals at Elaine’s home next door. Erna reflects, that it would have been difficult for them having such limited family time, and every day being responsible for her meals and wellbeing. Later, her family arranged for her meals to be delivered to her by catering organisations. She managed on her own, however, she was quickly losing her sight.  The family was concerned about her well-being and her safety. She understood that her family needed space and respite. After a family-discussion, the family suggested that she go into care. Erna was not keen and was definite that she wasn’t going into care. However, she did agree to respite care in various locations until eventually she came around to the idea of moving her home again and decided on Princes Court Homes for Aged. Another move, and a very big day for Erna. She expresses gratitude for the support Elaine gave her that day she moved into Aged Care.

			Erna is now fully adapted to her new home, evident in her pride and her attitude to the staff. She declares exuberantly that she is very happy here.Recently (and since the story telling began) she lost her dear sister Lois.She describes how exhausted she felt when she returned to her room in Johannsen, that day. She was completely overwhelmed and couldn’t eat. The caring staff looked after her and helped her following her sister’s death. Family has always been of the greatest importance to Erna. Some years ago, Erna discovered that an uncle (her mother’s brother) was buried somewhere in Mildura. After returning from the war he eventually found his way to Mildura where he bought a block in the Stewart area. Sadly, just prior to his first harvest and only six weeks after becoming engaged, her uncle, John Tackaberry died in the Mildura hospital.

			With help from Elaine, Erna undertook the task of finding her uncle’s burial site, and they found it in Mildura Cemetery on the outer circle. Over the years, visiting cars had formed a track which unfortunately now passed over the burial site of her uncle. Erna and her family restored the site and arranged a suitable memorial in recognition of her uncle’s contribution to the war effort. The ceremony was reported in the local Sunraysia Daily recognizing her uncle, his contribution to the war, his burial in Mildura and the subsequent effort Erna and her family took to restore this veteran’s burial site. Erna fondly remembers Ken Wright ‘s contribution, and kindness during this time. The memorial service was conducted by the Mildura Archdeacon.

			The service was followed by morning tea for the 23 extended family members and guests. Erna was interviewed by a Sunraysia Daily reporter and describes the pride of being on the front page of the newspaper twice.

			Reflecting on the very recent loss of her dear sister Lois in October this year, Erna thinks aloud that Lois appeared quite well, and then suddenly, she has gone. 

			How difficult it is to comprehend and how she finds herself thinking of Lois, but still in Hopetoun. She values the friendship they shared together and with their brother Harry, now living in the Mallee Track Health & Community Service Nursing Home in Ouyen. In recent years, their contact has been limited to infrequent phone calls. She appears sad and withdrawn for a while as she quietly reflects on her life, the highs and the lows, and the love she shares with family and friends.

			Rallying from her moving analysis of her long-life, Erna emphatically and passionately conveys to me how grateful she is for just that. She feels fortunate to have retained her faculties and enjoy every new day that she is given. Brightly announcing her life is good! She declares that she enjoys every day, particularly the days when she has visitors or activities with others in the aged care homes. Erna’s significant vision loss inhibits much that others with good sight, appreciate. The ability to read, watch television and enjoy hobbies. Erna finds it lonely sitting in her room alone.

			She clearly craves contact with other people, saying when she is with others her mood is lifted and she no longer feels lonely. She loathes the times it is necessary to have her meals in her room and clearly prefers the dining room and the company of other residents, whatever the weather. She says her only disappointment now is the fact that many others retire early or struggle with conversation and she wishes that she could chat more with others, especially in the evenings when she feels the loneliest. 

			She feels that she is in the minority compared to the number with declining cognitive issues and remains grateful for her own abilities. She wishes there were more women to chat with in the evenings.

			Erna is in her 97th year! She is to be saluted, applauded and envied for her wonderful outlook, her cheerful and straight up attitude, and her willingness to contribute her memories and reflections to me. It has been a delightful experience. The focus now is Erna’s hundred-year celebration! The invitation list is already being considered! Queen Elizabeth will be invited but she too is older, so it may be William. Erna smiles happily at that suggestion...... Or maybe, Harry!!

			Yes, that certainly gives her a giggle! “That’s when I’m sure to break-out the tap shoes!”
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