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			MARGARET (MARG) KELLY’S STORY

			Memories shared with Peter Greed

			in “The Land of Hope and Glory”

			Marg Kelly was born at Echuca with the iconic Murray River just a stone’s throw away. Her father was Leonard Onslow and her mother, Jessamine Janet Elgar. Marg had two brothers, Maurice and Geoffrey. Both her parents had emigrated from England.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Leonard had been educated at Westminster Abbey Boy’s College and Jessamine came from the famous family of musicians, the ‘Elgars’.

			The year was 1936.

			As it was at that time, the Second World War was about to intervene and seriously interrupt the family life of so many Australians. After all, the population of Australia was only six and a half million all up, and it’s estimated that seven hundred and thirty thousand of them were to participate directly in the war effort. Marg was three years of age when her Dad enlisted in the Australian Army Corps and eight when he returned home, after five years as a Prisoner of War. She recalls remarking on the day of his return, “Mum’s walking up the road, and she has a soldier with her!”

			There is no doubt that the experiences dealt out during those formative years of a young girl’s life shaped many of the attributes Marg retains to this day - a strong sense of community, self-reliance and a belief in peoples’ capacity to manage within their own and their community’s resources. Upon her Dad’s return from war, the family moved a little further north to Sea Lake where her father found work with the Victorian Railways. Often government work was created to accommodate men returning from war service. It was here that Marg finished her schooling and began employment at the Sea Lake telephone exchange.  It was there she met Keith, “the love of her life”.

			Marg and Keith were married in 1954. Keith maintains he saved Marg from the life of a telephonist, but that’s another story which includes an appreciation of the vernacular to understand Keith’s not-so-subtle humour. Keith says he was attracted to Marg’s ‘posh’ voice – carefully cultivated for the Sea Lake telephone exchange. In 1960, Marg and Keith moved to Meringur in the far north-west of the State.  Their destination was that part of the Victorian Mallee known as the ‘Millewa’.

			We could, at this time, reflect on the life of another Mallee girl, born just some years earlier, but not so far away at Nowingi. The author, Patsy Adam-Smith was adopted by a railway fettler and his wife and nurtured to maturity by them and members of a railway construction gang. Being construction workers, the family inevitably moved on, so schooling took place at various small towns along the Mallee Track. Patsy Adam-Smith went on to recount the memorable stories of the Great War in her book The ANZACS - stories of war rarely told by returning servicemen, of whom Marg’s father was no exception.

			With the government’s pending reallocation of farm-land imminent, Keith was required to return to the family farm as its future viability was under threat. While there were five boys in the Kelly family it was Marg and Keith who decided to ‘give it a go’. As Marg put it, “If things didn’t work out after twelve months, we will try something else”. As history would have it, what transpired was the start of an adventure which “neither of us regretted”.

			In later years, the issue of re-allocation and compensation to pioneers taking in the areas of closer settlement were revealed in a paper entitled ‘Shifting Sands’. It was produced by Marg on behalf of a woman from Karawinna. The woman’s husband had died, and she was being forced to leave her farm.

			The compensation being offered when Marg and Keith returned to the family farm was a thousand pounds or seven shillings and sixpence an acre if they wished to stay with a view to increasing the original holding.
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			So, in 1960, on a dry farm-land farm between Mildura and the South Australian border, Marg and Keith were to settle in the Millewa, in company with Keith’s Mum and brother. Her 2010 book, ‘A tribute to the Millewa’, provides some background to their new way of life. “We are in the north-west of Victoria known as the Mallee, which includes one of the last frontiers to be settled in Victoria. On a very old map of the Mallee it states the land, the Millewa, as being the worst land in the Mallee and with the lowest rainfall”.

			Marg goes on to pay tribute to Australia’s dryland farming pioneers. “Men and women of all walks of life, young and enthusiastic, could not imagine the hardships ahead of them. Pioneering women played an enormous role in working tirelessly with their men. Through these times they fought horrific mouse plagues, battled low prices for grain, wool and meat, then droughts, the Great Depression, rabbit plagues, the War years, blinding dust, bush fires, poverty, inadequate water supply and isolation”.

			During the 1920’s, it is astonishing that there were thirty eight Millewa schools, roughly spaced about five miles apart. Marg writes, “Nearly all the children either walked, rode a horse, a bike or horse and cart, through all sorts of weather. Some mothers dragged rakes through rough areas to make tracks for the children or tied ribbons on trees to follow, so they didn’t get lost when they first started school. They weathered storms of rain and dust.

			The dust in those years was shocking at times with complete blackouts, where the children held on to the fences to guide themselves home. As desperate and downhearted as these people became, they knew that any improvement in lifestyle was solely up to them.
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			Eventually they managed through the most difficult times to build houses, open schools, form sporting clubs, introduce community groups and churches, hold race meetings, country shows – all to create a social life for all to belong to and enjoy”. They effectively created communities, not just communities of interest so common place nowadays, but communities born out of a need to belong, and whose beginnings still bind together what it means to be a society.

			With the 1960’s witnessing the ongoing and further retraction of services from rural Australia, Marg’s involvement in her community was shaped by her commitment to what she viewed as “Our social responsibility. We knew things were crook at times and just set about doing whatever we could to make it better. There was no great plan, just an opportunity to share and build on what we had”.

			Marg was clearly impressed with the previous contribution of English settlers who came after the First World War as part of an Australian-British settlement program and commented, “It’s important to remember those ladies who came out from Britain brought with them their beautifully embroidered linen and monogrammed silver cutlery. Some even brought their precious pianos”.

			And so it was, without a background in farming and with a simple rural education, Marg, together with her neighbours, instinctively set about creating their own University for Life - an institution of the mind realised through local action and a desire to find and present activities of interest to anyone prepared to participate. Adopting the routine of farm life, Marg and Keith set about establishing a family and two sons were born – Garry and Bernie. Following complications, it was decided that Marg could no longer carry another child so a decision to adopt was taken. With Marg being an Elder in the Meringur Anglican Church, an approach was made via the church’s administrative arm, resulting in Lindy, a daughter, being lovingly accepted into the Kelly family. 

			The kids completed their primary schooling at Meringur and Werrimull Consolidated Schools. As so often in rural families, Garry left school to train as a mechanic in Wagga Wagga before moving on to spend nine years with the Royal Australian Air Force. This took in four and half years at Laverton and two years at Edinburgh.

			In 1980 he returned to the family farm for ten years. In 2000 Garry and partner Trish planted up two acres of roses. ‘Kelly’s Roses’ is a business they operate to this day. While some years apart, Bernie and Lindy finished their secondary schooling at Mildura Senior Secondary College. Bernie commenced work with Elder Smith Goldsbrough Mort, a position he held in Mildura and various towns in South Australia. Bernie, June and family have since moved to Darwin where Bernie owns a furniture store.
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			After secondary schooling Lindy enrolled at Flinders University (Adelaide) but only spent one year in study, Lindy and Marg deciding at the time that other study options might be more productive. In 1985, Lindy moved to England where she is currently Chief Executive Officer of a Groundwork’s Trust. Groundworks is a federation of charities working nationally, and locally, to transform the lives of the UK’s most disadvantaged communities. As it happens, Prince Harry is the patron of one of the funders of Lindy’s Trust.

			The move to England also initiated what can only be imagined as one of the closest ever relationships between a mother and daughter.  Separated by distance, the pair established daily contact via the use of new and emerging communication technologies. First it was a facsimile copier. Initial contact with faxing was to be via a demonstration seen at a local business stand while visiting the Mildura Show. This was followed by various other communication devices. When skype was first introduced, the mother and daughter combination were at one stage – two of fewer than 3,000 people using the network wordwide.

			As previously mentioned in her reflections on country-life, isolation and loneliness had a major impact, especially for womenfolk in remote areas. The Millewa qualified on all counts. In searching for a solution, what could be more appropriate than to set up a School of Yoga? As Marg remarked “It just seemed like a good thing to do”.

			Marg and her friend Elaine Hards talked it over and together they establish the Marela School of Yoga, becoming full teaching members recognised under the International Yoga Teacher’s Association. In 1973, Marg and Elaine travelled to Melbourne to receive their formal accreditation.

			Yoga classes were held once a week in the Yarrara Hall, just a hall and silo in Yarrara, and a long-closed general store. Twenty to twenty-five students attended weekly. The school was operated by the two girls for twenty-five years. The Police played an important stabilising role in community-life and long stays in the job were not uncommon. One story told by Marg as a foundation member and President of the Millewa Netball Association, involved an-end-of season wind-up held in Mildura - a girls’ night out. Returning home after a night of celebrations, the leading car was pulled over by the Mildura Police road patrol.

			The young policeman naturally asked who was driving, to which he received the reply, “Mrs Beer”. That was, in fact, her real name! Hummm!!”And you, madam, in the passenger seat, what’s your name?” The reply came back quickly, I’m the policeman’s wife from Werrimull.” As Marg. relates “Our young Policeman answered - oh for goodness sake drive on and go straight home”. One of the most visible legacies to come out of Marg’s time in the Millewa was her key role in initiating the Millewa Community Pioneer Forest and Historical Society.

			It commenced in 1986 and culminated in the Millewa Pioneer Village at Meringur.

			Marg mused . . . ‘It was funny how all of that came about. Lindy was working with the National Trust in Melbourne at the time and said that some communities were planting trees to commemorate those who had fallen in War. That would be something you’d be interested in, Mum.”
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			The Millewa Pioneer Village, Meringur

			Secretary Marg now had the tiger by the tail. As an initiator of the Back to the Millewa celebrations that saw thousands of people returning to the district, closely followed by the equally successful “Back to the Millewa Schools” Reunion.

			With a like number of ex-pupils from the thirty-eight schools, came a book entitled “Millewa Schools, 1923– 1986”, a wonderful book full of stories and photographs. Marg did recall one story which came directly after the reunion when the clean-up was under way. Local School principal, Laurie Fry had backed his ute up to a pile of rubbish.

			It was as Marg remarked, “A time when the ute was the main form of transport for country folk”. Their first motor vehicle had been a 1950 FB Holden ute which Marg learnt to drive back in Sea Lake. Anyhow the rubbish was duly loaded, and the clean-up team headed for the tip.
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			You are now entering the ‘Mallee’

			Two minutes into the journey smoke appeared and conflicting orders from the cabin quickly compounded the problem... drive slower meant slightly less smoke, drive faster produced not only smoke but flames. The humble ute had become something out of ‘Mad Max’. All returned to normal when the ute stopped, and the source of the fire removed with a rake.

			It was then that a public meeting was called, “And we established a commemorative forest in memory of all the original settlers, many of whom were of English extraction and part of the “Closer Settlement Scheme” established between Briton and Australia after the First World War. The Pioneer Museum is still a work in progress and reflects the desire of many Millewa folk to record and retain local histories as pointers for the future – or as Marg’s Great Uncle and composer, Sir Edward Elgar, was to immortalise in music, “A Land of Hope and Glory”.

			While Marg’s ‘land of hope and glory’ could not have been further from that of Edward Elgar’s, she did observe that “My Dad, as an Englishman, was comfortable out here and had adapted to the ‘Australian way of life’. Marg said, “My original idea was to establish a Pioneer Forest on four blocks of abandoned land at Meringur”.

			The first trees were planted in 1986 and now there are more than 350 eucalypts bearing the names of Millewa pioneers. The site has now become a museum with several historic buildings including a pioneer cottage, railway station and an Anglican church.

			There is also a bakery with an original oven. Other buildings including a Mallee cellar have been recreated and memorabilia supported by records and photographs. Since the centre opened, Marg said, “I have been contacted by people from all over the world, in particular England, seeking information about families and the land they selected.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Sir Edward Elgar, circa 1900

			‘Visitors’ often plant a tree and sometimes request a photo, sometimes a couple of years later. 

			Their reflections are sometimes quite emotional”. An interesting article written for ‘Historic Victoria’ by Mary Ryllis Clark titled ‘Bowler Hats to Blowflies’ follows the transition from English society to outback Australian life in the 1920s and quotes Marg Kelly, author of ‘Discover Victoria’s Mallee’ as saying, “The three months training given to English migrants at the Elcho Training Farm at Lara near Geelong, did little to teach them how to tame the outback”.

			Because of the size of some of the buildings which were relocated to the museum, much of the moving had to be done very early in the morning. 

			As Keith noted, “Out of peak hour traffic!” When asked what aspects of living in the Millewa she enjoyed most, Marg replied, “I suppose the bush - I love the bush. I hadn’t seen any of this sort of thing and the more I saw, the more I wanted to see!” As a writer and researcher, Marg has now produced nine books, including – ‘An Introduction to the Wild-flowers of the Millewa’ and ‘Discover Victoria’s Mallee’. These days she is more often in demand as a go-to-person for newspapers on a range of topics - Women in Agriculture, Land Care and Environmental Tourism.

			‘Wildflowers of the Millewa’ is a well-researched journal that covers many common, unusual and rarely seen herbs, shrubs and trees. Designed by Marg as a reference book for lovers of the bush, the text includes two hundred and sixty species of flora, including a sample of small shrubs and herbs for good measure. A colour plate is provided for every species described.
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			Again, when asked “What is so good about the bush?”, Marg replies, “The enjoyment of seeking and studying wildflowers is a marvellous and relaxing pastime.

			No equipment is required, except for my reference book, a hat, and a good pair of legs!” Many would relate to this type of self-directed learning, and its potential to bypass those who regulate, while intrinsically adding to a learning culture that is local and unique.

			On completing the project, Marg has noted, “While I acknowledge the tremendous support provided by the Educational Institutions, and other experts in the field over the four years of research, I am a little disappointed that someone found deficiencies with the publications content, post production. I had always decided to call the book ‘An Introduction to the Wildflowers of the Millewa’ as not all local plants are included. It seems that one of our South Australian Professors of the environment decided it was time to change the names of some of our flora – just after I published the wild-flower books”.

			The book was published by Margaret Kelly in 1989, having been wholly set up and printed in Australia by T & V James Offset Printing, Mildura, Australia. By the mid-nineties, Marg had anticipated the emerging demand for environmental tourism and produced a pictorial touring companion for the Victorian Mallee, including maps. The publication is called ‘Discover Victoria’s Mallee - Experience the Heritage and Explore its National Parks’. Working with the Mildura Regional Office of the Dept of Conservation, the guide took in the towns from as far south as Wycheproof to Mildura in the north, with small towns in-between.

			It is ironic that her second hometown of Sea Lake is rapidly becoming the ‘go to’ place for Chinese Tourists with its spectacular salt-lake views and photo opportunities. Marg’s confidence in the Victorian Mallee as a tourist destination was well-founded and supports the visionary approach that has been integral to her community leadership from the beginning.That leadership did not stop with Australia but even included negotiating the installation of a water pump to assist with water supply for a small African village.

			Marg’s story is, of course, ongoing. The continuum of a life that has influenced so many in the past, present, and no doubt, into the future. Marg spoke of making our farm ‘open house’ to friends and relations to stay for holidays and other times. The stay nearly always took in the full gamut of farm-life from a swim in the dam to collecting the eggs, growing vegetables, milking the cow and separating the cream. This was always an educative process but not one without its challenges.

			One such activity involved ‘the killer’ which was of course the sheep chosen from the mob for our own on-farm meat supply. When introduced to the concept, many visitors initially imagined that it was some sort of monster. “Most endured the butchering experience, but one couple did become vegetarians!” “One experience remembered by all was to fill the tin baths with buckets of water from the outside tap, blended with extra water from the wood-fired copper”.

			Those of us who have experienced the pleasures of lowering oneself into a tin bath of warm water, hopefully before the other kids had, had a go, savour the memory. Sleeping quarters would be in the closed-in verandas. They were beautiful days, still are!”

			The sheer weight of Marg’s achievements led to her being the 1994 regional winner of the ABC’s Rural Woman of the Year, the Centenary Medal in 2003 and the title of Freeman of the Rural City of Mildura in 2005. This does not include the numerous slotted in between. What an enormous privilege and a pleasure it has been to join with Marg and Keith and share just a small part of what is a fabulous journey. Her resume of activities, which is attached, is truly amazing. As Marg is prone to say, “The Millewa and its people is such a wonderful place to be, and I love it. “It certainly is her ‘Land of Hope and Glory’”.
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			(Margaret Kelly’s contribution to community life in the Millewa has been acknowledged, celebrated and well documented over many years, and a list of activities/achievements is included as an addendum to her story).

			List of achievements to 2005

			Foundation & Inaugural member of:

			The Millewa Community Pioneer Forest & Historical Group

			The Millewa Netball league

			The Millewa Arts & Crafts Group

			The Millewa Garden Foundation member and Life

			Member of Millewa-Carwarp Landcare Group, which lead to a nomination to a National Landcare Australia award.

			Social Midweek Tennis group at Meringur

			Member of the local Drama group and Concert party

			Member of the local Red Cross branch

			Honorary member of Keep Australia Beautiful

			Active member of CWA Victoria for nearly forty years, until the dwindling local community forced the closure of the Meringur-Karween group

			Coordinator – Trees on Farms

			Member of Women in Agriculture when, following an International conference being declared a winner of The ABC Award where I was able to negotiate with other women’s groups to have a water pump connected to a small African village.

			Nominated for a ‘Banksia Environmental Award’ for community service relating to a direct enhancement and protection of the Mallee environment.

			Organised many Mallee Wildflower tours and field trips.

			Community “Service Award from the Shire of Mildura”.

			Many lectures on Mallee Flora in Victoria and interstate at many Australian Flora conferences.

			Assisted Mallee Tourism while being involved with Bush Week in Bourke Street (Melbourne) program.

			Author and publisher of a book on Mallee Wildflowers, which lead to a Develop Victoria

			Award for outstanding service to the Community, and nomination for the Banksia Award.

			An initiator of the Back to the Millewa celebrations which included thousands of people returning to the area, followed up with the Back to the Millewa Schools’ Reunion as Secretary, which saw thousands of ex-pupils of the once 38 schools returning, then compiling a book Millewa District Schools, 1923-1986 on that history in stories and photographs, followed by a public meeting to establish a commemorative forest in memory of all the original settlers. 

			This ongoing project – now commonly known as The Millewa Pioneer Village at Meringur as

			Secretary or President for the last twenty years.

			Author of a comprehensive Tourist Guide publication of Discover Vicoria’s Mallee and compiled the

			Millewa section of Victorlia’s Jigsaw Tourist Guide.

			Paper on the Story of Reallocation & Compensation to pioneers of the area’s Closer Settlement Scheme “Shifting Sands”

			Organised a Heritage Workshop at Mildura Arts Centre for the National Trust on historical structures in the Mallee-Sunset Country.

			Part of a travelling exhibition at the Arts Centre for our National Museum of a local component of people and landscapes of the Murray-Darling Basin, entitled Changing People – Changing Land.

			Many Mallee Wildflower displays at Ringwood, Mildura, Renmark, Ballarat and Warracknabeal-Loxton.

			Lectures on Women’s Studies for Monash University on Women Changing – Changing Women – Widening Horizons.

			Negotiations with Telecom to replant thousands of trees along the Sturt Highway that had been removed for the installation of the Optic Fibre cable.

			An exhibit of early Australian history at the International Balloon Festival in Mildura.

			Papers and input into the Land Management & Catchment legislation, also for Murray-Sunset National Park, the Wilderness Areas reviews, plus Mallee Tourism studies.

			Recipient of the Commonwealth Centenary Medal.

			Recipient of Freeman of the Mildura Rural City Council.
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