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			MARIE REES 

			in conversation with Christina Leamon

			A humidity crib was flown from Wilcannia, and also one from Sydney!

			Marie and Ron Rees are from a sheep station near Ivanhoe in Western NSW. While living there, their nearest major centre was Mildura!

			Ron is fond of saying, “You learn a lot of trades in the bush. Living on remote country, you have to be able to fix things yourself”. Marie too learnt early in her adult life to be a capable cook, catering for large numbers, growing and harvesting fruit and vegetables. She made many of her childrens’ clothes when they were young. “Running a household on a station is like running a small hotel”.

			Added to these responsibilities are teaching and supervising the education of her children as well as being dexterous in budgeting and book-keeping. Indeed, the skill sets of this couple are impressive. As role models they have left a very strong legacy for their family and for the generations to come. Ron has written a book about his family and life on the land, so this is a little of Marie’s side of the story.
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			Daphne and Marie Bestwick

			Marie Helen Bestwick grew up on a farm with her parents Edna (née Currey) and Cecil Bestwick, her sister Daphne and brothers Ronald and Geoff. They lived at George’s Plains near Perthville, ten kilometres from Bathurst, NSW. Marie was born in 1936 after the height of the Great Depression and three years prior to World War 2. Her mother Edna had moved to Bathurst to be a housekeeper prior to marrying Cecil in 1934; and she nurtured a loving home that any child would be blessed to grow up in.  

			Marie’s father was one of eleven and farmed at Perthville with his brother Ted. They grew vegetables which they sold at the Sydney markets. Marie says she had a wonderful rural childhood, growing up in a community with cousins and where locals were well known to each other. Many social arrangements were centred on the activities of the Church of England.

			On Marie’s first day at Perthville Public School, she had to ride her little bike for two miles to school.

			As a young girl, Marie spent some time away from her family attending Osborne Ladies College, on forty acres in an old forty roomed mansion, two kms west of the town of Blackheath. Its location is close to the highest point in the Blue Mountains. It was a very interesting institution run by Miss Violet Gibbons. The school was modelled on a Naval College and was developed out of Violet Gibbons’ belief in the “right of girls to share in the glorious inheritance of the spirit of the Navy, mostly possessed by boys”. The school took its name Osborne when it started in 1900 in honour of the Royal Naval College on the Isle of Wight in Britain.  It is where Queen Victoria spent her final years; after her death, the stables of the expansive estate became the Naval College.
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			left to right – Daphne, Marie and Joyce (their Cousin)

			At the Osborne Ladies’ College, schoolhouses were ‘ships’, newcomers were ‘middies’ (midshipmen) and Miss Violet Gibbons, the formidable headmistress, addressed assembly from the bridge, as “Admiral of the Fleet”. She was assisted by her offsider Miss Everingham, who did almost everything around the place, as Marie remembers. “She used to teach, milk the cow, do the gardening, cleaning, everything”. Marie liked Miss Everingham and to Marie she seemed to be as old as Miss Gibbons. “She apparently started as a student and stayed”.

			All rooms including pupils’ rooms, dining and classrooms were named after warships; HMS Pelican was Miss Gibbons’ bedroom, HMS Sirius was Miss Everingham’s bedroom, the main assembly room was HMS Nelson, a bathroom was HMS Neptune, and the sick bay was HMS Dreadnought. The school opened in 1923, and Marie attended there from 1947. The school closed in 1958 when Miss Gibbons died. Marie recalls, “There was no butter on the bread, baths were freezing, and the school was cold and miserable. “You had to take your own toilet paper. When I caught up with other students we would say, “How did we put up with it?” As young women we just had to accept the situation”.

			Marie recalls that Miss Gibbon’s brother was killed in World War I. (Norman was killed shortly after the withdrawal of the 5th Division at Fromelles). Marie feels that Miss Gibbons was “A bit off, I think. The extent of the military focus was quite over the top. We even had Naval uniforms”. Marie remembers they only used the special uniforms for formal occasions, like Anzac Day. “One year we got wet. We had to write out 10,000 lines, stating we should not go out in the rain”. Exasperated at this Marie said, “She was the one who made us go out”.

			Marie continued, “We hardly had any schooling. Half the time Miss Gibbons was too sick. She was eighty trying to teach adolescents. Desks in the schoolroom were polished and we weren’t allowed to sit at them. We never had a proper exam”. There are exasperating memories of injustice, the stinging incidents all of us would remember from school days. “One time we had a minister come to give us religious training. Miss Gibbons saw him sitting on the table that we’d made into an altar. Well, she went right off”. During his next visit Marie tried to avoid a difficult situation. “I thought I’m not going to put up with this, so I asked him to hop off the table, hoping to avoid a scene. Well, he went mad. Then Miss Gibbons got cranky at me!”

			Marie believes that many students didn’t stay in contact with one another because they all hated what happened at the school. There were few reasons to reminisce about happy memories. Marie goes on to say, “She (Miss Gibbons) could have been had up for all sorts of things. If you’d been in contact with German Measles or Chicken Pox, she’d lock you up. I remember one girl; she was locked up for weeks. We weren’t allowed to talk to her. Her parents didn’t know all these things because we weren’t game to tell them. No wonder we didn’t pass any exams because we didn’t have any real schooling”.

			Marie remembers there being around fifty students. The power was on but there was no hot water, and Marie recalls very few heaters. “Miss Gibbons had a Border Collie called Lassie. There was a room set aside for it. To amuse the dog each girl had to take their turn going downstairs to look after it”. Marie says, “I’ll never forget it”. 

			“We didn’t have to cook. Miss Everingham did all that, she was a pretty good cook”. The beds were in a dormitory style room. “You had to make your own bed of course and clean your room. You weren’t allowed visitors and only went home on the school holidays. You couldn’t just go for a short weekend break”. 

			“Some people could take it, but others couldn’t. My sister was there, and she left. But I thought, well Mum and Dad put me here and I’ll have to stay”. Marie’s sister Daphne confirmed this saying, “It was like Stalag 17”. (Stalag 17, a 1953 POW Camp war film). Daphne added “It didn’t do us any harm of course”. However, she did telephone her father in 1950 to inform him, “I’m not staying”.

			When he asked her what she was going to do, she replied, “I’ll go on the farm to help you”. However, Cecil Bestwick had a better idea and advised Daphne she could do a business course, and this led to a job with his accountant in Bathurst. This was also the path that Marie took, after staying for another year at Osborne Ladies’ College. Marie had hoped to become a schoolteacher; however, she too came home the following year, at the end of 1951. Marie’s father then supported her to attend the Bathurst Technical College to study a Business Diploma. Marie and her sister Daphne both enjoyed bookwork and figures. Bookkeeping was invaluable to them throughout their working lives. 

			Prior to her marriage Marie also worked with the Bathurst accountant. “The boss was a wonderful man and a family friend”. He was generous with his time and trained Marie in accountancy. “The way he did his figures, he taught us the same”. 

			Marie’s life course was set when her school friend Betty Rees invited Marie to visit her family’s sheep station in Far Western NSW. It seems the time at Osborne Ladies’ College sealed Marie’s destiny. Ron remembers that first visit. “During the Christmas holidays my sister Betty would bring a girlfriend home. As I was shy, I kept wide of them”. This particular year, 1956, twenty-two inches of rain had fallen. The train was very late arriving due to flooding and Ron’s parents Ted and Annie Rees had gone to meet it, arriving home much later than was usual.

			Ron and two other workers on the property had just finished tea when “In walks this lovely young girl, Marie. I guess shyness went out the door fast”. After many trips to Bathurst, detouring due to the floods, travelling via Wilcannia, Cobar, Dubbo, Orange and finally reaching Bathurst, Ron was not deterred. 

			Ron’s parents, Edward and Annie, were on Bellevue station when Marie and Ron married. Both Ron and his father, Ted Rees, were able to problem solve and innovate. They were both mechanically minded and adopted technology early. Marie too was competent in many roles. Their business and leadership skills would have aligned to those of many CEOs of much smaller concerns.

			It was ironic that Ron had to obtain a White Card to set foot on a construction site when he began to volunteer on the restoration project of the paddle steamer PS Ruby in Wentworth in his retirement.  

			Graziers living on stations accessible only by dry weather roads are resilient folk. They battle a harsh climate, low rainfall, limited transport options, long distances from specialist health care; and countless other things that contribute to a high standard of living were often lacking. Marie’s home during married life was situated in isolation that many of us have not experienced. It was over three hundred kms from Mildura, the closest major centre, nine hours from Sydney and the extremes were more extreme than many have ever experienced. Ivanhoe is a small township with a population of 196 on the Cobb Highway between the Lachlan and Darling rivers.

			The Rees home was originally on coach and stock routes connecting Wilcannia on the Darling River with Balranald on the Murrumbidgee and Booligal on the Lachlan. Marie said, “While you can look forward to visitors or to going somewhere, it may not happen if rain arrives first. Alternatively, you may make it to the meeting or a family function, but roads may be impassable when you wish to head home. In dry times, crippling dust storms reduced visibility to zero and if you were out in a paddock, you would have a job to find your way home”.

			Ivanhoe is over two hundred kilometres from the town of Hay, population 2,882; Balranald is a further two hundred kilometres and many essential services are likely to be in Mildura. Station folk must be amazing problem solvers and with massive distances to cover in shrinking communities, they also must look after each other. 

			Prior to marrying Marie, Ron had returned from boarding school and was assisting his father on Bellevue and Retreat Stations. When Ted Rees transferred his ‘Retreat’ property to Ron while Ron was still at school, Ron was given a start with 1600 breeding ewes in July 1950. 

			Prior to his marriage, Ron had to organise to build a new house. He would draw up a plan, send it to Marie in Bathurst, she would make changes until they finally agreed and found a builder to build the house. 

			Marie Bestwick married Ron Rees on August 31, 1957, at the age of 21. Marie wore a full-length gown of lace, including full length lace sleeves, completed with a veil. Marie recalls that she saw the dress in a photo in a magazine and was very taken with it. “Dad took me to Sydney to shop for wedding items”. As it happened, the dress was on display in a store.

			This dress had more exquisite and more expensive lace than the photo, which caused Marie to hesitate. However, “Dad said you might as well get it” while it was there and available. Following the wedding, Marie and Ron honeymooned along the North coast.

			Mrs Marie Rees relocated from her home near Bathurst to commence married life on Retreat Station. This was an immense change, but Marie was joining an established and supportive pastoralist family.
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			Marie’s wedding party, including: Daphne, Ron, Marie, Cecil Bestwick and Ron’s sister Betty

			In the early years, a hawker would occasionally come by, “You would really be excited about the wares he was offering because this was something new”. Catalogues from David Jones, Farmers and later Myer were looked forward to and would be brought by the ‘maily’ with other letters. “The only time they wouldn’t come was when it was wet”. In those days the paperwork process took time. Marie reflected, “Now the computer is everything. Telephones are so different now”. Ron said that the telephone wires went for thirty miles across the paddocks to the closest post office at Mossgiel. “You would get a storm which would break the wire, and you would have to drive for miles, find the break and fix it”.

			Sometimes they didn’t realise the phones were down until, “You would go to ring up and it wouldn’t work”. The two-way radio was their backup. 

			There was a cycle of droughts, floods, bushfires and storms. Bushfires were often started from lightning strikes during a storm. In 1974, a particularly large bushfire raged, taking in a huge area bordered by Mildura, Balranald, Hatfield, Ivanhoe, Menindee and Pooncarie. Ron was the local Brigade Captain at the time.

			Whatever skills and attributes were required for this life Marie told me “You soon learnt”. Necessary traits were there in Marie, an eagerness to learn and a determination to succeed. 

			Ron took on the more formal roles in the community as was normal for the time, supported by Marie. They included the Ivanhoe District Hospital Board for twenty-five years and membership of the Lower Murray/Darling Catchment Management Committee for many years. Other roles included Area and Brigade Captain of the Balranald Shire Bushfire Brigade and the Rural Counselling Service. He was a member of the Royal Flying Doctor Service Council and Ron formed the Ivanhoe Landcare Group. He won the NSW Primary Producer Award in 1991. This led to Marie and Ron visiting Canberra for the first time to attend the National Awards.

			A newspaper reported that Ron Rees and his wife Marie exemplify the spirit of the Australian bush and that they go about the business of growing sheep and wool in the isolated pastoral country quietly and efficiently. The awards were held in the Great Hall of Parliament House, with Prime Minister Paul Keating and Governor-General Bill Hayden both present on the night. 

			Today’s job titles for Marie would include Chief Financial Officer and Director Corporate Services, also many jobs that exist in an organisational chart flowing down from these. Whatever skills and qualities were required for this life, I observed that the necessary traits were there in Marie. When I first visited her at Murray House in Wentworth, she said, “I don’t generally let things beat me”. This was in relation to some embroidery she was working on, despite greatly reduced mobility, eyesight challenges and fine motor problems, she persisted, her character shining through. 

			Marie was integral in maintaining the family’s financial records - Balance Sheets, Cash Flow Statements, Profit and Loss Statements and Budgets. The introduction of personal computers and software was adopted by Marie early on. This was invaluable in decision making and choosing the best course of action in challenging times. “The budget was done on the computer; it was so quick”. With a detailed spreadsheet in front of them, a case could be made to the bank manager for support and decisions could be made regarding stock, intervening as soon as possible when markets or droughts threatened their livelihood.

			As Marie said, “In hard times, a lot of the time it’s not your fault. There are many external factors that affect the bottom line. In the 1950’s, wool struggled to compete with the mass production of synthetic fibres. This led to the introduction of a price floor scheme in 1970 that worked well until the wool market collapsed in the mid-1980’s. For various reasons, both the Chinese and the Russian mills all but stopped buying wool. All of this was incredibly challenging”.

			When Marie was adapting to station life as a 21-year-old bride, she wasn’t used to overseeing the provision of daily meals for large numbers; and regarding station cooking, this is when Marie said, “You soon learnt”. Her mother-in-law Annie Rees helped her. Some sixty-five years down the track, Marie’s daughter-in-law Carolyn Rees published a recipe book ‘Shear Delights’ aimed at cooking for shearers, family and crowds. Marie is very proud of Carolyn’s publication which has menus, grocery lists and tricks of the trade; and showed me the book on my very first visit.

			The Foreword of the book acknowledges Marie. “My mother-in-law Marie taught me how to cook for shearers and we often talked about writing a Shearers’ Cookbook together”. 

			Early in Marie’s marriage there were shearers’ cooks that accompanied shearing teams, and this was invaluable while her children were young. In later years Marie took on a lot more of the cooking. 

			A shearer’s timetable provides insight into how much work is involved.	
6.45 am 	breakfast
9.30 am 	morning smoko 
12 noon 	lunch
3 pm 	afternoon smoko
7 pm	tea.

			“A long day by the time you’ve cleaned up and prepared for the next day”. Time management tips provide further insight...
While cooking breakfast cook two cakes
After breakfast make afternoon sandwiches
Prepare savouries for morning smoko (ready for oven by 8.30 am
Prepare lunch and hope you don’t have to go draft sheep before it is served.

			Marie’s in-laws at Bellevue Station had an AGA stove which originally ran on coke, (a coal-based fuel), but it was adapted to oil. Marie’s daughter Dianne fondly remembers being in her grandparents’ kitchen, the door to the AGA fire box open and cooking toast on the wire toaster in front of the open flame.

			Marie had an Everhot slow combustion wood stove.  Lighting it each morning and keeping it going throughout the day was a labour-intensive job. Dianne has another memory; “A governess was standing a little too close to the Everhot stove, usually a lovely way to warm up. However, in this case it resulted in a bright red Everhot burn being imprinted on the back of her legs!”

			Marie explained that there was an attempt to convert the Everhot to oil which wasn’t successful but “then the power came on, that was the greatest thing. It made such a difference to our lives”. When you hear people complain about a short-term power outage, muses Marie, it is something she will never take for granted. Before the power was connected the family did have a generator, but you couldn’t use it all the time due to fuel costs and it was noisy. If you wanted to iron clothes for example you had to get everything ready, and then turn it on. The power came across from the Balranald Road first; the initial outlay was $30,000. Later when more people connected, the high cost wasn’t there and that hurt a bit, “That’s the way of things”. 

			Before electricity a windmill was the only option to draw water up from a bore. Ron reminded me that they weren’t so wonderful after a windstorm. A windstorm would wrap the blades of the windmill or the whole wheel around the tower and Ron explained, “You had to climb up fifty feet and pull it all to pieces and replace it all”. 
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			Ron and Marie ran their 40,000-acre property and continued the Gunneramby Merino stud established by Ron’s father. They bred sheep noted for their frame, good fronts and soft handling, heavy cutting fleeces, sheep that have been bred to cope with the conditions. The eight stand shearing shed could cater for 1,000 sheep per day during shearing times. This meant each day that one thousand sheep needed to be yarded and ready.

			Marie and Ron were joined by their three sons and each eventually had their own holdings, Peneena, Bellevue, and Retreat. Dianne is also a grazier on her property Barwonnie.

			In 1958, Marie and Ron welcomed their first born, a son Grahame. Their only daughter Dianne came next. Twin boys David and Edward followed. Marie wasn’t aware she was expecting twins. In the Ivanhoe social column, it was reported …

			Quite a surprise for Marie and Ron Rees when the twin boys arrived on Friday morning. A humidity crib was flown from Wilcannia Hospital and also one from Sydney, and the little ones are doing well.

			From 1960-70 Ivanhoe had its own doctor. Marie recalls he was from Belgium. This meant that Marie and Ron’s twin sons were able to be born there safely in 1964. No doubt, with four children under six, Marie would have been very busy. 

			Educating children is a challenge in remote areas, considering the lack of transport and the cost of having children away from home for secondary school. The Rees children relied on a mixture of education options. Grahame did school at home with Blackfriars, the correspondence School that was set up as a special arm of NSW Education Department and School of the Air, before going onto All Saint’s College Bathurst. He then went to Longreach Agricultural College for two years. Dianne did the same except she attended Marsden College in Bathurst. Edward and David had similar schooling in their early years, and then attended school each week in Ivanhoe.

			Marie could see that Edward and David were falling behind in their reading and sought assistance from the Education Department. As there wasn’t a satisfactory outcome regarding the correspondence school; Marie had submitted a reading plan. It was not accepted. “We went to Sydney with questions about education”. It was decided the twins would benefit from attending school in Ivanhoe. So, three families got together and rented a house, Marie spending a week in town supervising and caring for the children and then the other two parents would take their turn. I asked Marie about this, suggesting that the children would be well behaved. “No, they were not well behaved!”, she said with a twinkle in her eye. Eventually a school bus became available after lobbying MP’s. With 1974 being a wet year, the boys were taken into Ivanhoe in the four-wheel drive, taking ninety minutes to go forty-three kilometres. The wheel tracks were so deep that steering wasn’t required. 

			Growing up for the Rees children involved horses, motor bikes and three boys racing each other, firearms, vehicles and machinery. Dianne got to meet Prince Phillip while showing her horse. 

			Marie and Ron’s four children are all married and have families. Grahame and Roslyn have two children: Ashley and Bradley. Dianne and her late husband Terry raised two children: Jane and Mark. Edward and Kylie have two children: Shane and Nadia. David and his wife Carolyn have three children: Carly, Matthew and Makayla.

			Marie’s five granddaughters and four grandsons are making their way in the world. A number are on the land and others in business. Currently there are nine great grandchildren. On the Rees’s side there is a seven-generation connection to the Southwestern NSW grazing country. 

			Marie and Ron moved from their station life in 1995 and retired with a firm succession plan in place that enabled adult children to remain on the properties. They had also saved enough money to purchase a home in Mildura. Marie is proud of the fact that they were able to leave their working life debt free after carefully managing their business. For a time, they would go back to local stations within a three-hundred-kilometre radius of Mildura and manage properties while managers or owners had a well-earned holiday. This was during times of drought when going away for two or three weeks would be impossible. Marie generally took care of the house, pets and garden while Ron kept an eye on the stock, water and property. 

			Ron wrote a book in 2017 The Heart of our Family - Rees History. It is a wonderful record of station life, family history and an acknowledgement of previous and current generations.

			Marie and Ron celebrated their 50th and 60th wedding anniversaries and there are many photos of the family milestones, 21st birthdays, weddings, births and celebrations that bear witness to a very special bond that exists. Marie has made many special quilts during her retirement that are exquisitely embroidered. In 2002 she completed ‘Year of the Outback’ depicting scenes of station life. For her sister Daphne’s 70th birthday, Marie surprised her with a beautifully made quilt.

			Marie travelled overseas to Belgium with Daphne to visit Marie’s nephew Scott and his family in 2000. Scott’s wife Christine took them into Brussels to look around the city and the sisters took a trip to London, travelling on the Eurostar. One of the highlights was Buckingham Palace; a place Marie didn’t ever think she would ever see. They did a lot of walking, took a bus to Windsor and saw Windsor Castle. Back in Belgium, Daphne and Marie flew with Scott to Zurich, Switzerland for a day. What a contrast, being able to visit other countries in a day compared to station life back home where Marie’s backyard was the size of a country!

			Marie and Ron also enjoyed other trips including on The Ghan.

			Things changed for Marie and Ron with health concerns, and they sold their beautiful retirement home in Mildura to enter aged care in Wentworth. They didn’t like having to do this but “a house is only a house”. It was good having a home for the kids to come down and stay and when they said, “Why did you buy such a big house?” that was the reason.

			At Murray House on Aged Care Employee Day, the staff were dressed in theme from the 1960’s, parading and dancing with residents to 1950’s and 60’s tunes. Like other residents, Marie enjoyed the shenanigans, pointing out different staff members, including the CEO. The clinical nurse came by, “She is just marvellous, always cheery and we have so much fun. They are all very helpful; it is hard to fault them”. Marie relies on carers at Murray House as she is affected by Parkinson’s disease. Ron assists by pushing Marie’s wheelchair to and from the dining room and other areas. Marie doesn’t enjoy being confined to a chair but is stoic, saying, “There are people worse off than me”.

			In our storytelling role we are often trying to dig up reminiscences from the past but there are days to be in the present. Marie usually wishes to speak about topics that are top of mind and current. She is up to date on what is happening both in Murray House and in the wider world and seeks purpose by working on embroidery projects. While threading her needles is becoming more difficult, Marie stated that she doesn’t normally let things beat her.

			Marie takes a daily interest in the lives of her four adult children; Grahame, Dianne, Edward and David; and their spouses Roslyn, Kylie and Carolyn. Sadly, Marie and Ron’s daughter Dianne lost her husband Terry, two years ago and this is never far from Marie’s mind as she marvels at how Dianne is managing the remote property where she lives, albeit with the support of her son on a neighbouring property. The loss of a son-in-law aged in his early 60’s is felt keenly.

			“You do a lot of living between 60 and 90”, reflects Marie who nods to Ron beside her at 91 years of age. Marie explained that in old age you can experience much joy by living your life through the lives of your grandchildren and great grandchildren. Referring to a great grandson, Marie said, “You should see him when he is dressed up ready for footy day”. Marie continues to look on with love, empathy and a keen interest in her children, grandchildren and great grandchildren. The most challenging part is that while in aged care in Wentworth, NSW, Marie and Ron are a long way from most of their family. Marie is determined to keep up with family life on her iPad or Smartphone, the only limitation is the difficulty in managing keystrokes on screens.

			In any lifetime there are many challenges faced and many losses to deal with. However, a decline in function due to illness and disease in later years is so hard because the difficulties faced are not temporary ones. Marie and Ron have always been so independent and a source of strength to their family and community. These days there is less opportunity to be in amongst the daily banter of family life, something Marie cherished very much.
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			Edward, David, Dianne, Grahame, Marie and Ron

			Marie has long been and continues to be a wonderful role model for her children and grandchildren. She delights in her family, is compassionate and is very eager for them to succeed and overcome inevitable hurdles along life’s path. I think we’d do well if there were more Maries in the world.
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