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			BELSEY’S STORY

			as told to Linda Porter Thornton and Sandra Bailey

			“I was born Belsey Julia Diss in Malmsbury, on the July 17, 1928, and grew up in Taradale in Central Victoria. The two other towns nearby are Kyneton and Castlemaine. I was the eighth child born. Sadly, the seventh child died in infancy. I was named after my mother’s best friend, but don’t know anything about the name”.

			The oldest recorded birth for the name Belsey in Australia is dated February 8, 1942. Less than five people have been so named between 1880 and 1942. It is believed that the name has a Greek origin and is said to mean, ‘Father’s Gift’.

			“I admit to being spoilt by my older brothers and sisters. My next sister, Mary, was five years older than me”. Belsey remembers being called the baby even at an older age and would be introduced with the words, “This is our baby”. Belsey did not like it one bit. The age gap between the oldest child and Belsey was a large one so for much of her childhood, Belsey and her older sister Mary were the only two children at home. “I think we had hand me down clothes”, muses Belsey. “It may have been the reason for my love of fashion”, she says. When I meet Belsey she is always smartly dressed. She shows me the outfit she wore to the Cup Day function in 2019, a fashionable skirt and top in a bold print and a stylish fascinator. She did come first in fashion awards!

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“Our family owned a hobby farm on a small holding of about six fenced paddocks. We had sheep, cattle, horses, chickens, ducks, geese and a dog called Rover, a border collie/kelpie cross dog. He was my dog and he was very loyal and protected me. My father was a ganger for the Victorian Railways and worked in the district, carrying out maintenance to the railway lines. I remember, on the way to and from school, which was about a mile away, we would stop to drink the tasty water from the mineral water’s spring. The water had a beautiful bubbly taste and the iron in the springs may be why I have been so healthy! We used to see platypus in the creek. There was more platypus in the creek than fish”.

			“The head teacher, Mr Rasmussen, used to teach all the classes except sewing. I taught that subject at one stage at the school”. Although times were tough Belsey remembers, “We did have a variety of animals that could be slaughtered. Winters were very cold, and summers were very hot”. To alleviate the heat her father would use wet wheat bags hung on the walls outside. The family didn’t have power until she was about fifteen. “Before that we used kerosene lamps, a meat safe, a Coolgardie and an ice chest”. Belsey recalls that they had a wind-up gramophone. They would sit around the battery radio, “But annoyingly, it would go flat halfway through Blue Hills”.

			‘Blue Hills’ was the iconic Australian radio serial written by Gwen Meredith. Each episode ran for five minutes. It was a fictional program about the lives of families in a typical country town called Timbula. It ran from 1949 until 1976. Ronald Hammer’s ‘Pastorale’ is instantly recognisable to a generation of Australians. The music introduced 5,795 episodes of the serial produced for national broadcasts.
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			Belsey’s father made their kitchen sink out of a kerosene container that had a surround and a draining area, which she says was clever and worked well. “He didn’t like the traditional sink as he thought they were unhygienic. We got a proper one after he died”.

			The family travelled by foot to the nearby local Anglican Church weekly and her mother taught in the Sunday School which Belsey also attended with her sister.

			She made friends with the other children who attended. There was the ‘Walk of the Orange’ in the town and being a Protestant Belsey can remember her mother enthusiastically waving an orange flag.

			The ‘Walk of the Orange’ was originally a series of parades by members of the Orange Order held annually in Ulster, Ireland, and throughout the Commonwealth. The parades were a build-up to the 12th of July celebrations, marking Prince William of Orange’s victory over King James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690.

			Belsey left school at the end of year eight to help at home and on the farm. “I left school to help mum on my father’s decision. He was firm, but fair. He called me ‘girl’. If he called me Belsey I knew I was in trouble. I liked to stay behind at school playing marbles with the boys and girls and he would get angry with me for being late. He never hit me though. On one of these occasions he said, “Go up the back yard and fetch me a long stick. I wandered off up the back and found a long stick and then decided maybe I should get two sticks just in case he broke one.I had no idea what he wanted them for, assuming he must need them to tie up vegetables in the garden! The moral to this exercise was a warning, of what would happen next time I came home late”.

			“Although I liked school, I didn’t question leaving it at age fourteen as it was just the way it was and what the need was. The school had about 100 children. I remember I was in form eight getting 8ó out of 10 for writing. Mum had angina and was often in bed.

			My sister and I had to do the housework scrubbing the wooden floors daily after we had milked the cows and washed the separator. We also fed all the animals and cooked the meals”. Eventually Belsey’s father managed to get some lino which Belsey says made cleaning the floors much easier. However, her mother was horrified as it was green, and she had a superstitious dislike of that colour.

			When Belsey was about fifteen she was taken to hospital with appendicitis. “The appendix ruptured, when I helped the nurse shift the bed! My mother was sure that the bad luck was brought on by having the green lino”. Belsey says she only recently started to wear green.

			The colour green is considered the colour of nature and immortality and is also present in many flags around the globe, but the colour carries with it a bizarre superstition. To wear the colour green is to bring about death.

			The family would travel once a year for a holiday with their Uncle Jim Legg who had been a professional fisherman living and working, catching crayfish at San Remo, near Phillip Island. His sons took over the business. On one occasion the family was very amused to see some smart ladies struggling to eat the cray claws with a knife and fork. “Fingers would have made it much easier!” she says. I remember being taken to a football match by Uncle Jim to see Melbourne and Carlton play, I opted to barrack for Carlton. My sister Mary barracked for Collingwood and would get very cross if Collingwood lost”.

			“On one occasion I jokingly said to her, ‘Here, catch this’, and I threw a dipper (a ladle) at her. It hit her on the head! She had two stitches to draw the wound together, not a good outcome”, Belsey reflects. When she was about fifteen Belsey recalls she was having headaches from the weight of her plaits pulling on her scalp. Her father cut them off and she says, “He did a good job. I stored them in a calico bank bag and my granddaughter has them in her care now”.

			“You know we never had a family car. My father never owned one. I got my licence when I was 30 and we were living at Garnpang”.
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			Garnpang is now located at the Inland Botanic Gardens

			Belsey liked to exhibit in the Taradale show when she was school age and she reflects proudly “Beauty was selected as Champion Jersey”.

			“I had her ribbon for years. I don’t know what happened to it when I moved in here. I won prizes for scones, sausage rolls, crocheting, knitting, sewing and even my jersey cow, who knew me and recognised me! I often helped to bring the jerseys down from the paddocks for milking and I always made sure Beauty came with me. Two years after the birth of my first child, my father sold Beauty and handed the earnings to me to buy a ‘flash cane pram’ for my daughter. On our very first outing the tyre came off. Thank goodness a neighbour came by and put it back on. He suggested I return the pram to where I bought it, to have it replaced. I paid a lot of money for that pram. I was a good saver and didn’t like to spend money. My mother used to say I made a good German Jew. My mother’s ancestry was English, and it was German on my father’s side”.

			“I met my first husband Alan Box who came from Williamstown, Victoria. I met him through my neighbour who organised him as a pen pal when I was fifteen and we married when I was 20 and he was 24. He worked as a technician. We travelled to Stirling in the Adelaide Hills for our honeymoon. It was my first trip in a plane. We flew from Melbourne to Adelaide. I was married for 25 years and had three children; Sandra born in 1950, Eunice in 1953 and Trevor in 1958. Sandra was married to Graeme Robinson, but they divorced as she is now married to John Lazdinas and lives in Cambrai, South Australia. She worked for a hospital fund and has two children Cari-Ann who lives in Queensland and Craig, who lives in Sunbury. Trevor married Kim Garraway they also have two children, Lauren and Josh”.

			“Trevor is a plumber and owns a plumbing business with a partner. Lauren is married to Kingsley Kuchel and they have three children; Nathaniel, Mason and Sophie Jade. Eunice married Peter Congress, they live in Mildura and breed Rottweiler dogs. We moved to Mildura from Taradale when I married. The choices for my husband to move to were Ouyen or Mildura. I chose Mildura. I wanted to leave Taradale and to get as far away as possible. I’d had enough of Taradale and it was too cold. It was a pretty town, but I didn’t really think that until much later. There was a Post Office, a grocery and a bakery, but there are a lot more stores now”. Belsey remembers that school children would get a pie or a pastie once a week from the bakery. “Those pasties were delicious, I can still recall the taste now, they don’t make them like that anymore.”
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			Garnpang Homestead

			“We went to Garnpang station near Pooncarie, working for the then owners Harry and Digger Richardson for five years where my eldest daughter aged six was enrolled to do correspondence lessons. The youngest daughter about three was bored and one time she put sand in the batteries, that generated the power. I thought the manager would sack us, but he just had a good ol’ laugh. I finally got my driver’s licence at Pooncarie; the police officer there knew us, and I sat the test on a Sunday.They did things differently in the bush!”

			“We moved back to Taradale for about two years so that I could care for my mother. She died in 1966 aged 80. Dad died aged 79. Both had cancer.We then returned to Mildura. I went to work in Mildura. The children loved my job at the two very popular drive-ins, one at the Crossroads on 15th Street and the other known as The Sixteenth, on 16th Street. They got to see the latest movies and were very disappointed when I left that job”.

			One interest for both Belsey and her two daughters when they were about 6 and 9 was the marching girls’ squad, called ‘the midgets’. She laments that the marching girls’ squad doesn’t exist anymore.

			“It was very popular at the time and there were about 5-6 groups, I helped make the uniforms and along with another woman, we acted as chaperones. We certainly didn’t have much money for travelling but went on a few trips, to Melbourne and Bendigo”.
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			Belsey, her siblings and parents at her parent’s 50th Wedding Anniversary party, 20-2-1956. Mary far left, 2nd row. Belsey, middle front row.

			“I went on an enjoyable working holiday in a caravan with a companion to Western Australia. I was unhappy to leave my children, but the two girls were young adults and my son in his late teens. I needed to get away. The children lived with my ex-husband. I got as far as Midland in Western Australia and stopped at the caravan park and stayed for about four years as I got a job pulling beer in the hotel. The manager was known to everyone as “Bronch”. He was very kind and a nice boss. We got on very well. ‘Let me know if you need any more money’, he would say, and he and his wife would take me to the races and dances. I remember visibly this chap who was ‘full as a boot’ and was becoming a real pest, trying to chat me up”.

			“I told him he should leave the premises and to this he got quite aggressive. After a few stern words from me, it was at this point, my writer Sandra and I have made an executive decision, to leave that part out of this section of my story”.

			Midland is 16 kilometres from the City Centre of Perth and a regional centre for the city of Swan. As of 2016 it has a registered population 5,972.

			“I returned home for my son’s 21st birthday and when I got back to Midland, the owner had sold the hotel and no job was available, so I went back to Mildura. I worked for five years at the R.S.L as a stewardess. On my first day I accidentally tipped a glass over the manager, Jack Cullinan. Thankfully he was very understanding and just laughed. I really missed the friendships of the other workers when that finished in 1989”.

			“I volunteered at the RSL Women’s Auxiliary for about fifty years and was president at one stage. I have a lifetime membership and proudly display my certificate on my wall. The auxiliary which started in 1946 was responsible for fundraising and would make from $10,000 to $12,000 in a year. We would sell poppy brooches for ANZAC and Remembrance Days and organise Saturday night raffles. Two butchers, Wagner’s and John Page, would donate meat for the Sunday roast lunches”.

			“There were Christmas dinners, cent sales twice a year, Christmas and Easter raffles and catering for the wake of war veterans”.

			In an article in the Sunraysia Daily newspaper in February 2004, Belsey in her capacity as President and a member of the auxiliary consisting of seven members aged from 58 to 81, was quoted as saying, “When we discussed closing at Tuesday’s meeting, it felt like losing a member of the family. If it closed, we’d all be very sad”.

			She further stated, “We’ve worked hard all our lives, but our health is not what it used to be, we do need help. We want people who will pitch in and help”. Sadly, the auxiliary did close, in December 2007.
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			Life Membership Certificate awarded to Belsy (sic) Thomas

			“I separated from my first husband after 25 years of marriage. We were divorced in 1970 and I married Leith Thomas, in 1989. He was a blockie who I had met at the RSL. My second husband had played golf weekly with my first husband”, a game which Belsey says she enjoyed and was a lot of fun. I didn’t have children in the second marriage, but had a stepdaughter, Pauline, and two step grandsons, Michael, a doctor and Justin an accountant, both now living in Melbourne. I’m looking forward to the boys visiting again soon at Christmas. My husbands both served in WW2, in New Guinea in Rabaul, although they didn’t meet until they were back in Mildura, after the war. They were great mates right through life until sadly their deaths”.

			Rabaul is a township on the island of New Britain, New Guinea. It was the provincial capital until it was destroyed in 1994 by falling ash from a volcanic eruption in its harbour. The battle of Rabaul was fought in January and February 1942. It was a strategically significant defeat of allied forces by Japan in the Pacific campaign of World War 2.

			“At one stage after remarrying, I had a new house in Settlers Drive. I had a new husband but no job and felt very lonely. We got to know the next-door neighbours and became very close to them. They were like children for me. My husband built a decorative bridge from our property to theirs. We even had an official opening of the bridge with me having the honour of cutting the ribbon and it also had a plaque attached. We used to socialise a lot with them and two other sets of neighbours”.

			“We became quite sociable, there was always something organised for weekends with lots of laughs. 

			“Leith was very skilled with his hands and I said to him once that I would like a set of coasters and a holder and he made me a camel that fitted the coasters in it. It was cleverly done”.

			“A trip that I enjoyed was to Uluru with a friend when I was about sixty. I climbed it through sheer determination. A woman there said to me ‘you’ll never do that’, so I decided to show her! Another travel highlight was a coach trip into New Zealand with my second husband, exploring both islands. It was very pleasant. We were pleased to meet up with another couple also from Mildura who were on the same trip”. Belsey played netball in her younger days and has had interests in sewing and crocheting until about 20 years ago when she had difficulty seeing. Following a stroke early in 2019, she decided it was time to move into the Princes Court Homes. Her macular degeneration has led her to make use of the Vision Centre on a regular basis where she plays Swish (a version of table tennis for the sight impaired). Each day I go along to whatever activities are on offer, I do craft and carpet bowling. I like to walk around the paths for exercise and to admire the gardens either on my own or with a friend from the Village. I also like to go to have a coffee from the Fountain Coffee Café in the grounds.

			I caught up with Belsey during the final stages of this first round of our project to capture a bit more of this lady and her journey of memories. We discovered a connection from her RSL days with my late mother, Rose Haynes. We sat and reminisced for ages, and it was during these catchups, with Belsey, I suggested we wander over to the other side of the Princes Court Homes.

			“I went shopping in the Mall on Saturday, December 14. I love shopping for clothes. I’ll show you what I bought”.
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			Belsey quickly jumped up from her chair and even with her limited vision, she had her hands on her ‘bag of bargains’. “What do you think of this dress?” she asks as she pulls item after item from the bag. The above photograph is a happy Belsey with her new dress and necklace.

			Here in the Rogers Unit is her friend and fellow comrade from the RSL days, Alice Griffith who was also a very close friend to my mum. Well, what a wonderful couple of hours, the memories and stories just flowed.

			I left there in absolute awe of these amazing women who have worked so hard fundraising for our veterans and their families from all Wars. During an era where there were no big fundraising events as you see today. They cooked meals in a tiny kitchen at the Mildura RSL and waited on the tables all in their volunteer compacity.

			I asked Belsey, “What would you say or what is an affirmation that you have used throughout your life that helps you achieve all these things you have shared and continue to do each day?”

			“Well”, said Belsey, “I just tell myself, Belsey, you can do whatever you like, just do it. I have never been busier!”
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