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			MAX ROBINSON 

			in conversation with Nicola Vanderaa

			Those were the days my friend!

			I thought, I know Max, this will be easy. I didn’t know the half of him. I knew him as the lovely husband of my amazing quilting teacher, Val. He used to carry our sewing machines out to our cars. Nothing was too much trouble. He even offered to sharpen our cutters.

			And that wicked sense of humour catches me out every time.

			“How did you sleep last night?” I ask. “In the bed.” comes the reply, quick as lightening. No time for small talk. Yet there is always chit chat and banter, especially with the staff in Chaffey. They love him because he lets them know he appreciates everything they do for him. And even I get cheerfully greeted “Hello Princess”.

			Val supplied me with a comprehensive CV of Max’s life, starting in 1939, when Max was born at Mildura Base Hospital on October 26th. He was the only son of Mervyn and Muriel Robinson.
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			“I SEE A FUTURE”

			His father, Mervyn, was a primary school teacher as well as the school bus driver. He would collect the children on the bus in the morning, teach them all day, and then drive them home. A long day. As well he was in the Red Cliffs Fire Brigade for thirty years.

			Red Cliffs biggest blaze occurred last night in the business centre of Ilex Street, when H.B. Hunters Mart, owned by Maples and valued at 2000 pounds was razed to the ground.

			The Red Cliffs Fire Brigade under Captain M. Robinson, was quickly in action with several hoses and a motor pump. The Mildura Fire Brigade was summoned to assist and covered the intervening 11 miles in 16 minutes. Captain W. A. Francis had noticed the column of smoke from Red Cliffs as he stood in Langtree Avenue Mildura.

			Sunraysia Daily Saturday 30th October, 1937

			

			Max grew up riding his bike everywhere around Red Cliffs and Mildura. He would ride his bike into Mildura for his 7 o’clock piano lesson with Miss Missen who would then drive him to the High School in her little car. The Robinson family lived at 39 Goulburn Avenue. Max would ride the highway to Irymple and then follow the train track through to Eighth Street. If his timing was right, he could hook onto the back of the train as it crossed San Mateo on Eighth Street.

			Max worked through the AMEB (Australian Music Examinations Board) examinations up to the Certificate of Performance which is effectively Level 9. Perfection was the order of the day. He is one of those lucky people gifted with a musical ear. He could pick out a tune on the piano without needing to read the music. His father was very keen that his son should learn piano the right way.

			Max’s mother Muriel came from a large Irish Catholic family.

			Max’s maternal grandfather was an engineer in the mines in Ballarat. His mother was educated by the nuns and went to work at the department store Buckley & Nunn which, in 1982, became David Jones.

			When Max and his mother would go into town they would go to Buckley & Nunn where the sales assistant would take his mother’s money and put it in a canister which she then placed on a wire. The force of gravity would send the canister to the cashier who would then send back the receipt with the change. Those occasional trips to Melbourne on the Vinelander with his mother were always exciting for Max. They would visit his mother’s family.

			After school Max and his mates would play in the irrigation channels, and slide on makeshift sleds down the bank and plane out onto a clear blue Murray River.

			“The river was once clear?” I asked incredulously. For myself, coming from a land of long white clouds and crystal-clear rivers the Murray resembles more the murky waters of Northern Territory where I lived for forty years. Murky estuaries and rivers are where deadly crocodiles lurk. But no, it wasn’t crocodiles who made the water muddy here. It was the carp, introduced originally in the early sixties for sport and eating. They rapidly colonised the Murray Darling Basin when they broke out from a fish farm near Mildura. Widespread flooding of the Basin in 1974 and again in 1993 exacerbated the ecological disaster. They outcompeted with native fish, damaged aquatic plants, degraded freshwater eco systems and literally muddied the waters.

			On Sundays Max would bike out to the block of Jack Woosnam, a struggling returned WWI soldier. He went there to chop wood for Jack.

			I previously wrote about Jack’s grandniece Eileen who lives in Jacaranda Village and has just turned 107. ‘I just keep on keeping on’ she says.

			It’s a small world …

			Following his education at Mildura West, the Seventh Day Adventist School and then Mildura High, Max set off to Ballarat to become a Primary School Teacher.

			It was a 2-year course. Over the ensuing years he completed other courses which enabled him to advance up through the system. For the next 32 years Max worked his way via a succession of promotions, starting with just one lonely week at Red Cliffs Primary School. Val was still studying in Ballarat so when Max was offered a position at Swan Hill, he grabbed it. In his first year at Teachers

			College Max had invited Val to go with him to a dance and from that night on they were a couple. They had attended Mildura High School at the same time but Val, being 3 years younger, had no inkling that Max might be her future husband. Max stood out as an all-rounder on the Sports Field.
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			Max in top left-hand corner

			He represented the school in Basketball and Football and was on the Diving Team. He excelled not only in sports, but also academically, representing the school on the Debating Team.

			Val, on the other hand, might have gone unnoticed had she not crashed spectacularly off her bike in front of a busload of boys, one of them being Max.

			As her skirts flew awry her satchel burst open and her books scattered everywhere.

			In 1962 Max took a permanent position in Orbost in the far east of Victoria’s Gippsland. That was nearly three hours away from Val who was teaching at Mirboo North. It was time to get married. Max and Val were married in 1963.
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			Mervyn, Muriel, Max, Val and John and Daisy O’mealley

			Married life started at Mardan South school in West Gippsland. This was the typical country one-teacher school. Max put Val on staff as the sewing teacher. Then the school inspector arrived and was horrified that Val, a married woman and by now visibly pregnant, was teaching. He soon put an end to that.

			Their first child, Paul was born in 1964. He is a motor mechanic and lives in Queensland with his wife Suzi, and they have 4 children and 8 grandchildren.

			And so, the young family moved again. This time to Mitre near the South Australian border, another one-teacher school. That was 1965. Rod was born that year. He lives in Mildura. He followed in Max and Val’s footsteps as a School Teacher and was heading for the top echelons when life intervened and he had a one-in-a-million medical episode. He has reinvented himself and is a life coach and business mentor. He has 2 children and one grandchild. Yet again the young family continued to move, this time to Timboon. Val was now pregnant with a girl.

			I was interested in the fact that they stayed for the next six years in Timboon which is literally on the edge of the Otways. I had already researched the Otways when I wrote Eileen’s story. Along with a pocket in Northern Tasmania it is the wettest area in Australia. Annual rainfall in Timboon averages 775.8 mm. In Mildura it is 285 mm. That is why the Beech trees grow so well in the Otways and why it is such good country for dairy farming.

			When I read Max’s CV, I thought to myself that surely there must be people still living in the area who were taught by Max. I was assuming that Timboon was another one-teacher school. From my own experience in New Zealand, I knew that it only takes one inspirational teacher to influence the trajectory of your life. I had the good fortune to be taught by one such teacher.

			Family of five at Cowra Avenue, Irymple
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			I located Peter Younis who is a member of the Heytesbury Historical Society. He himself was not taught by Max but he was able to find Marg Gristede who taught with Max. He arranged to meet me on Monday morning at the Port Campbell History and Craft Museum. Marg was able to come along as well.

			Getting there on time was no easy task. I spent the weekend with my son and grandson in Hall’s Gap. At 7.00 on Monday morning Bill took off for Melbourne, and I headed for Timboon. However, I completely forgot to fill up the petrol tank. The light came on just as I was driving into Lake Bolac. My GPS told me that the nearest Shell fuel depot was in Brazil.

			Luckily the Indian grocer had a couple of bowsers. Good for him.

			

			That little delay meant I was speeding late.

			On the way through Worndoo, Mortlake, and Terang I was aware of signs warning that dairy cows might be crossing the road. I glanced across lush green fields, crisscrossed by dry stone walls which were built in the 1800’s by settlers clearing their paddocks of the volcanic basalt. The walls provided demarcation of paddocks but also rabbit proof barriers. I was enjoying glancing about when suddenly I saw a dairy shed up ahead out of which cows were literally stampeding towards the highway but then I saw that there was an underpass down into which they were plunging, and I was speeding over the top without time to stop for a photo.

			Peter showed us a recently remastered video which was made by the Education Department of Victoria to promote the new concept of consolidation of small country schools. My assumption that Timboon school where Max went to teach was a one-teacher school like Mardan or Mitre was totally wrong. The video explained that the brand-new school, a striking brick building designed by Percy Everett, chief architect of the Public Works Department was built to accommodate children from 13 one-teacher schools in the Heytesbury Shire. The design is reminiscent of Bauhaus architecture in the Ruhr Valley in the south of Germany which I visited with my stepdaughter Evelyn in 2018. Massive brick

			buildings which were factories for making munitions in World War II. The Valley was attacked by British bombers on July 31st, 1943, as immortalised in the book and movie The Dam Busters.
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			The original Consolidated School

			

			Percy Everett’s building was opened to great excitement in 1948 but soon became inadequate for the increase in the school age population. Post war prosperity in the farming community brought new settlers and the birthrate rose after WWII.

			The school opened in 1948 with 400 pupils and by 1968 when Max and Val arrived there were already 1080 children. The old schools’ buildings were moved onto the site to be used as classrooms for the expanding student population. The early education buildings where Max and Marg taught were behind the new brick building. Peter kindly loaned me a booklet by Rozamund Duruz called ‘The Heytesbury Forest Schools’ (printed 1972). From this book I learned about the Education Act passed in Victoria in 1872. It gave Victoria the honour of being the first of any State or Country to make education free, secular and compulsory for all children.
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			The hand drawn map above shows up to thirteen schools which were closed and whose pupils were collected from a 10-mile radius by nine buses every school day and returned in the afternoon. Previously the children of those schools were lucky to get an uninterrupted education. ‘Water’ was the problem. Too much of it. Falling from the sky, swelling the creeks, shrouding the forest in mist. Water mixed with the fertile earth to make travelling hazardous, often impossible.

			“Most of the children in former days seemed to have preferred going barefoot to school. Maybe that homemade boots were none too comfortable; certainly, one group when forced to set out in boots by their parents, used to hide them in the bush and continue barefoot to school. The lady teacher complained that it made her feel rather sick to see the mud oozing between their toes’.

			Duruz Heytsbury Forest Schools 1972

			The Consolidated School enabled children to reach a higher level of education. There were more resources available, and the numbers of children meant that sporting teams could be formed.

			Their school song illustrates their appreciation for their new school …

			School Song
The courage shown in yesteryears
By Heytesbury Forest Pioneers,
The one-roomed schools and timbers tall,
Are inspiration to us all.
For their wisdom work and zest
Are their children richly blest.


			Today our school, a mighty school,
Commands all youth with pen and tool
From inland plains where pastures wave
And far off shores of Loch Ard Grave.
Timboon High go forth with zest
Sapienta Vires Est


			We love the game and not the prize
On oval smooth where goal posts rise,
In battles fought on hockey field
Or hard grey courts for cup or shield.
Timboon High go forth with zest,
Sapienta Vires Est.


			For you, our school, we’ll do our best,
And when our paths go East and West
We’ll live life clean and play the game,
And so bring honour to your name.
Timboon High go forth with zest,
Sapienta Vires Est.

			Here I was, thinking that I might meet someone who had been taught by Max. They would now be in their seventies. Turns out I didn’t have to go all the way to Timboon. On my return to Mildura, I met with Rini O’pt Hoog whom Max, affectionately known as Mr Robbo, taught in Year 5.

			Rini’s parents had emigrated from the south of Holland where they came from families of 14 and 17 respectively. Coincidently my Dutch husband and his first wife also emigrated from Holland around the same time and were dairy farming in Gippsland. The experience of my stepdaughter Evelyn mirrors that of Rini on their first day at school. Up to the point where they went to school their parents had spoken only Dutch in the home. Evelyn came home sobbing from her first day at school having not understood a word. Rini saw that it was lunchtime and despite his mother having packed him a lunchbox he high tailed it back home because that was where ‘lunch’ was. From that day on their parents worked on their English.

			Always on the lookout for anyone in need Mr Robbo spotted Rini’s talent for maths and science, despite his struggles with English. For that Rini will be forever grateful.

			I am very glad I went to Timboon and Port Cambell. Marg showed me the High School and the house where Max and Val lived. She talked about how kind Max was when she took up her position in 1969, as a Melbourne city girl fresh out of Teachers College. It will not be the only time I hear the comment ‘Max was like a big brother to me’.

			

			Anne Marie was born in 1966. She is Director of Clinical Operations at Cabrini Hospital and has three children.

			Gabrielle was born in 1969. She lives in Adelaide and has her own dance business. She has one child and one grandchild. Marg recalled Max regularly yelling in the morning for her and Leslie who ran the school canteen to ‘Get out of bed’. One morning they surprised him by squirting him with the hose.

			Marg was able to help Val out by looking after the children and she said that Val taught her everything she needed to know about running the household. “Max had a fabulous strawberry garden”, mused Marg. We shared a coffee in the quaint village of Timboon, and I ate the best pie I’ve ever tasted. Then I started the drive home. I later confided to Max that Mary Hopkins 1969 song ‘Those were the days’ popped into my head and wouldn’t go away. It seemed to encapsulate that time in their life. Max laughed and sang the chorus for me…

			Those were the days, my friend
We thought they’d never end
We’d sing and dance for ever and a day
We’d live the life we choose
We’d fight and never lose
Those were the days, oh yes, those were the days
La-la-la-da-da-da
La-la-la-da-da-da
Da-da-da-da-da-da-da-da.

			Everyone knows that teaching was not the best paid profession. As Val wrote in Max’s CV, ‘Max did a lot

			of work after school hours’. He carted hay, milked cows, dug trenches, erected fences, cleaned the private school, drove school buses, sheep and cattle trucks. He painted houses and a motel (twice!)’ When I suggested to Rini that all that working after hours might not have been legal, he just scoffed and said, ‘Max was just trying to get by’.

			

			Mr Robbo made a big impact on the Timboon community, as young as he was. Where else might your bus driver be the same person who delivered your milk on Sunday morning at your home?

			Even if he wasn’t really your bus driver, if the regular driver was sick, they would know that Max would help them out. “The party line would ring at 11.00 o’clock at night and I would hear Max say ‘Yes, of course’’’, says Val, with a slight groan. Did Max ever say ‘No’? I ask. ‘What’s that word?’ comes the reply. It was Rini who said to me ‘Max has a heart as big as Texas’.

			Then it is the weekend, and your mother has gone into labour. Who arrives in the Holden Station wagon Ambulance? Mr Robbo!

			Accidents happen and in fact there is a legend in the district. Peter Loumis had heard it but never realised the hapless victim was Max Robinson. It happened when Max was driving a truck, moving cattle. He had Paul in the vehicle with him and as Max jumped down out of the vehicle his wedding ring caught on a wire and stripped the flesh off his finger. He told the doctor ‘Take it off’. “And he never played the piano again” says Val. ‘Why?”. “Because he wouldn’t be able to play perfectly.” à la Miss Missen.

			Another time, he was driving the milk to Warrnambool, and this time he had three children in the old Nissen Ute because Val was still in hospital with the new baby, Gabrielle. Seatbelts? “Those were the days my friend”. The passenger door flew open, and Anne Marie fell out, rolling down the bank and sprained her ankle badly.

			From Timboon Max was promoted to Swan Hill as a relieving teacher, and then to Charlton as Principal. A big part of Max’s story began in Charlton. He was already following in his father’s footsteps by being a volunteer in the emergency services. Now he went a step further and joined Rotary in 1975.

			The family had moved back to Mildura where Max was promoted to Vice Principal in Robinvale commuting daily from Mildura.

			

			Once Rotary was a club with very strict rules. They could only have one person as a representative of each particular occupation or industry. One primary school teacher, one builder and so on. Women were excluded. Attendance at meetings was compulsory. They have an international focus with approximately 31,000 clubs in 165 countries. Youth exchange is a big part of Rotary’s work.

			The Robinson family welcomed exchange students into their home which is no small undertaking when you have your own family of four.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Rod, Val, Paul, Gabrielle, Max and Anne Marie

			In later years, after they had retired from teaching, Max and Val went to Norway to visit a previous exchange student’s family and they also attended her wedding in Holland.

			I have found that people who have worked with Max are quick to praise him. Take John Fitzgibbon for example. Like Max he served twice as president of the Irymple Rotary. He welcomed me into his home to chat and was quick to point the finger at Max-for all the right reasons.

			Max was the ‘Doer’. If anything, he needed to be reigned back. Val was just the person to do that.

			Cautious, discerning but incredibly generous herself in helping people. John Fitzgibbon told me that when he was a teacher himself and needed help, he would go to the school where Val was Teacher Librarian. He could be sure that she would source the information for him.

			Rotary gave Max a chance to help people in need. Camp Quality for children with cancer was a passion for him. The club would bring children to Mildura with their families for a holiday.
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			Max at Camp Quality

			Max was responsible for introducing the Award for Local Policeperson of the Year, as judged by their peers.

			Max participated in Rotary’s FAIM project which sends teams of professionals to countries in the Asian-Pacific region. Max went to the Solomon Island for three weeks building a school.

			He took a team of five young men to India on a cultural exchange for six weeks. That was a very difficult assignment because nothing was organised at the other end and the culture shock for the young Australians was huge. At the halfway mark Max rang the organisers back home and said ‘We are finished. We are coming home’. ‘No, you’re not’ was the reply.

			They regrouped and decided to enjoy the remaining time and ultimately, it was a success.

			

			Another interesting project Max took part in was the planting of trees throughout Sunraysia. Together with an eye, ear, nose and throat specialist, Doctor John Harrison, Max and other Rotarians planted the avenue of trees at Mildura Airport. They are of particular significance because they needed to be trees that would not attract birds and therefore endanger air traffic. They are the Carob Trees (Ceratonia Siliqua). I know them because they are in my neighbourhood, and their flowers smell horrible. No wonder the birds don’t go near them.

			Rotary recognises outstanding members. They are awarded a Paul Harris Fellowship and a sapphire pin which is effectively a second PHF. While John and Max both received more than one sapphire pin Val also received a PHF for supporting Max.

			Their friend Julie welcomed me into her home and, most interesting for me, was her rambling garden full of crafty bits of lead lighting, timber and steel sculpture. All put together with Max’s help. ‘He has been like a big brother to me’ says Julie, echoing Marg in Timboon.

			Talking of lead lighting how did it come about that Max was for many years the go-to person if your lead lights needed repairing, replacing or creating anew?

			Max was a dedicated primary school teacher who had well and truly earned his place at the top of his profession.

			Following Robinvale, he was promoted to Mildura Primary School where for the next six years he was responsible for coordinating the new Disadvantaged Schools Programme which was begun in 1983.

			Meanwhile the Australian economy was in free fall and business, and industry leaders were complaining that there was not enough vocational emphasis in education in Australia.

			In 1987 the Commonwealth Government decided to introduce a National Curriculum.

			

			Government Ministers made statements, policy documents were produced, committees appointed, and working parties met and produced reports.

			Debates raged between states, ministerial groups, unions, teachers and academic educationalists.

			One indignant teacher wrote that the new English syllabus was designed to “obfuscate and relegate to obscurantism the purpose of teaching English”.

			An inordinate amount of time was lost debating the use of the term invasion in reference to the coming of the British.

			Politicians came and went and in 1989 Joan Kirner. New Minister for Education said “I haven’t come here to support a National Curriculum unless I am absolutely convinced that it is in the best interest of the kids. I am not yet convinced.”

			In 1992 Jeff Kennett made a policy statement ‘Schools of the Future’.

			Subsequently there were massive cuts in expenditure. In the first three years of Kennett’s Liberal government more than 8000 teachers (i.e.20% of the service), were offered redundancies, as were 1300 educational bureaucrats. 300 schools closed. It was a chaotic time, and the estimated cost of the whole debacle was $6.5 million.

			Barcan, Alan ‘The Struggle for Curriculum Reform 1987-1993

			Max took a Redundancy Package in 1993, and Val took hers in 1994. And that was how it came about that there are so many examples in and around Mildura of Max’s lead lighting.

			What started out as a hobby, just like his love for restoring old furniture, particularly chairs, became in fact a fulltime occupation. The title of this last chapter should read ‘The Artisan and his Muse’. Val attended TAFE to study design and that quickly led to her doing a fine arts degree and she has now made her mark as a textile artist. Together they have designed and crafted some extraordinary work.

			

			I have seen and admired the two tall windows in the Sacred Heart Catholic Church on Eleventh Street, but my favourite window is the second one commissioned by the little Lutheran Church on the corner of Ninth Street and Olive Avenue. Because you can only appreciate a lead light window with the light shining through it, I turned up at the Church on Sunday.

			(Max crafted the stained-glass window at the Lutheran Church, depicted on the next page, Sacred Heart Church and Chaffey Aged Care).

			A helpful member, Helen, found the original description of the panel …

			“The new panel seeks to represent the activity of our congregation here in the locality of Mildura. The name of the congregation, Holy Trinity is reflected in the red triangle. The cross inside the triangle reminds us of the HTLS logo, which is a large part of the life of this congregation. The river is a dominant physical feature of the landscape here in Mildura”.
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			Indeed, Mildura owes its existence to the river.

			In turn, the green leaves and fruit are a product of the water

			But these symbols can also be applied to the spiritual life of our community.

			Water (baptism) that produces growth (green leaves) and ultimately fruit (grapes).

			The Scriptures are replete with images of vines as symbols of life.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Travel was always high on the agenda. The family caravanned their way through every state in Australia. It was in 2005, after Cyclone Kerry, Max went to Fiji with the Rotary’s FAIM project. It was also in 2005 that Max with the help of a friend built a houseboat. I have been one of the lucky people to experience their hospitality. Every year they would hold a Christmas party aboard the houseboat for members of Val’s quilting class.

			Special memories …

			Together they have visited New Zealand, Britain, Europe, and Norway.

			They have cruised on the Rhine, from Amsterdam to Budapest. Visited Alaska and the Rocky Mountains.

			My favourite photo of this remarkable couple who have made such a positive impact on so many people’s lives is a fitting end to this tribute.
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			My favourite photo of this remarkable couple who have made such a positive impact on so many people’s lives is a fitting end to this tribute.
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