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			ALICE ‘JEAN’ TOEPFER 

			in conversation with Peter Rhodes 

			I would buy a piece of German sausage, or more wickedly, a meat pie!

			When you meet Jean Toepfer, you quickly sense that she is a positive, determined person with a keen sense of humour. She is a person who enjoys a bit of banter and a laugh. She is a spirited, independent-minded person, still prepared to have a go. 

			These personality traits or arguably qualities are despite some family hardships and personal losses. Some of these hardships include Jean’s father, Bill, dying when she was six years old, forcing her mother to become the sole bread winner and to raise eight children, (one daughter, Grace, died at 13 months). 

			Bill died in 1934 during the height of the Depression years, a time that was a struggle for many people. Jean has also had her own personal losses with a house fire and a marriage break-down. She also recently lost a beloved grandson in tragic circumstances where her grandson died a hero, giving his life to save another. 

			Jean is a ‘people person’, someone you warm to because you sense she enjoys life and every new day for her offers the opportunity to start, continue or complete a task or project. She is comfortable with people and happy to introduce herself or initiate a conversation. You also sense Jean is a capable and resilient person and that she has had these personal attributes all her life. Or perhaps her life experiences have fostered these attributes. 

			Jean is now 94, still in good health despite some surgeries for various complaints and other issues that come with ageing. It could well be that her personal attributes are the secret to her longevity. In fact, I think her life story bears this out. Jean, (christened Alice Jean), was born in Box Hill, Victoria in the family home on June 26, 1928, to William (Bill) Taylor and Maria Louisa Taylor. Her mother preferred to be called Louisa or Lou. Bill married Louisa in 1911 and they settled in Costerfield, a small rural mining town of about 200 people about 10 kilometres northeast of Heathcote and 56 kilometres from Bendigo. 

			She was christened Alice Jean but like her mum, she much prefers to be called by her second name. Jean had seven siblings and she was the youngest of the eight children. 

			Her brothers, Henry (1913-1973), William (1914-1988), George (1916- 2000), and Walter (1917-2019) came first, followed by Marion (1919-1995), May (1921-1992) and Grace (1923-1924). 

			All her siblings were born in Costerfield. It was Grace who died at 13 months. It is interesting that Bill and Louisa had four boys followed by four girls. What gender would child number nine have been? Jean now is the last surviving member of this close-knit family. 

			Bill Taylor was an engineer and boiler attendant in the Costerfield underground mine that produced gold and especially antimony ore, a product used since ancient times in the manufacture of medicines and cosmetics. Its main use today is to increase the hardness of alloys, for example, lead alloys in batteries and lead, copper, and tin alloys in machine parts. Antimony is a brittle solid but as a powder it can be harmful to the eyes and skin and can also cause problems with the lungs, heart, and stomach. The mine closed in 1928, the year Jean was born so Bill had to leave the mine and Costerfield and search for a job. The family first moved to rented accommodation in Croydon, and later to Box Hill. 

			The Costerfield Mine now has a new life as an open cut mine. The mine was purchased by Mandalay Resources in 2009. The mine still produces gold and antimony. 

			In time, Bill managed to secure a job with the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works. Interestingly, the job offer was made on the condition that Bill could assemble a huge steam driven digger from a set of blueprints. Bill completed this task, and the steam shovel was used to dig a channel to move water from Healesville to Mitcham, a distance of about 50 kilometres. This project was part of the water supply network for Melbourne. Bill also sold Rawleigh products during this time to help support his family. He was also clever with his hands, and he made the boots and shoes for the whole family. 

			The boys also helped the family at this time. One story told to Jean involved the boys cycling up to Croydon Railway Station and when the trains pulled in, they would call out “Papers, papers!” and some generous train passengers would throw their used newspapers out to the boys who would then collect them. They would then cycle to the Board of Works camp site and sell the papers to the workers. On one of those days the lead story was “Phar Lap Wins the Melbourne Cup”. This was welcome news for the workmen as there was no radio available to them. 

			Rawleigh Products arrived in Australia in 1928 and by 1931, the ‘Rawleigh’s Man’ was operating on the mid-coast of NSW. He would carry a leather suitcase that would open like a book to display all the Rawleigh Products such as Medicated ointments, usually in tins. He would go from door to door selling cures for ailments from headaches to head lice. 

			This event must have been in 1930, the year Phar Lap won the Cup. Among other jobs, the boys also worked as caddies for a group of doctors. 

			Sadly, in 1934, Jean’s father died aged 49 and the family’s financial struggles really began. Bill’s cause of death is unknown, but it was possibly due to complications with pneumonia linked to his work with the MMBW. The question has also been asked, but not answered, as to whether his exposure to antimony during his time in the Costerfield underground mine may have been a contributing factor. One of Jean’s earliest memories is watching her father’s funeral in their Box Hill house and being lifted by her brother Henry so that she could see her father’s body in his coffin. 

			Now Louisa was a widow and she had to support her family on her own. Louisa proved to be a resourceful provider and a good cook. Fortunately, her personal qualities and faith helped greatly in this struggle. 

			These were the depression years with its haunting companions, unemployment and hunger. The depression had begun with the stock market crash on Wall Street in 1929 and lasted for a decade. Secure, stable employment was treasured. Unemployment reached 30% in 1932 and incomes plunged, sometimes causing civil unrest. It was during this period that the rabbit industry in Mildura peaked as unemployed men, sometimes with their families, travelled to the outback to trap rabbits for their meat and skins. At one stage Mildura was supplying over 10,000 pairs of rabbits a week for the meat and fur trade. 
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			The marriage of William Taylor and Maria Louisa Parker in November, 1911 

			Louisa and Bill and Louisa’s parents were originally strict Methodists but sometime before, or in the early 1920’s, Louisa was encouraged by her parents and sisters to change faiths and she became an equally staunch Seventh Day Adventist. Bill didn’t convert at this stage but didn’t resist Louisa’s decision. 

			This was an era when most men worked six days a week and full employment was scarce. However, being a Rechabite would have helped Bill to accept Louisa’s decision. Many years later he did identify himself with Louisa’s faith. Louisa and the children remained Seventh Day Adventists all their lives with Walter eventually becoming a minister of the church. Marion pioneered the Children’s Ministry work in the South Pacific Division. The Seventh Day Adventist teachings and disciplines must have appealed to Louisa and accorded with her personal approach to living a good life. 

			Louisa followed her faith to the letter and expected her children to follow suit. Jean was schooled by the Adventists and worshipped with her mother and family, but she would eat a meat pie or a piece of German sausage if the opportunity arose. This was perhaps an early indication that Jean was willing to be her own person. From Bill’s death in 1934 to 1940, Louisa worked very hard to provide for her family. She took on housekeeping, washing, and cleaning jobs. Keep in mind this was when wash troughs and coppers were used in outdoor laundries. Louisa did not have a washing machine or a clothes dryer. Jean cannot ever remember being hungry, but she can recall bread and milk for tea. Sometimes with a sprinkle of sugar. 

			The hills hoist was not invented until 1945. It was invented by an Australian, Lance Hill. 
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			Jean and her dad, Bill Taylor 

			The Independent Order of Rechabites is a fraternal organisation and Friendly Society founded in England in 1835 as part of the wider temperance movement to promote total abstinence from alcoholic beverages. Always well connected in upper society and involved in financial matters, it gradually transformed into a financial institution which still exists and promotes abstinence. In Australia the IOR was first established in Tasmania in 1843, soon spreading to other states. Members of the IOR were provided with assistance during times of sickness, death and hardship. IOR was active in Victoria and in 1876 it established ‘Tent’ 138 in Bung Bong rural Victoria. The building was also used for community purposes including meetings of the ‘Farmers Club’ and as a Church of England. 

			The first Seventh Day Adventist Church in Australia was established in North Fitzroy in Melbourne in 1886 and was the first in the Southern Hemisphere. A group of Seventh Day Adventist missionaries had visited Australia from America in 1884. Seventh Day Adventists trace their origins to the teachings of the American preacher William Miller who preached that the second coming, or advent of Jesus, was imminent. This was forecast to occur in the year 1844. Miller was succeeded by Mrs Ellen White who taught that Jesus had come, but not to earth. She also taught that the Sabbath should be on Saturday, the last day of the week in the Jewish calendar. 

			Ellen White was one of the founders of the Church in Melbourne and she spent the years from 1891 to 1900 ministering to her Melbourne community. Ellen White also spent some years in Cooranbong and started the Avondale School for Christian Workers in 1897. In 1964 it was renamed Avondale College and today it has university status. Jean’s brother Bill also completed his accountancy studies there. 

			The Adventist faith teaches followers to adopt a healthy diet such as whole grains, nuts and foods with limited or no meat (especially pork and ham), and the non-use of addictive substances such as tea, coffee, alcohol, tobacco and drugs. Followers should also practise their faith to foster hope and give meaning to life. Their teachings also discourage personal adornments such as the wearing of jewellery, including wedding rings, and dancing is frowned upon. 

			Louisa also grew vegetables, fruits and mushrooms and kept hens for eggs. Marion and May learnt to sew and with the use of an old treadle sewing machine, made clothes for the family and undertook repairs for others. She had a jersey cow, ‘Topsy’, which was permitted to graze in a friend’s nearby paddock. The milk was invaluable, and Jean can fondly remember helping to milk the cow and drinking the warm, fresh milk. The family had no radio or TV. Television was not introduced to Australia until 1956, but Jean says it was fun listening to other people’s radios if they could. Games were played in the street with other kids and Jean liked to go for walks in the local parks with her best school friend Rosemary. Unfortunately, Jean lost touch with Rosemary when she moved to Warburton. Monday was washing day and Jean can clearly remember her mother cooking rice in a big pot on the stove, then straining off the water and using it to starch collars for her clients. 

			Jean attended the Seventh Day Adventist Sabbath School and the church in Mont Albert. Her first State primary school year was in Box Hill, and she completed her primary schooling up to grade 5 at Box Hill and Balwyn primary schools before moving again in 1940, aged 11. It was in 1940, that Louisa’s faith and good fortune intervened to help the family. 

			In 1940, Charles Tinworth, a manager at the Sanitarium Health Food Company in Warburton, visited the Box Hill Seventh Day Adventist Church, met Louisa, and offered her a job managing a boarding house in Warburton. Warburton is a small town in the Yarra Ranges about 70 kilometres east of Melbourne. Warburton had started as a gold mining town in 1859 and was named Warburton in 1863. The boarding house provided accommodation for single men and women who worked for Sanitarium. Single men and women would come from long distances seeking work. Louisa accepted the position so the family, Louisa and the three girls, moved to Warburton and started a new life managing and living in the boarding house. Over the succeeding years, Jean and her family have maintained their connection with Mr and Mrs Tinworth and their children. 
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			The Sanitarium Health Food Factory in Warburton

			In reality, Louisa’s job meant cleaning, cooking, and housekeeping for the boarding house tenants instead of her previous customers. But it was secure, stable employment and it provided an environment and an extended family in which she felt comfortable and safe. 

			The boys had left home by this time to pursue their own careers. Henry took on teacher training. William started a career in accounting, (financially assisted by a Mr and Mrs Potter, a Seventh Day Adventist family from Mildura. They paid his fees at Avondale Missionary College in Cooranbong). George took on general farm work and Walter undertook training to be an engineer. All boys maintained their faith. Louisa lived and worked in the boarding house until much later in her life. In her final years she lived in a nursing home in Nunawading until she died in 1979, aged 89. 

			The Sanitarium Health Food Company had started operations in Warburton in 1898. It was owned and operated by the Seventh Day Adventist Church, and it produced a large range of breakfast cereals and vegetarian products, most notably ‘Weetbix’. All products are plant derived or vegetarian. There is a link between the original American Sanitarium Company and Edward Halsey who emigrated to Australia after he had worked as a baker at the Kellogg’s Battle Creek Sanitarium Health Food Company in America. The Kellogg brothers were strict Seventh Day Adventists and the foods they produced were based on and promoted the Adventist teachings. Jean attended the Seventh Day Adventist school in Warburton and completed grades 6, 7 and 8 before leaving school in 1942 at the age of 14. She was not unhappy leaving school but in future years she regretted not completing secondary school and a career in nursing. Marion and May had completed secondary school when they were living in Melbourne. Jean would have had to travel to Melbourne for her secondary education because there was no secondary school in Warburton. 

			She started work with the Signs Publishing Company in Warburton and trained as a bookbinder. Jean chose this job rather than working for the Sanitarium Health Food Company on the factory floor. The Signs Publishing Company was a Church business that produced booklets, articles, and pamphlets for the Church. Marion eventually became a leader of the Church’s Sabbath Schools in Australia. She married later in life. Marion and Jean also managed and led quite a few groups of Church members to overseas conferences in countries including the United States, Canada, Europe, Scotland, and Scandinavia. 

			Jean loved these trips and still thinks that a person like her must be very fortunate to have had the chance to see the world. May studied nursing in the Church College in Cooranbong, where Bill also studied, but later in life moved back to Warburton because of ill health. May met and married a Seventh Day Adventist minister and adopted two children, a boy and a girl. Jean loved her sisters. Both Marion and May died of cancer - Marion in 1995, aged 76 and May 1992, aged 71. 

			Jean worked for the Signs Publishing Company and stayed with her mother in the boarding house until 1947, when she met and married Leslie Toepfer. Jean’s working day began with 15 minutes of prayers in the company chapel and finished at 6.00 pm. Her duties included some gardening as well as learning the book binding trade. 

			On Wednesday evenings she also attended prayers. The Sabbath lasted from Friday evening until Saturday evening, so Saturday was mainly spent in worship. Her entertainment was the occasional concert, singing group or participating in competitions or games with other church members. On some nights the Church showed films that complied with the Church’s strict standards of behaviour. Dancing was not condoned by the Church, but Jean can remember watching enviously other people in dance halls who were not Seventh Day Adventists. She did socialise with both boys and girls and can remember swimming in the Yarra River which runs through Warburton. 

			Occasional day visits to Melbourne on the steam train added some colour to her life. Jean’s wage also helped with the family finances. Jean’s life was regimented but she was not unhappy nor sought an alternative. She practised her faith with her family, friends and work mates as well as working and socialising with the same people. 

			It was the only life she knew although as mentioned, if the opportunity arose, she would buy a piece of German sausage or more wickedly, a meat pie and hide in the railway station so as not to be seen. 

			Around 1945, a young Les Toepfer, (the Toepfer name is of German origin), arrived in Warburton from Cooranbong, the small, rural town near Lake Macquarie in NSW, between Sydney and Newcastle. Cooranbong, as previously mentioned, had very strong links with the Seventh Day Adventist Church. Les came from a Seventh Day Adventist family and he was a practising Seventh Day Adventist. He came to Warburton for a holiday as well as looking for work. 

			As fate would have it, he started work in the Signs Publishing Company as a book binder. He was also good with machines and assisted the machinists with their work as well as with repairs and maintenance. Les was a hard worker, even Jean says, ‘a workaholic’. Jean and Les courted for a couple of years, and it was during this period that Jean remembers seeing her first, real movie, ‘Brigadoon’. She can still remember the event vividly to this day. After this period of courtship Jean and Les decided, they would like to get married but first they would need Louisa’s permission. Louisa gave the couple her blessing but emphasised that Jean should not have or wear an engagement ring. They complied. (I notice now that Jean wears several rings, so times and thoughts have changed). 
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			The home built by Jean and Les in Warburton 

			Jean and Les were married in Warburton in the Seventh Day Adventist Church on the 14 December 1947. Jean was 19 and Les 21. Their honeymoon was in Melbourne, and they stayed in the Victoria Hotel in Little Collins Street. On return to Warburton, they rented a house, one of four they rented over a long period of time before building their own home in Warburton in 1973. 

			Jean returned to her job of book binding and Les continued with his work and did so for a total of 44 years. 
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			The wedding of Les and Jean in 1947 

			Jean and Les had two boys, Darryl and Adrian. Their first son, Darryl, was born in 1951, while Adrian was born in 1959. Both boys attended the Church primary and secondary schools in Warburton and Lilydale before employment. 
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			Les and Jean with Adrian, age 3 and Darryl, age 11 

			Darryl moved to Sydney in 1971 and trained as a nurse. He also completed other medical courses in the Seventh Day Adventist Hospital. Later he trained as a pilot and initially flew small planes as a hobby. Flying was a passion and before long his hobby became a career. He flew larger planes and had thoughts of becoming a missionary pilot. He did fly planes for several companies in overseas postings including New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Africa, and Dubai. Darryl married Lyn and their first child, Olivia, was an adopted girl. Darryl and Lyn then went on to have another daughter Christie and a son, Clinton naturally. Sadly, Darryl died in 2019, aged 68 from a heart attack but he also had a number of cancers. 

			After his secondary education, Adrian trained and worked as an engineer in the Sanitarium Health Food Company. He later transferred to the Company’s factory in Cooranbong. Adrian married Suzette and they had two boys, Arron and Ryan. He then worked in other jobs before moving to Mildura where he purchased a vineyard on which he still lives. Adrian suffered a stroke which has had a significant impact on his life, but he was still able to graduate in accounting from Latrobe University in 2014. 

			Arron trained as a mechanic, but his real love was sky diving. Tragically it was this interest that led to his death in a sky diving incident at Torquay in July 2021. Arron had taken on work as a professional skydiver and this work provided the opportunity to skydive in various locations, including overseas. The incident at Torquay was tragic, but he heroically saved the life of his passenger. Passengers are strapped to the front of professional skydivers so they can experience the thrill of jumping from an aeroplane and falling through the air before parachuting to the ground. On this occasion, Arron’s main chute and backup chute failed to open. Arron saved his passenger by taking the first impact. Arron was able to speak for about 30 minutes to the daughter of his passenger after the fall before he passed away. He was aged 35. 

			Ryan lives and works in Mildura as a diesel mechanic in the trucking industry. Ryan and his wife Stevi have three small children, Drover, Rowdy and baby Everleigh. It is wonderful for Jean to have her family so close. Her other great grandchildren live in Sydney and Brisbane. 

			Jean worked part time in the publishing business while Darryl was at school but later, she also trained as a nurse in the local Church hospital. Jean especially enjoyed this work as she would have liked to have trained as a nurse if she had had the opportunity to complete her own secondary education. In 1973, Les and Jean built their own two storey home on half an acre in Warburton in a lovely location. Jean planned the house and oversaw much of the construction. Les was happy to go along with Jean’s project management and ideas. Jean and Les were very proud of their house in which they lived until 1987 when disaster struck. 

			Les owned a utility that he used for picking up bits and pieces for his repair jobs. It ran on petrol and LPG. On returning home very late from a Melbourne trip he inadvertently left the gas turned on and, in the morning, he was suddenly awakened by a mighty explosion. Jean was away at the time working with Marion on a Church camp. The leaking gas had built up sufficiently in the utility to explode and the house was largely destroyed by the resulting fire. Apart from the house, all of Les’ tools and equipment, two vehicles and the house furnishings were destroyed. 

			Most sadly, it was also the start of a deteriorating relationship. The house was eventually repaired and refurnished. Jean took responsibility for these tasks because Les blamed himself for their loss and became very depressed. He also severely injured his back when he fell from a ladder. Subsequently, he retired, against his wishes, from his job in the Signs Publishing Company. 

			This tension festered and led to Jean and Les separating in 1991. This was a huge decision for Jean, but she was supported by her church minister. Les stayed in the house and Jean moved to the Seventh Day Adventist Church village in Cooranbong, the town where her son Adrian lived and Les’ hometown. Jean, true to her independent nature then went into debt to purchase a unit in Cooranbong where she lived for the next 30 years. She paid off her debt, as well as the costs of some surgeries from her pension. In 2021, in consultation with her son Adrian she moved to Mildura where Adrian lived. Over these years, both in Cooranbong and Mildura, she did see Les when he visited Adrian. She maintained her faith even though she doesn’t agree with all the Church’s teachings. She participated in Church activities, for example, organising the decorations for three Spring Festivals. This was a big task, given that up to 600 people attended these festivals. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Spring service decorations, Avondale Memorial Church, Cooranbong 

			It is interesting to reflect on Jean’s connections to the Mildura area and in particular the Potter family. As earlier noted, when Jean was very young, James and Sarah Potter, a Seventh Day Adventist family from Merbein paid for William’s accountancy training. Remember this was during the depression and Jean’s mother was the sole bread winner. 

			James Potter was a Rechabite, like Jean’s father Bill, and Sarah was a strict Methodist before she converted to the Seventh Day Adventist faith. 
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			In April 2014, Jean visited Mildura to attend Adrian’s Graduation 

			James and Sarah Potter and their son, Jim and his wife Lucy, owned and operated a grape and orange property in Merbein at this time. Jim and Lucy had three children. Sylvia married Bob Robb, Bill married Jean Wareham and Daisy married Bill Dell. The connection to the Potter family was strengthened in 1940, when Jim and Lucy and their children moved from Merbein to Warburton and Jim and his children worked with Jean at the Signs Publishing Company. 

			Sarah Potter, coincidentally, also has a connection with Jean’s mother, Louisa. Sarah moved to Coronella, a Seventh Day Adventist aged care/nursing complex in Nunawading where Louisa also lived. Louisa was able to attend Sarah’s 105th birthday. Sarah lived to be 108 and died in 1975. 

			Evelyn, the daughter of Bill and Jean, the son and daughter-in-law of Jim and Lucy, married Clifford O’Connor, the son of Jean’s foreman. Clifford studied to become an orthodontist and he worked in Sydney’s Seventh Day Adventist Hospital until his retirement. They then retired to the Cooranbong Seventh Day Adventist Retirement Village, where Jean also lived for 30 years. Clifford and Evelyn recently visited Jean at Chaffey Aged Care. Jean’s connection to this family is extensive and treasured and the kindness of all the Potter family to the Taylor family and Jean, will never be forgotten. 

			The saying, “it is a small world”, is also supported by Jean’s connection with ‘Big Lizzie’. Eldelyn Bottrill, her best friend at Warburton during her teenage years was the daughter of Reuben Bottrill, a maintenance man at the Signs Publishing Company. Reuben is Frank Bottrill’s brother. Frank Bottrill invented and built ‘Big Lizzie’ and brought ‘Big Lizzie’ to Sunraysia for land clearing work in the 1920’s. ‘Big Lizzie’ is now a tourist attraction and stands in Barclay Square in Red Cliffs. 

			Another connection is that Adrian moved to Mildura in 2001, with his wife Suzette. Jean followed in 2021 to be closer to Adrian and his family. Les died in the Mildura Base Hospital from cancer aged 81. He had been living with Adrian. His ashes now rest at the Mildura Cemetery. Arron, Adrian’s son is also resting in the Mildura Cemetery and Jean states she will join them and rest with Les and Arron some time in the future. 

			Jean is very happy residing at Chaffey Aged Care in Merbein after moving to Mildura. In her mind, this is one of the best decisions of her life. She has happy and sad memories. Perhaps some of her happiest memories are the outings and picnics she had with Les and the boys when the boys were young. 
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			Jean, who loves gardening is seen here pruning the roses at Chaffey Aged Care, Merbein.

			One later outing she can remember vividly is a Puffing Billy train ride in the Dandenongs with both sons and their wives and children. It was a wonderful day. One thing Jean is particularly happy about is her ability to stay in touch with all her family and friends and to see their photos on her computer. She keeps her mind active with reading, jigsaws and using her computer for banking, paying bills and lots of other applications. She turned 94 on June 26th and looks forward to every new day. She uses a walking frame, but she can still prune the roses, pot up small plants and participate in activities organised by Chaffey Aged Care. Getting to church is difficult but she does have a bible nearby for reference. She does wear more than one ring now, even earrings and she does eat some meat. Pork and ham though are still off the menu. Jean’s life has been determined by events beyond her control, but she has also maintained charge of her own destiny. Her father’s death when she was six and the Depression years could have had very negative impacts. But her mother’s resilience and her faith perhaps assisted Jean to become the person she is. Her own faith must also have had a positive influence. The key events in her life after she started work were largely of her own making. She married, built a house and a home, and had two sons. She provided stability for her family and rebuilt her home after the fire. When it came to making a life-changing decision concerning her relationship with Les she made it and then got on with her life. I think these are the characteristics of a positive, determined, and resilient woman. 
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			Jean Toepfer at Chaffey Aged Care, 2022
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