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			Michael McHugH

			in conversation with Mike Oates

			One always left McHugh’s feeling better … with or without the medicine!

			From 1963 until his retirement in 2006, Michael McHugh maintained a significant and valued position in Mildura, especially in relation to the health of our community. To those who had dealings with him, he has been widely known as a respected, knowledgeable, and personable gentleman both socially and in business. He was liked and appreciated by his customers for his professional comprehension and interpersonal skills, and by his staff, who regarded him as a bonzer boss. The evidence for this has been reflected through the success of the McHugh’s Pharmacy which Michael owned, operated, and managed for more than forty years.

			Michael’s parents, James McHugh and Mary Loudoun were both born in the late Victorian heydays of Broken Hill. Despite having lived near each other, they did not get to know one another until they met at a teachers’ college some years later. Jim’s ancestry was Irish, while Mary’s was Scottish; What could possibly go wrong?

			After a period of courtship, they were wed, and on October 18, 1941, a bouncing baby boy was born. They named him Michael James. At this time, the fledgling family lived next door to Jim’s parents in Newton Lane, and it was there that young Michael took his first steps into a world of war and challenge.

			Among his earliest memories is one at the age of three when his father was constructing an air-raid shelter in the backyard of their home. It was 1944 or 1945 when Jim was a warden for the town and the threat of invasion seemed real. Later Michael would play in the shelter with his toys and enjoy picnics there. “It was a cosy place”.

			Early recollections also include those of favourite story books and being taught to read and write under the supervision of his teacher mum, Mary. By the time he attended kindergarten, Michael was well ahead of the class in literacy and numeracy. This trend continued as he progressed through his education.

			Being studious and an only child, Michael was a loner and had no close friends that he can recall at this early stage. His parents would often buy him books and Matchbox cars to play with. His delight was to run alone around the neighbourhood. It was an activity that would serve him well in years to come.

			Another early memory was noticing strange men in uniforms holding guns on the wall of the local jail while driving past with his dad. There was much local speculation that Japanese prisoners were being held there. It captured young Michael’s curiosity, and on asking his dad why the men had guns, he was told that due to the war, all Australia’s gold stocks were being held inside the jail in Broken Hill. Michael discovered later that what his father told him was true. Had Japan invaded, the gold would have been transferred and concealed in a nearby mine. 

			Although his dad was the vice-principal at his school, Michael never dobbed on the boys that regularly bullied him there; nor did Jim intervene, allowing his son to fight his own battles, much appreciated in later life. Being a young strategist, Michael approached a local man with a reputation for training boxers and asked him to teach him to fight. He received some handy defensive and offensive tactics which he put into practice in due course. The bullying stopped.

			Broken Hill was a challenging district for bicycle riders, particularly for those on bikes without gears, due to the many hills. Michael made a close friend in Jim Andrews (who later became the NSW Chief Civic Engineer), and together they would ride all over, discovering places and things of interest. Firstly, they got very fit, and secondly, they got to know their territory well. One of their favourite places was the town tip, as there was always treasure discarded there for youngsters to pick over.

			Although he came from a sporting background on both sides of his family, Michael remained uninterested in sports until he attended high school. Everything changed when he was encouraged to run in the 440-yard race, which he won easily. Enjoying the recognition and respect he received from his father for the first time, and the prestige bestowed by peers, he now became heavily involved in sports.

			Michael grew rapidly to within a whisker of six feet and was steadily becoming more self-confident. On the advice of the sports coach, he concentrated on sprinting. In a competition race he clocked 10.7 seconds for the one hundred yards sprint. He won the Broken Hill Amateur Gift footrace of 100 yards at the age of seventeen but did not receive the monetary prize as he was officially underage.

			He went on to represent his school in cricket, specialising in medium-paced bowling, as well as football, basketball, athletics, and shot-put. He was once measured and credited for having triplejumped 42 feet, breaking the old school record that had stood from 1926. Michael remembered it being an incredible jump on the day, but later wondered whether the judges may have had a liquid lunch prior to the event.

			Sporting trips took Michael and his sporting peers to Bathurst, Newtown, Sydney, Melbourne and even to Launceston in Tasmania, all with varying success. He was selected in the NSW under 16s in the School Boys Football Carnival. Michael recalls that it was cold down there in Tasmania and the opposition was formidable but believes this experience, along with all the others, was very beneficial. As a youth, he witnessed how other places and people functioned and generally coped with life. Going on many distant school trips, he found himself billeted out to different families, and he learned to adjust to each new experience as he found it, with happy memories of most.

			Michael was appointed a trusted prefect and was High School Vice-Captain in 1958. Despite his timeconsuming involvement with sporting commitments, with his mother’s invaluable assistance he excelled in his preferred subjects of history, geography, and English for his Leaving Certificate, passing with flying colours. Michael still has a great liking for literature, particularly the classics. He also enjoys poetry and can still quote many classic lines from the works of Shakespeare and Tennyson, and others. His chosen subjects were not necessarily the most appropriate for his eventual profession, however, Michael did not choose his profession. His father Jim did, on the basis that it would be a well-paid enterprise in the long run. In addition, Jim had good contacts in the pharmaceutical industry in Adelaide in the form of Harold Martin. Harold owned three pharmacies in South Australia.
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			Michael and his father, Jim McHugh.

			Despite his successes in his various sporting pursuits in Broken Hill, Michael was rather ambivalent about moving to Adelaide. Being a “hotblooded, good looking young man”, he was popular among the young ladies of his hometown, and still had a few male friends there. He eventually viewed the move as both a challenge and an adventure. On arrival, everything was new to him including living as a boarder in a cabin provided by a Mrs Ivett, who offered accommodation for students.

			Working for Harold Martin taught Michael a lot. He much admired the man and described him as being a highly knowledgeable gentleman who was personable, and supportive to both him and his young peers. He also described his time there in Rosewater as enjoyable, working three days per week in the pharmacy and attending university on the other two. He viewed most of the members of the pharmacy board, along with many of his city academic peers as “stuck-up snobs” who did not respect or appreciate country students, including himself. He felt he learned much more on the shop floor with Harold Martin and other senior staff about being a pharmacist, especially in relation to customer relations, diagnostic knowledge, and practice.

			During this time, Michael met Anne to whom, in due course, he became quite close. She was his steady girlfriend for a time. He took her to meet his family, but as she was from a Catholic background, and they were staunch Protestants, it was made clear they did not approve. Although their relationship continued for a while longer, Michael’s commitment to studies got in the way, and regrettably they parted.

			He recalls making a good friend in co-worker and fellow student Jim McGuiness, and they got up to a little mischief from time to time. One of these incidents was an experiment with ether and dry ice at the pharmacy laboratory which led to much smoke and a small explosion, creating a minor disruption. Later, Michael was transferred to another pharmaceutical outlet in the city, under the supervision of Peter Tonkin, who he also respected. He notes, however, “there was less fun there, but it was a good place to work”.

			As always, Michael knuckled down and studied hard for the remainder of his training, while still managing to maintain an active social life. On completion of both training and formal studies he qualified without difficulty, demonstrating that country boys could achieve anything the sophisticated city boys could.

			While in Rosewater he played football for Port Adelaide in the South Australian Football League in the lower division, a time when the senior team was at its peak. He enjoyed rubbing shoulders with wellknown players of the day. Very much to his regret, Michael did not get the opportunity to play in the South Australian League for the Port seniors as, at the time, competition for a place in the team was fierce.
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			Taken by Michael from the team photo of the Port Adelaide Colts

			Now fully qualified with an Adelaide University Diploma in Pharmacy, he bought a Volkswagen car and returned home to Broken Hill. Being away in a city changed him and he acknowledged this, but he found that Broken Hill had also changed, and he found it harder to fit in and pick up where he left off.

			He found his father’s disapproval of his social life too restraining, and they were inclined to clash from time to time. Michael asserted himself and informed Jim that he was going to make his own decisions. By this time, he had a taste of life on his own, no longer under his parent’s shadow in the isolated Broken Hill and decided to press on with his own independence. Despite his father’s displeasure and his mother’s disappointment, he spread his wings and returned to the city.

			In the early 60’s, each pharmacy was assigned to a specific pharmaceutical warehouse distributer of which there were three … Faulding, DHA and Sigma. Michael initially contacted DHA and was recommended for a vacancy as a relieving pharmacist in Stratton’s Pharmacy in Glenelg. He described it as a classy premises and wore a suit to put on a “smart appearance”.

			The regular staff were well organised, and he did not find himself too pressured. Next came a stint at a pharmaceutical depot in Penola. The work was very easy there as it mainly entailed checking and supervision only. Michael stated he learned much there about country pharmacies, and what was generally expected of the staff in such outlets.

			This was followed by a period in Mount Gambier in a small pharmacy whose aging pharmacist kept an exceptionally neatly written prescription book. Michael recalls how he took fastidious care in copying out each prescription, to comply with the pedantic practice of the owner. The pharmacy was situated close to the local hospital’s nurses’ home, presenting Michael with the opportunity of meeting some of the residents. While relieving in this attractive location, his travel and board was remunerated, and he found the position financially rewarding.

			In due course, Michael switched associations from DHA to Sigma, which had more connections with Victorian pharmacies. His first assignment for them was to relieve in a pharmacy in Windy Hill, Essendon. He enjoyed his term there, but on one unfortunate occasion, while driving with his then girlfriend, they were t-boned by another vehicle. Luckily, they only sustained comparatively moderate injuries. He was flown home to his relieved parents to convalesce.

			His next relieving post was at Geoff White’s pharmacy in Swan Hill where he enjoyed a vibrant social nightlife. He became a regular visitor at a local bar. On one of those visits, he was invited to a party by a local radio announcer, who assured him there would be lots to drink and lots of young ladies present. On arrival he found that there was neither, and shortly after, he was propositioned by the host. Michael was not impressed and demonstrated his displeasure to the same gentleman, resulting in a swift and decisive altercation. The incident gave his peers at the pharmacy a good laugh when he told them, as unlike Michael, they were aware of the announcer’s inclinations.

			It came to Michael’s attention that there was a pharmacy in Mildura coming up for sale, and he saw a promising business opportunity in the making. He approached the Sigma management and offered his services on a contract basis; if they financed the mortgage, he would manage the business and pay it off in due course. He also had the blessing and backing of his parents who would move down to Mildura to help run the shop. His father Jim was keen to get out of teaching and it seemed like a win for all concerned.

			The premises had a significant history. It was initially constructed for pharmaceutical purposes for the legendary Dr Abramowski, who was, from Mildura’s pioneering days, the hospital’s medical director and surgeon. Dr Abramowski formed an association with George Sobee, the initial local pharmacist, to launch the Phoenix Pharmacy in 1901 at 52 Deakin Avenue.

			Both men of vision served on the Mildura Council and played a significant part in the development of the city. Mr. Sobee managed and operated the Phoenix until 1921. Alec Jenkins, who was also a mayor of Mildura for a term, owned and managed the pharmacy from 1921 to 1956, and Trevor Chambers did likewise from 1956 until the end of ‘63.

			It was in that same year that a youthful, yet optimistic Michael McHugh took on the responsibility of the management, dispensation and sale of pharmaceutical products and related goods in McHugh’s Chemist at 52 Deakin Avenue, Mildura. He was ably assisted by Jim, who helped with the accountancy, and who organised a bank loan with a better repayment agreement, in order to pay out the Sigma loan.

			Michael remembers Mr. Chambers staying on for an additional spell, to support and advise him on matters that were most helpful in making it a successful enterprise. Mr. Chambers offered good strategic tips in how to maintain the established clientele, and how to recruit new customers. One of the tips included joining local clubs to meet a wide range of folk on a social level. It proved to be good advice. It did not take long before Michael was identified as a fresh young eligible bachelor in town. A socialite, Mrs. Anderson, organised a ‘party’ for him to meet new people.
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			When he arrived at the venue, he found there were only two young ladies and another young bachelor present. They were earmarked to pair off as suggested, but Michael preferred Sue to the intended partner, and vice versa. All worked out well for everyone. For Michael and Sue, it was to be a lifetime of love and shared commitment together. 

			They started off with a date at the Ozone cinema in Red Cliffs, and within a few months, on July 17, 1965, they were married at St Mark’s Church. The eligible bachelor was haltered.
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			Michael and his new bride were living in a flat in Burrows Street when their first child Jacqui arrived. They instantly discovered what married life and its responsibilities were all about. Their tiny little arrival had persistent colic and a distracted Sue would hand her noisy parcel over to Michael when he returned from work in the evening. He would put their new arrival over his shoulder and walk round and round the garden until she settled, hoping by then that Sue would have a good supper prepared. In time, the dreaded colic dissipated, and Jacqui grew into a beautiful, bright young lady. She, along with her then husband Ian, produced two beautiful, bright young ladies of their own in Addison and Payton.

			Next to arrive and share the McHugh stage was James. A complete contrast to his sister as far as acoustics were concerned. He was quiet, easily pacified, and presented few challenges for his parents. He would remain silent for hours, and often Michael or Sue would check on him to make sure that he was alright. According to Michael, Jacqui played with him as though he was her doll, and he did not seem to mind being dragged about. James also has matured into an admirably efficient and creative individual who, along with his wife Jenni, produced two highly talented and beautiful daughters in Teyha and Kianne.
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			Michael and Sue and Michael’s mother Mary at the wedding of daughter Jacqui

			The family was now living on the corner of Etiwanda Avenue and Fifteenth Street, when baby Lachie arrived. He contrasted with his older siblings again, being robust and active from the start. Michael described him as their “adventurous child” who was into everything, keeping the parents on their toes. After Lachie, Sue decided enough was enough, and with Michael’s blessing, took appropriate measures to avoid another arrival. Lachie continued to put his parents through their paces, displaying ingenuity in getting up to harmless, but occasionally risky, mischief. As with his older brother and sister, Lachie also grew into an upright, responsible, and handsome young fellow, and together with his wife Lindy, produced four vibrant and clever young children in Lane, Lara, and twins, Lily, and Lacey. Names beginning with an ‘L’ were obviously favoured.

			While his own children were small, Michael composed stories which he read to them. Their favourite was one about ‘Jumbo’ the elephant which he would read and role-play for them regularly. Consequently, he wound up being called ‘Jumbo’ at home, an affectionate name that he still wears today from his family’s successive generations. He is very proud of his children, their partners, and his grandchildren. He is also honoured by their respective successes in their education, their various accomplishments, and the respect they have gained and maintained amongst their peers and the community in general. Most of all, he loves and appreciates the individuals they have grown into as adults.
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			Lachie, Jaqui and James McHugh

			He notes that all his children and many of his grandchildren are talented musically but concedes that their gift most likely comes from Sue who excelled on piano, as he neither sings nor plays, despite his fondness for music.

			Michael described their home in Etiwanda Avenue as a happy one, spending some of his best years there. As their children grew and began to spread their wings, Michael recalled that the McHugh house was an energetic and welcoming place in which their friends could congregate and socialise.

			Both he and Sue shared the philosophy that it was easier to supervise them under their roof, than worry about what they got up to elsewhere after dark, “at least until they were old enough to have better judgment”. It evidently paid off.

			On a particular occasion when they were older, Michael did his usual check to make sure all the kids were well. After a social get-together, he found there were fourteen youngsters (teenagers) all sleeping there on mattresses and settees, but none of them were McHughs. Sue was bemused when he told her, for theirs would no doubt have been sleeping at other parents’ houses instead. They were confident that all would be well as their friends were of good value, but “perhaps at times, a little mischievous also”.

			A few of the harmless pranks they engaged in did have some risks, such as jumping off the bridge into the Murray and mooning a restaurant full of patrons or passing cars. On one occasion, the first car they mooned was a police car, which earned them followup consequences. Neither Michael nor Sue was inclined to over-react as other parents might at such things, so long as they were safe, and their behaviour was not destructive or illegal.

			It seems that the pranks were a regular practice among many local youngsters of the day.
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			James, Sue and Lachie McHugh

			For Michael, the loss of his father Jim, following a stroke, was one of the first of life’s hammer-blows he encountered. This occurred in 1976, and despite their occasional disagreements, he acknowledges that he was positively influenced by the “old man” in many beneficial ways, and feels he owes him much for his wisdom.

			As their business thrived and their children became fully fledged, the family moved out of town to a pleasant location past Sunnycliffs, in Moonah Court. Mary, Michael’s mother, came also to reside with them in her own granny flat. The house was large, and so too, was the garden. Later, Sue’s mother would also join the extended family.

			As was the way of the world, one by one the now adult (youngsters) flew the coop. It generally became a quieter house, but the children, and their friends, frequently returned for visits and all were openly welcomed, as if nothing had changed.

			Michael was joined by his uncle Don, his father’s younger brother, in the pharmacy. His assistance, friendship and reliability were appreciated over several years until Don’s retirement and eventual death in 1993. Michael engaged several efficient young female assistants over the years including Sharon, Merrin, Megan, Cara and Larisa all of whom he found reliable with excellent customer skills.

			Meanwhile, Sue’s position as a pre-school teacher of young indigenous children at Coomealla Aboriginal Centre became redundant, and she too joined Michael and staff in the shop adding to its unique and friendly atmosphere. Regular patrons will recall the humorous sign by the counter that stated, “Would you like to speak to the boss, or to the woman who knows what’s going on?”

			One always left McHugh’s feeling better, with or without the medicine.

			August 3, 1996, turned out to be a nightmare day for the McHugh’s. Michael got a 6am phone call stating, “You’d better come down to your shop. There’s a bit of a fire”. The call was from a security firm employee. The family home was about fifteen kilometres away from the business. 

			To quote Michael’s detailed written account, “all seemed normal until I topped a rise, and it was then that I could see a huge red glow in the sky. Sue’s sedate Magna was soon going at such a speed that if I had been pinged by a radar gun, I would have been riding a push bike for some time, and the State’s coffers would have had a substantial rise in income! There were fire trucks everywhere with various emergency personnel running around … I suppose it might have looked like the London Blitz… fire, water, falling bricks, crashing glass, smoke, yelled orders, and so on.”

			The blaze completely gutted the strip of shops which housed the Mildura Post Boxes, the ‘Lunch Box’ café and the ‘Movie Busters’ video store. While the fire was contained before it could destroy the pharmacy, Michael’s premises was deemed unsafe. Thankfully he was permitted entry and Michael was able to  retrieve the prescription records of his regular customers. As a result, he was able to arrange transfer of the records to Ian Ramsay’s Pharmacy and McHugh’s customers were not inconvenienced for long.

			It is difficult to comprehend some of the other challenges which awaited. The first of these was the security of the drugs instore and Michael had to immediately engage 24 hour security staff to guard the premises.
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			After much posturing and disruption from authorities and insurance companies, the shop had to be demolished. Needless to say, Michael was greatly distressed. His enterprise, his “pride and joy” was destroyed, but he was heartened and inspired by Sue, who was a stalwart in the crisis.

			As would be the case with all decisive and dynamic folk, Michael managed to relocate and continue attending to the needs of the community. After an ‘all-hands-on-deck, mammoth effort’ to help move everything, he was back in business at the end of the year at No. 42, Deakin Avenue. It was just 80 metres away from No. 52, and he was able to retain most of his regular customers to boot. From time to time, Michael would wander back to No. 52 to potter, reminisce, and keep company with its ghosts of yesteryear. It was finally demolished in late 1997.

			Normality continued unabated for a time for Michael and Sue, and as well as working together, they maintained order in their garden together. The grandchildren began arriving to expand the dynasty, and all appeared well for a happy retirement ahead together. Sadly, this was not to be. The next blow for Michael, was the passing of Mary, his mother. She’d always had a close bond with him, and he appreciated the sterling foundation that she helped to establish through his education and beyond. He regarded her as the quiet achiever, and he missed her greatly. Unfortunately, there was further grief to come.

			Sue had been feeling unwell for a while but dismissed her discomfort as just having “aches and pains.” This condition persisted, and by the time she had the problem investigated medically, she was diagnosed with advanced pancreatic cancer. After months of failing health, she lost the battle, and eventually died on the morning of January 26, 2006, as the sun was about to rise. Michael lost his best friend and the love of his life on that day and felt devastated for some time. His feelings have deeply mellowed but he still misses her deeply.

			A very moving memorial gathering for Sue was held in the McHugh’s garden, a place that was dearly loved by Sue. The memorial was attended by many family members, friends and well-wishers who held her and the family in high regard. Despite all the support and encouragement Michael received from so many of  his family and his friends, he struggled with his grief. 

			Sometime later, as Michael drove to the Sunnycliffs shop for milk, he was lost in thought. On nearing the railway crossing he did not notice the approaching train and drove onto the very edge of the rails before the train alarm sounded, bringing him back to his senses just in time. It struck the front casing of the motor, terrifying its driver. Being very lucky was a gross understatement. The incident was a catalyst for creating changes to traffic regulations at the Sunnycliffs crossing.
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			Living on his own offered Michael little joy but he kept himself busy, working in his pharmacy and in the garden. He designed an area there as a dedication to Sue, filling it with the flowers and plants that she liked, as well as ornaments and objects that she valued. His family maintained their support as best they could. Both Jacqui’s and James’ family live away from Mildura, limiting their ability to be there, but they did their best to support him. Lachie and his family live close by and are in a better position, able to see him more often.

			Eventually, after fifty years as a pharmacist in the district, Michael sold his business to Flanagan & Poole and retired. He worked briefly as a relieving pharmacist locally for the purchasers of his business but soon felt he’d had enough. Predictably he felt more isolated than ever at that time. He contacted  and reignited interaction with old friends, one of whom he travelled with on the Ghan to Darwin, and on the Indian-Pacific to Perth.

			After discussions with family, he sold the property in Moonah Court, Red Cliffs, and moved back into Mildura city again. The house and garden were beginning to get too much for him to manage. While his current house offered a good alternative, he was sad leaving the home and especially the garden that he tended and loved with, and for, Sue.

			The move gave him the opportunity to join the Bowls Club once more, and shortly after he became Match Director, a position he held for nearly ten years. He reconnected with some old mates and became a regular player again, an activity he enjoyed. He had been a pretty good bowler in his earlier days, according to reliable sources. One of these, (a certain Vernon Knight) played with him in a championship match against opposition they had taunted in a newspaper article prior to the event. However, on the day they were soundly thrashed … we shall say no more.

			As we climb the pole of longevity, we notice towards the top that the challenges become more acute, and Michael finds no exception with this dubious discovery. Regrettably, he can no longer bowl due to back and mobility difficulties. However, he can get by with a little help with home and garden maintenance, plus the occasional small jobs where family or friends are able to assist.

			Michael enjoys reading and watching the history and the science channels on TV. He has regular phone chats with younger family members and loves seeing them when they visit. As he looks back on his near eighty-two years, he feels he has had a fortunate life to date, considering all the swings and roundabouts. He has the consolation of the contribution he has made to his community and knowing that many are indebted to his care and proficiency. He has spent many hours tracing his family roots back several generations as early settlers in Australia and has discovered that the McHughs are related to the Quinn dynasty, who are the maternal ancestors of the notorious Ned Kelly. Michael is extremely proud of his family and of their endeavours and success, as are his own successors proud of his.

			With an acute sense of humour and a razor-sharp wit, there is little doubt that he will fulfil further ambitions as he continues his journey, and we all wish him the very best of good fortune as he goes. “Good on ya Jumbo”.
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			Michael, Sue and that moustache!
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