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			JEAN GRAY

			in conversation with Peter Rhodes

			She kept her secret for fifty years!

			Jean is not sure why she has lived for over 100 years. Perhaps her story will reveal some clues. But if not, her story will provide a rich history of her experiences, including military service, during World War 2.

			Her military service involved intelligence work that legally she was not able to reveal for fifty years. It is opportune that she can now talk about her secret.

			Jean was born in Hopetoun on October 8, 1922. She was named Mabel Jean, but she has always preferred and used her second name. Jean’s mum and dad, Jane (née McKay) and Donald McDonald had nine children … Archie (1912), Christina (1918 - 2014), Jack (1920 - 2003), Jean (1922), Ronald (1924 - 2014), Marjorie (1926), Colin (1930 - 2018), Ken (1933 - 2014) and Beth (1935 - 2012). Sadly, both Archie and Marjorie died from bowel haemorrhages soon after birth. Jean is now the only surviving sibling.

			Jean’s family moved to Meringur, in the Millewa district of northwest Victoria in 1926, when she was four. The McDonald’s block was about 7.5 kms north of Meringur on the Meringur North Road. This was the start of her life as a mallee girl and a Millewa pioneer. Meringur is not far from Victoria’s border with South Australia and was a very small town at that time. The Meringur town site is now the site of the Meringur Pioneer Village Open Museum.

			The railway from Red Cliffs reached Meringur in 1925 and the post office arrived the following year in 1926. The train would come once a week on a Tuesday and that was regarded as ‘shopping day’ Fresh produce could be obtained, and ice cream could be bought for one penny.

			Werrimull, another Millewa town was a little bigger than Meringur. Red Cliffs, the nearest sizeable town had been established as a settlement for returned World War 1 soldiers in 1921. Meringur is about 90 kilometres west of Mildura and Red Cliffs.

			Jean’s father Don, aged 44, and Jane’s brother Alex McKay, took up land that was progressively being allocated as purchased leases for agriculture. Don and Alex had neighbouring blocks of 900 acres each.  Both Don and Alex had previous farming experience because they had worked on farms in the Minyip and Ballarat areas. Taking up selections was the chance for the men to own their own farms. By 1928, 600,000 acres had been allocated to 708 settlers.

			These early settlers were true pioneers. Farms had to be started from scratch, homes built, and services provided. Don moved onto his selection in 1925 to enable him to build a home and start clearing his land before his family arrived. The house he built was made of corrugated iron and had two rooms: a bedroom for Don and Jane and a kitchen/living area, but no floor. The children slept under the veranda. And of course, the house had no running water, power, telephone, or any other services. Jean can remember some other early settlers living in tents or bough huts. When the home was ready, Jane and the children travelled by train to Red Cliffs.

			Meringur is an aboriginal word thought to mean grey kangaroo.

			One of Jean’s earliest memories is being bogged at Merrinee on their way to Meringur. A nearby farmer provided a meal and some refreshments until they could move on.
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			Jean’s family home on the Meringur North Road in 1939

			Water was pumped from Lake Cullulleraine along earthen channels to a government dam. Fortunately, this dam was near their block and Don would take a small tank on a horse drawn cart to the dam once a week for refilling. If the tank water ran out Jane and the kids would carry kerosene tin buckets to the dam and back to the house. Later, a house dam was dug, and Jean can remember operating a hand-driven pump to transfer water to a small garden and some vines. Groceries were obtained from the store in Meringur, but meals were plain and meagre.

			Jean can remember eating lots of rabbit and porridge. If the kids were hungry there was always porridge! Jean states that she has never eaten rabbit again. 

			Other household items were obtained from the stores in Meringur and Jean’s mum made all their clothes, as well as clothes for other families. (Later we will learn that Jean is an exquisite embroiderer and enjoys sewing and knitting. It seems these skills are family traits).

			Work progressed on the farm and as the land was cleared, wheat could be sown and harvested. Later sheep were added but fences had to be built first. (It is to be noted that all this work was dependent on manual labour and horse drawn implements). One of Jean’s early jobs was to shepherd the sheep and keep them away from the wheat crop. She did this riding Sally, their pony, bareback. Sally had many uses including providing transport to school. Jean’s other jobs included taking morning and afternoon ‘smoko’ out to her dad, feeding the chooks, milking the cow and holding a lantern while her father brushed and fed the horses after a day’s work had been completed.

			At this time there was no school close by. There was a school in Meringur, but it was too far away from their property to walk. To overcome this problem, Don donated a small block of land in the top corner of their property on which Meringur North Primary School was built. It no longer exists but during its time it was used by ten to fifteen kids from local farms. The first teacher was Jean’s Aunty Gert. Fortunately, Gertrude was a trained teacher!
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			Jean – middle girl, middle row - and eldest sister Christina – middle tall girl, back row, - at Meringur North Primary School in 1930.

			Don also started the first cemetery in Meringur and set up the Meringur Cemetery Trust. Jean can remember one of the first burials - a young English farmer who had died, possibly from a snake bite.

			It is interesting that his grave is now outside the boundary of the cemetery’s grounds. 

			During the Depression years, Jean can remember swagmen tramping past their home on the Meringur North Road searching for work. Jane would supply them with a meal, even if it meant going without herself. A family highlight was the singalong on Sunday nights.
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			‘Shopping day’ for Meringur Primary Students in 1929. Jean, second from the right and Ron in the front row in a dark hat. the car belongs to the McDonalds.

			Don could play the violin and Jane was a good singer. Later, Jean attended Meringur Primary School and in 1934, aged 12, she completed Year 8 and received her Merit Certificate. Their transport to school was by horse and jinker. There was no secondary school and boarding school was out of the question. Jean persevered with a secondary correspondence course but with little help or guidance her attempt was not successful, and her formal schooling ended.

			Jean’s first job commenced in 1935. She was appointed sewing mistress at the Meringur Primary School. She received a small payment which she gave to her mother. Her duties included taking craft classes and sometimes taking junior classes for reading. Reading as a hobby or pastime was rare because books were in short supply and chores took up much of the day. Reading at night was difficult because the only light was from lanterns or candles. Power to the farms was not connected until the mid to late 1950’s.

			Paid work, especially local work, was hard to obtain but in 1937, aged 15, Jean started work with the grocer in Meringur. Her pay was thirty shillings a week and she lived in the back room of the shop. This had its advantages but also meant she could be working at night unpacking boxes and stacking shelves. She enjoyed the work because it meant she could meet people. This job ended in 1939 over an issue involving a bottle of beer. She would not agree to sell a single bottle to a customer and his complaint led to her leaving the position. At this time, beer had to be sold by the box. Jean had always wanted to become a nurse, but her father would not give her permission to leave the area to undertake the required training, believing it was too hard for a girl and too dangerous. However, in quick time, after leaving her first job, she was employed by the greengrocer in Werrimull where she boarded with the post mistress.
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			In 1940, Jean aged 18 (second from left), with some of her tennis friends.

			Outside of work, young people had to make their own fun. One of Jean’s favourite activities was playing tennis on the dirt courts (later asphalted) at Meringur. Otherwise, it might be playing cards, going for walks, or watching cricket. Don, Jean’s dad, was a very good cricketer and played for Meringur.

			When she turned eighteen, Jean was allowed to attend dances with her sister Christina, at the Werrimull Hall. Occasionally they would attend church in Werrimull, or they would attend services in the Meringur Primary School. The minister would ride his horse from Werrimull to Meringur.

			In 1943, the general store in Werrimull owned by Harry Cramp came up for sale and was purchased by Jean’s parents. Nine hundred acres was not viable for dryland farming and with no funds to expand, Don and Jane were forced to surrender their farm to the State Government for three hundred pounds.

			(Many farmers were facing insurmountable challenges such as droughts and soil erosion. The small sizes of most farms made them unviable. Farm consolidations began from about 1943 and population census data shows that in 1933, Meringur had a population of 449, in 1954 150, in 2011, 128 and in 2016, 67).

			Don and Jane then moved to Werrimull and lived there for the rest of their lives. They expanded the store over time, becoming agents for farm machinery. Don passed away in 1962 aged 80 and Jane in 1970, aged 79.

			By 1942, World War 2 was well underway, and Jean was keen to enlist and “do her bit”. She also hoped that by enlisting she would eventually be able to train as a nurse. She applied to enlist in the army in late 1942 after seeing a notice in the Sunraysia Daily, calling for volunteers to join the AWAS – Australian Women’s Army Service.
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			Jean, about to help with the wheat harvest in 1942, just prior to enlisting the army

			The AWAS was formed in August 1941 as a nonmedical women’s service to enable enlisted men to be moved to fighting units. It was demobilised in June 1947. Roles for women included work as drivers, cooks, typists, signalers, and cipher clerks. Over the duration of the war more than 20,000 women enlisted. Eligibility criteria included:

			• A satisfactory medical and X ray.
• Be aged between 18 and 40.
• Commit to full time service for the duration of the war.
• Pass a security check.
• Provide a satisfactory reference.

			Jean convinced her dad she would be safe, and her application was approved and signed off by her father. It is interesting that the Army was an acceptable reason for leaving home … but not nursing!

			Jean enlisted in November 1942; however, the process was not straightforward. She travelled to Melbourne for her medical but was forced to return home to have her tonsils removed. While at home, waiting for her second medical, she helped her father with the harvest, driving the tractor. Her second medical was a success and she left home in early 1943 to start her training. Jean was about to start a new life.

			Jean initially enlisted in the AWAS, but some members of AWAS were recruited to join a secret unit called the ASWG – Australian Special Wireless Group. Its function was to intercept enemy wireless transmissions and monitor Allied wireless traffic. Her first posting was to Darley, near Bacchus Marsh where she had to undertake several aptitude tests and basic military training. She passed these tests and was then selected, along with a small group of girls, to go to the Signals School at Ivanhoe Grammar in Melbourne to learn the English Morse code. After her introduction to the Morse code Jean wondered what she had let herself in for.

			After taking down Morse code, day after day, for six weeks, a further six weeks training followed at the ASWG secret camp at Bonegilla to learn the Japanese Morse code system known as ‘Kana’. Learning the English Morse code and the Japanese Kana code were no mean feats in the time given for the training. At Bonegilla she signed an ‘Oath of Security’ and swore on the Bible not to disclose any information about her work for 50 years.

			The penalties for disclosure were severe!

			Her parents, for example, only knew she was a wireless operator. She did not even tell her husband Reg about her work in the ASWG!

			When her training was completed, Jean was posted to the ASWG army camp in Kalinga, near Brisbane airport. Her job there was to listen to, and search for foreign communication signals, especially from the Japanese. She also monitored Allied radio communications to make sure Allied positions were not disclosed or defence operations compromised. Operators would work eight-hour shifts (both night and day) followed by four hours rest, seven days a week, repeating this regime daily.

			The girls would be given a channel to listen to using headphones, and they would then transcribe messages for decoding and intelligence. The Kana code was a difficult code to break because of the number of symbols, (over 70) used. Thankfully, the Australian Army were to make an amazing and fortuitous discovery.

			During one fierce battle on the north-east coast of New Guinea in January 1944, soldiers from the 9th Division were able to push the Japanese forces back and while sweeping for land mines, the Diggers found a tin trunk buried in a muddy trench. In the trunk was Japanese communication equipment and a number of water-logged code books used by the Japanese throughout the Pacific, including details of the Kana code. This discovery was unknown to the Japanese and the team in Kalinga and other ASWG camps were able to use this information to intercept and decipher Japanese radio communications.

			(Details of the discovery of the tin trunk and the Japanese codes are described in several books including, “The Secret History of the Five Eyes: The Untold Story of the International Spy Network” by Richard Kerbaj, 2022).

			Information about enemy troop movements, for example, and logistical issues with food and ammunition supplies was vital intelligence for planning the defence effort. The codes and the radio intercepts were also relayed to and used by the American intelligence units and the British at Bletchley Park in England, the Centre of Allied codebreaking during WW2. Soldiers who received training in the code were also used on the front line.
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			Jean at the Darley Training Camp in 1943 – Platoon 4, Section 6, Company 1, 4th Training Battalion. Jean is fifth from the right, second bottom row.

			The discovery and use of the Japanese Kana Code had the same impact as the breaking of the German Enigma Code - the Nazis used the Enigma machine to encipher their radio communications. The Allies were able to break this code, especially the naval version, and were then able to thwart German U Boat movements without the German’s knowledge. This discovery certainly helped to shorten the war in the Pacific. Japan surrendered August 15, 1945, and the Japanese Instrument of Surrender prepared by the Americans was signed on September 2, 1945. The Instrument of Surrender for the Japanese forces in New Guinea, New Britain, New Ireland, Bougainville was signed on September 6, 1945.
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			Corporal Jean McDonald, VF 397752, 1943.

			In 1944, Jean was transferred to Melbourne to the Chief Signaler’s Office in the Grosvenor Reception Building in Queen’s Road, and she worked there until the war ended in 1945. Her duties involved planning and intelligence. Jean enjoyed the work in her unit and the camaraderie. Her work and Army life had become an adventure and it is easy to see why. The girls were making a significant contribution to the war effort, and it was a war that had to be won For Corporal Jean McDonald, who not long before was working and living in the little bush town of Werrimull, it was another world.

			Jean’s vow of secrecy ended in 1995, fifty years after the war ended. In 2009 she received a thank you letter from Gordon Brown, the British Prime Minister, as well as a medal and a certificate acknowledging her war service. Jean’s military service covered the period from 24.2.1943 to 5.5.1945. These commendations, along with other service medals and military pins are proudly displayed in her home in Mildura. Jean’s hope of training as a nurse never eventuated. She returned to Werrimull after her discharge and started the next stage of her life, but her Army experience did change her. She became more confident, with a broader outlook on life and more adept at meeting and relating to people. She helped her parents in the general store because labour was scarce, and her parents’ health was starting to decline.

			When her brothers returned from their military service they also worked in the store and eventually took over its management. The store’s name was also changed to “McDonald’s General Store”.

			Before enlisting Jean had met a young man at a dance in the Karween Hall when she was 19. His name was Reg Gray and he worked on his family’s farm at Morkalla. During the war they remained in touch by writing to each other and, on her return, their friendship developed. In 1945 they became engaged and married in October 1946.

			After travelling to Adelaide by bus for their honeymoon, they returned to Meringur. Reg initially share-farmed with George Ellis on his property. Reg and Jean lived in a modest, weatherboard house on this property, not far from the present day Meringur Pioneer Village.

			In January 1949, Reg started work with his father and brother on the Gray family farm at Morkalla. (Reg’s father had moved to the Morkalla selection in the late 1920’s as further land was opened for farming). The Morkalla farms had started a little later than the Meringur farms and they were a little bigger. Also, some blocks had not been taken up and these were added to existing working farms. The Gray family was also able to obtain some good saltbush flat country that was ideal for sheep. In time, the Gray’s farm would expand to over 8000 acres.
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			Reg Gray and Jean McDonald were married at Werrimull Uniting Church on October 9, 1946

			In 1949 Reg’s parents retired and moved to Bendigo for a short time before returning to Mildura. Reg and Jean then moved into the Morkalla farm homestead. Reg’s brothers also stayed in the homestead for some years after they returned from the war until they were able to obtain their own farms in the Western District of Victoria. Jean helped on the farm where possible, often doing sheep work. Reg played football, cricket, and tennis. Jean also loved her tennis. Social life was limited because of the farm’s remoteness but they did meet up with friends and neighbours when possible.
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			The Gray’s Morkalla home ‘Kingray’, built from limestone in 1938.

			Reg and Jean welcomed their first child, John, in 1949 and three more boys followed: Geoffrey in 1952, Colin in 1955 and Ken in 1959. The boys attended primary school in Meringur. John worked on the farm after completing primary school. Geoffrey, Colin, and Ken spent the first two years of secondary school in Werrimull and finished their secondary education at Mildura High School which meant boarding in Mildura.
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			Jean’s parents, Jane and Donald McDonald attend their son Ken’s wedding in 1956.

			Geoffrey returned to the farm and married Julie Simpson in 1984 and they had three children, Andrew, Kathryn and Nicole. Colin became a Marketing Manager and married Patricia O’Dempsey in 1985. They had three children: James, Anthony and Nicholas. Ken became a lawyer, a lifelong ambition, and married Alanah Vawser in 1992. They had three children, James, Jonathon and Annabel.

			Jean’s life was busy, looking after her family’s needs such as making the children’s clothes, running errands, and helping on the farm, if required. She also managed the farm’s books and looked after the house garden. The farm’s size was expanded during this period and mains power, the telephone and permanent water were connected. Reg was a very good farmer, and he loved the land. Jean enjoyed her life on the land, but she still had time for some community work such as the Mother’s Club and the Country Women’s Association.

			In 1966, John had been having headaches and suffered a brain aneurism while playing tennis. He had an operation that appeared to be successful but two years later he was diagnosed with epilepsy. He could still do some farm work but using farm equipment, especially driving, was not possible.

			In the late 1970’s Reg became ill and was diagnosed initially with bronchitis. Jean wanted a second opinion and after visiting another doctor he was diagnosed with lung cancer. Reg had never smoked, and the cause was put down to Reg’s contact with farm chemicals and perhaps wheat dust. He had a lung operation but sadly it was not successful, and he died in 1982.

			Geoffrey had given up his career in the bank in 1973 and had come home to help Reg and Jean on the farm. Geoffrey had always wanted to be a farmer and own his own farm. After Reg’s death in 1982, Jean and Geoffrey became partners in the farm and this partnership remained in place until Geoffrey and his wife Julie purchased the farm outright, early in the 1990’s. Jean and John retired from farm work in 1984 and moved to Mildura.

			Jean likes being active. She always enjoyed her craftwork and she could now devote more time to this interest. She joined the Mildura branch of the Embroiders Guild of Victoria in 1985 and is still a member. Her embroidery skills are exquisite, and she has won many first prizes for her pieces. Jean also involved herself in volunteer work including fundraising for the Royal Flying Doctors, the Red Cross Shop, Meals on Wheels, judging cakes for the Mildura Show Society and volunteering at the Old Mildura Base Hospital. Jean and others would serve morning tea to cancer patients who were waiting for their appointment with their specialists. These doctors would fly to Mildura from Melbourne to treat patients prior to a cancer ward being established in the new Mildura Hospital. Jean also knits and makes blankets for various organisations in Mildura.
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			She is well recognised for her volunteer work and was awarded MADEC’s Volunteer of the Year award in 2020. In addition to her volunteer work and craftwork, Jean has also had time for some travel. Jean and John have made several short trips within Australia including to Perth, Darwin, Sydney, and Alice Springs. She likes to watch sport on TV, especially tennis and cricket but these days relies on the on-screen captions instead of sound. When pushed she also admits she has a soft spot for the Geelong Football Club. Jean also enjoys listening to music on the radio.
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			When asked about her fondest memory she hesitates but describes an event when she was very young and times were tough on the farm. It was Christmas eve and after Christina and Jean attached their stockings to the end of their bed, (they slept in the same bed), they went to sleep. Sometime during the night, Jean woke up and checked her stocking. It contained a round, hard object. She was certain it was a cricket ball and with some delight, went back to sleep. In the morning, she emptied her stocking only to find a dried orange! Christina had one as well. She didn’t complain because she knew someone had done their best to give her a present. Jean is sure her time in the ASWG had the biggest impact on her life and her army work enabled her to become more confident and independent, especially when she had little formal education. Jean turned 100 on October 8, 2022, an achievement in itself.
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			She received her letter of congratulations from King Charles and Queen Camilla, but I think she may have preferred to have received her letter from Queen Elizabeth.
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			Mabel ‘Jean’ Gray.

			Jean still lives at home and does some minor housework, cooking and craftwork. Her general 2 health and memory are good apart from the expected niggles. She makes sure she eats well, takes short walks and her sense of humour is intact. She laughs when she says it might take her over an hour after waking up to get to the breakfast table. However, she does concede her health over the last twelve months has deteriorated, especially her sight and hearing and she has had some falls, thankfully without injury.

			When asked about her outlook on life, or her codes, she replies with three observations.

			No 1. 
“Never complain”. She says her mother inspired this view. She remembers her mother singing while doing her chores in the little corrugated iron house, even when the temperature was extreme. She is sure this helped her to always have a kind smile and get on with life.

			No 2. 
“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”. This is a Biblical quote known as the ‘golden rule’. It certainly describes Jean’s outlook on life.

			No 3. 
Jean recites this rhyme from a poem written by Adam Lindsay Gordon in 1866:

			“Life is mostly froth and bubble, 
Two things stand like stone.
Kindness in another’s trouble,
Courage in your own”.

			We know that Jean is good with codes and the beauty of these three is they do not need a code book. Jean’s life and achievements are an inspiration to us all.

		

	OEBPS/image/Jean_7.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_13-02.png
Desr Mo ean Gy

My wife and 1 wer s plessd 10 ko ht
[ ——
50 October, 2022 This bings ot warmest
congralaions and sl g wshes
PRI—

EYEN





OEBPS/image/Jean_12.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_2.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_Story_Cover.jpg
she keplyher secrel ot [ifly yerurd

JEAN GRAY

in conversation with Peter Rhodes





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Jean_Gray_inConversation


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/Jean_3.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_6.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_Story_Cover.png
she kepl her sectelyjot |ifly years!

JEAN GRAY

in conversation with Peter Rhodes





OEBPS/image/Jean_10.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_9.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_5.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_14.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_11.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_1.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_8.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_4.jpg





OEBPS/image/Jean_15.jpg





