
		
			[image: Irene_Story_Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

	
		
			IRENE PEUCKER

			in conversation with Tracey Forbes

			A Red Cliffs girl, through and through!

			When I stepped into Irene Peucker’s room for the first time, two things were immediately apparent. Irene likes to be kept busy, and she enjoys an enviably close connection to her family. A colourful crocheted rug is draped over an armchair and beside Irene is a bag of knitting. She has completed one scarf and is busy on the next. On one wall, a beautiful, quilted patchwork in pink and red tones says it all, “Welcome Friends”.

			I must remember to schedule my visits around her weekly Jacaranda Village activities… Tai Chi, Exercise Class and the Café amongst others. When Irene isn’t at activities or relaxing in one of Jacaranda’s common areas, she is enjoying time with family members who visit often. Staff pop in to collect her footy tipping, she’s doing very well this year, or to ask her opinion on the recently updated Jacaranda Handbook. (Her football tipping prowess might be attributed in part to her late husband Ron’s avid support of all things Essendon).

			Irene adds my next visit to her calendar to make sure she has time put aside for me.

			This busyness and her fondness for company is a theme that weaves through Irene’s ninety-five years. “She’s a social butterfly”, her son Alan says. Perhaps growing up in a large family, being one of ten children, shaped her companionable nature. She was the third daughter of Ruby and Cyril Warne, arriving on October 1, 1929, after Betty, Gwen and Mick and before Doreen, Ken, Patricia, Marlene, Barry and Lorna. Add to this number the two stepsisters from her father’s first marriage – Joyce and Kath, and you have a very sizeable family.

			Joyce and Kath were both a little older than Irene and were boarders at the Catholic convent in Mildura. Joyce was to feature in Irene’s life when they were both quite a bit older and Irene had a family of her own. Joyce would lend a hand when it was greatly needed.

			What is it about Goulburn Avenue, Red Cliffs that draws families in, and keeps them close, one generation after another? Irene is one of the five Warne-Peucker generations to live in Goulburn Avenue … her grandparents, her parents, Irene and her siblings, Irene with her husband Ron and their children, and now one of Irene’s daughters and her children have set up house there. Goulburn Avenue was also home-base for the development of some lifelong friendships. Neighbours, Bill Lawrence and his family, pop up regularly throughout Irene’s life story. Bill was a Red Cliffs GP and Irene credits him with steering the family in particular directions at some critical points during their time in Red Cliffs. 

			Irene feels fortunate to have grown up in Red Cliffs but recalls it as quite a difficult time. “Things were tight”, she says. Her dad was a blacksmith working at his father’s business alongside his brother. Cash was scarce and her dad Cyril would be paid by the customers in fruit and vegies. Once the children were a little older, Irene’s mum Ruby was able to leave the home to take on some cleaning work for a local GP, Dr Peter Barker, a job she held for years.

			As well as bringing in some income, Ruby contributed to the family as a keen knitter and seamstress, often seen sitting in the sunshine on the veranda at Goulburn Avenue, knitting another jumper for one of the children. Irene talks about her first “store bought” clothes being those she purchased herself when she started working. Up until then Mum would make her clothes on her trusty Singer treadle sewing machine or clothes would have been passed down from her sisters, Betty or Gwen. Ruby was also a pretty good cook with the smell of fresh homemade cakes and biscuits wafting through the house on most days. They might have been tight times financially, but there was never a dull moment for the children. The Goulburn Avenue home was home-base for many adventures for the Warne children, particularly Irene.

			A young Irene looked a lot like an angelic Shirley Temple, the hugely popular child movie star of that time. But like Shirley’s on-screen characters, Irene also had a robust enthusiasm for anything mischievous. Irene clearly remembers the end of her tree climbing career when at nine years old she took a hard fall from the backyard cedar tree, resulting in a badly broken arm and parental instructions to stay away from the cedar.

			Not one to let a small mishap hold her down, Irene is still chuckling about the time she “borrowed” her brother Mick’s flash, brand-new pushbike to ride into town. It had taken Mick a long time to save up enough pocket money to buy his beloved pushbike. Irene left the bike outside the Barker and Parks store in the main shopping strip, thinking she would only be a short time, and it would be safe enough.
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			Irene as a toddler with Shirley Temple curls

			Who could possibly believe that a car would mount the footpath and run over the bike, rendering it not quite so flash; in fact, “a write off”. A difficult conversation with her brother had to follow, but they managed to remain firm friends.

			Much of their childhoods was spent at the newly built Red Cliffs Swimming Pool. It was a favourite spot for children’s birthday parties. As food was not to be taken into the pool area, Irene remembers a small suitcase being jam packed with sandwiches and snacks for their pool visits. No need to spend precious pocket money at the kiosk when treats from home could be smuggled in! She would pass that through the side fence and then wander “innocently” through the main gate to meet her brothers and sisters.

			One memory from childhood that causes Irene to giggle from time to time, is the efforts she and her sisters made to get the prized treadle sewing machine to work when mum was out of the way. It was strictly forbidden of course, but Irene and Betty would try to thread the thing in the hope of launching it into full sewing mode. That didn’t happen. (Correctly threading a treadle sewing machine was quite an art). According to Irene, Betty was the ringleader!

			Irene spent her school years at St Joseph’s Convent School in Red Cliffs. It was a new school in the community, having been built in 1933, staffed by the Sisters of Mercy under the direction of Sister Mary Bernard Smith, Principal. The students numbered around seventy when Irene was a pupil, most from the immediate areas of Red Cliffs, Sunnycliffs, Cardross, and Irymple. Since then, the school has grown considerably of course. Now known as St Joseph’s Primary School, it has one hundred and ten plus students and over twenty staff. The original red brick schoolrooms remain at the centre of the facility. Several additions and upgrades have been made over the years to the original buildings and outdoor spaces. The school marks its centenary in November this year and Irene’s family will be travelling back to Red Cliffs to attend the celebrations with their mum.

			Irene left school when she was just fourteen, eager to find work, contribute to the family income and make life a little easier. Her first job was at Hall’s Café which was right next door to her grandfather’s blacksmith business. The café’s speciality was Ginger Beer which was made and stored on site in large flagons. Customers would either enjoy a ginger beer and snack in the café or purchase a flagon to take home.

			From that first job, she moved on to a similar position at Eastwood’s Milk Bar. By now she had the whole customer service thing down pat. Not one to pass up an opportunity, Irene jumped at a position when it became available at the Red Cliffs Co-operative packing oranges in their Red Sun Orange division. Her uncle was the manager of that section at the time. While there, Irene represented the Co-op at a district Mardi Gras. Amongst the festivities there was a street procession with floats of all sorts through the main street of Red Cliffs. The highlight of the event though was the orange packing competition. Irene remembers it well and recalls clearly that she did the Co-op proud that day. Once she had honed her skills with oranges, Irene moved to another section of the Co-op where she learnt to pack dried fruit – a different skills set completely.

			It was around this time, 1947-48 that Irene met her husband-to-be, Ron Peucker. Ron had tried to join the Air Force but was working in what was deemed one of the essential services, wheat farming around the Horsham area. He had travelled to Mildura to earn some extra cash fruit picking when he spotted a young lady at one of the weekly Red Cliffs dances. Seventy odd years later Irene still has the lovely memory of the progressive Barn Dance that led to a long and happy marriage.

			Ron had for some time been trying to work up the courage to ask Irene for a dance and when she finally moved on to him in the barn dance, he just seized the day. From then on it was regular phone calls and Ron’s trips up and down the Calder Highway on his motorbike that saw the long-distance romance blossom.
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			Ron Peucker and Irene Warne on their wedding day

			Ron and Irene married on February 25, 1950, at the Presbyterian Church in Mildura.

			Irene remembers a very sunny, hot day, 38o, but for Irene, in all her wedding finery, it felt more like 50o. She recalls kicking her shoes off on the way from the service to Frank Zaetta’s Photography Studio to get some relief from the heat. Unfortunately, when she went to put them back on, they just would not cooperate! Ron’s brother, a true gentleman, made a quick trip back home to find her a second pair that would fit. From there they enjoyed a reception with family and friends at the Black and White Café and Hall in Deakin Avenue.
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			Irene and a 1947 Holden

			Irene continued working after the marriage, moving from the Co-op to Ramsay’s Orange House. Ron had already secured work for himself there as a fruit carrier.

			She stayed with Ramsay’s until she and Ron started a family. Alan arrived first in 1951, followed by Denis in 1952. After Denis, Irene was able to take on some casual work to supplement the family income, packing oranges and picking grapes. In amongst all this, between 1958 and 1964, the Peuckers added to their family with Kaylene, Diane and Wayne. Every mother firmly believes her children to be clever, kind, funny, and of course beautiful. Irene had this confirmed for her when at the age of four, Diane won the Red Cliffs’ Kindergarten Beauty Contest. Diane remembers her freshly curled hair, a hat and a frilly dress but comments with amusement that “beauty is, after all, in the eye of the beholder”. Irene now enjoys a family that has grown to include fourteen grandchildren and twenty-one great grandchildren.

			“Isn’t that a lot of birthdays to remember?”

			Adding to her resumé as wife, mother, cook, craftswoman, seamstress, picker and packer; Irene thought that Red Cliffs needed an Avon lady and that was going to be her. So, she knocked on doors, and walked from house to house, securing the entire township as her service area. Irene managed this with ease, but obviously her sales skills were too good. The demand for Avon in Red Cliffs became so great that a second representative was needed, and the township was divided between the two of them. Irene is still an Avon representative, and she is asked quite regularly what shade of lipstick she’s wearing. Irene knows that a good Avon pink lasts forever.
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			Alan, Denis, Kaylene, Diane and Wayne

			As for her cooking – it’s the stuff of legends. Alan and Diane remember their mum’s rice pudding, Alan admitting that he would often hide the pudding from other members of the family so that he had more for himself. The rice pudding, her jams, chutneys and sauces have been favourites not only with her children, but with the grandchildren as well.

			No one left Red Cliffs after a visit without a rice pudding on board and if it was Alan who was the lucky recipient after a visit with Mum, he made sure that his siblings received a photo showing him tucking into the pudding with gusto. What a tease!

			On Irene’s 90th birthday, Diane organised to collate her Mum’s favourite recipes into Irene’s Secret Recipes, a book the family members still treasure and use.

			While Irene was busy inside baking or sewing, or treading the footpaths selling Avon, Ron enjoyed a spot of gardening. The garden became a little more than just a hobby though with Ron and his friend and neighbour, Bill Lawrence, trying to upstage each other in their own Goulburn Avenue gardening competition. Irene’s not sure who the overall winner was.

			Parenting obviously comes with its challenges and the Peuckers faced some of their own over the years that really tested them and called on every bit of the strength they possessed.  

			When Ron and Irene’s middle child, Kaylene, was just a tot, they had a troubling visit from their neighbour Bill Lawrence in his capacity as their GP. He raised concerns that Kaylene had significant hearing problems. It turns out that Kaylene was in fact profoundly deaf. Wanting only the very best outcomes for Kaylene and knowing that resources were not available locally, the Peuckers made the extremely hard decision to send their little girl to the Princess Elizabeth Kindergarten, a kindergarten for deaf children in Burwood. She was just three years old. Once she finished kindergarten, Kaylene attended the Glendonald School for the Deaf for her primary years’ education.
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			Glendonald was established by the Victorian Education Department in 1951 and was still operating up until 1991. Situated in Kew it provided education for deaf children and boarding facilities at the John Cannon Hostel for those who lived away from the city. The hostel was described as a “grand mansion on Belmont Avenue”.

			Kaylene attended Glendonald for around six years, boarding during the week and staying with a family in Melbourne at the weekends - Aunty Phylis (Phil) and Uncle Bill. Having trouble pronouncing her aunt’s name, Kaylene would refer to her weekend family as “Mumma and Bill” – nicknames quickly adopted from then on by the whole family. Imagine the heartbreak of having your little one away from the family for such a long time, and further still the dedication, love and commitment it took for Ron and Irene to travel back and forth to Melbourne every three weeks to spend the weekend with their daughter?

			Every Sunday Ron would sit down and compose a letter to Kaylene to keep her up to date with what was going on back home in Red Cliffs. They were letters in picture form, so that his young reader would be entertained as well as informed. Some of these letters have been kept by the family as a reminder of that time, and as Irene puts it, “You always get through if you work together”. The Peucker family, Irene in particular, knows that Kaylene’s time at Glendonald set the foundations for her to achieve and succeed later in life. When Kaylene returned to Goulburn Avenue she slipped back into family and school life seamlessly with the new skills and confidence she had developed at Glendonald.

			As most mums do, Irene watched over her brood to make sure they were safe and happy. When second son Denis left the family to take up an Army apprenticeship at just seventeen, Irene was on “full mother alert”, especially when Denis chose to return from weekend leave by hitch hiking from Red Cliffs to Melbourne. This was the only option for him, given that the Vinelander train didn’t have a schedule that would see him returned in time for Sunday night’s roll call. He recalls one weekend when the weather was a “bit ordinary” – very cold and wet. Irene insisted on driving Denis down the highway for a bit, where he would then, much to her displeasure, hitch a lift with a kindly passing traveller. She floated the idea of staying with him until he got a lift, but Denis was not keen on that idea. Can’t imagine why?

			Traffic was a bit slow that day so after an hour of waiting, cold and probably a bit damp, Denis was thrilled to see a car approaching … until he realised it was the family car, with Mum behind the wheel, obviously checking that he had found a lift and wasn’t still waiting in the rain. Denis, attempting to keep from worrying his mum, ducked into some nearby bushes and waited until she had passed. It’s worth noting that Denis took particular care not to be too rough with his suitcase. Mum had filled it with homecooked cakes and biscuits to keep him going until his next trip home!

			He probably thought that he was safe after that, but he had to repeat that whole process just forty-five minutes later when Irene once again patrolled the highway. Thankfully Denis found a safe ride not long after that and when finally in Melbourne, found a pay phone and called Irene to let the family know he had arrived safely. Both Denis and Irene kept their parts in the highway drama to themselves until many years later when Denis revealed to his mum that he had watched her drive slowly past scouring the highway for her boy. They still have a good chuckle about Denis’ highway adventures whenever they’re together as a family.

			In 1972, not a couple afraid of hard work, Ron and Irene took over the West Cliffs General Store. A local newspaper article in January 1984, when they left the shop, likened the store to a resource centre… containing a history of the area and the personalities of its inhabitants. That’s perhaps code for “everyone knew the Peuckers and the Peuckers knew everyone”. Their store stocked absolutely everything – newspapers, groceries, fresh food, snacks and lunches – it was a very busy little shop. Irene and the family remember those twelve years as happy, busy ones with time off being rare, closing only on two days a year … Christmas Day and Good Friday.

			Even then hopeful customers would wander around outside the shop looking for a way in to buy some milk or gravox! Ron installed a lockable gate for a little bit of privacy, but it didn’t always deter those who were desperate or determined.
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			Ron and Irene behind the counter of the West Cliffs General Store

			Customers must have been kept entertained hearing the Peucker’s cockatoo Wilbur calling out to the family dog, a scruffy, well-fed terrier… “Chubby, Chubby”. Much to Wilbur’s delight, poor Chubby would come running, perhaps hoping for a treat or a pat, only to be disappointingly met by a cheeky bird. Irene remembers those days fondly, grateful for the help of Joanie Briscoe who worked for them for many years, becoming more of a friend than hired help. Irene’s mum and the kids still at home, all lent a hand to lighten the load. The two eldest boys who had left Red Cliffs at this stage, helped whenever they had the opportunity to come home.

			But not all of Irene’s memories of that time are welcome ones. She recalls the day that some school children ran into the shop to tell her that her boy Wayne had been in a motorbike accident. He had been on his way to work at the newly built Target Shopping Centre when he collided with a truck. The truck was reversing and didn’t see him in time to avoid an horrific collision. Stepping into their lives once again, Dr Lawrence urged the family to wait until he had arranged for a specialist to arrive before making any decisions about treatment. They took his advice of course, and although his recovery was long, and difficult, Wayne is all the better for Dr Lawrence’s intervention. 

			Shortly after Wayne’s accident, Bill Lawrence gave Irene some advice that was no doubt hard to hear. “Irene – you’ve had enough, you need to get out”. So, get out they did. After twelve years in the store, Ron and Irene sold up. The new owners of the shop, the Bridleys, were well aware of the work Irene and Ron had put into making the store such a success and commented that the Peuckers would be “a hard act to follow”.  Long after they left the shop, they would be stopped in the street by locals who had been customers from years ago wanting to share a memory, or just pass the time of day.

			From working in the shop seven days a week, Irene and Ron moved on to travelling seven days a week, (for a full year to be exact!) They bought a caravan from Adelaide, hitched it up and without a plan, just started driving. When they hit a town they liked, they’d stay a while, if not, they’d simply move on to the next town. Irene has such clear and fond memories of walking in the ocean to touch dolphins, or seeing the view from the top of Uluru, or Ayers Rock as it was known then.
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			Hitting the road in retirement

			They met so many nice people, and stayed in so many wonderful towns that they made mini trips to their favourite spots each year for a few months. Only recently Irene was paid a surprise visit by a young man, Glenn, who she and Ron had met on their travels around Australia. Glenn had gone to great lengths to track her down – such were the friendships that she and Ron had made on the road. The Peuckers continued their annual trips until Ron’s health kept them closer to home.

			In between working hard and travelling hard, Ron and Irene spent most of their “down time” simply spending time with their family. Although Ron was not a golfer himself, he thoroughly enjoyed being on the edges of the game when his sons played. A game of golf that Alan and Denis took up back in 1990, quickly developed into a fierce annual three-day family golfing competition.

			Now the competition includes cousins, nephews, nieces, grandchildren. Just about every Peucker possible travels from all over to take part in this happy event. Of course, it’s probably more about getting together than swinging a golf club or walking away with the trophy, (yes, they have a trophy!)  This golfing tradition has been upheld now for the past thirty-two years and there are certainly no plans to retire it any time soon.

			After their big caravanning trek around the country, Ron and Irene decided to build a new home. Leaving Red Cliffs for the big city, Mildura, they built their retirement home in Sixth Street back when that area was still mostly fruit blocks. It was a big and a difficult decision moving from Red Cliffs to Mildura, but with the kids grown and long gone from the family home, it was the right decision at the time. 

			Sadly, Irene lost Ron twenty-six years ago and she has found that to be a big adjustment. They were not only husband and wife, but from that first barn dance and throughout their almost fifty years of marriage, they were teammates. The family continue what is now known as the Ron Peucker Memorial Golf Challenge each year as a tribute to him, these three days being a wonderful opportunity to remember and retell “Ron” stories. When it was time for Irene to move again and have a little more assistance, it seemed logical that she would return to Red Cliffs to Jacaranda Village, just a four-minute drive from Goulburn Avenue. Here she has the company of some fellow Red Cliffs residents, some she has known all her life.

			There might even be a past West Cliffs store customer or even an Avon customer from days gone by in amongst the residents at Jacaranda.

			As you would expect, a day doesn’t go by without a family member phoning or dropping by, just as they have always done – daughter Diane is just a few buildings away, working in the management team at Jacaranda. It’s no surprise that Irene wanted this story to be more about her children and what they’ve achieved, than about herself and her life. When asked to pinpoint a highlight or a milestone in her life, Irene was quick to answer.

			You might expect her to pick a specific time, event or place because she has had a very full life and there are plenty of highlights to choose from? But instead, she prefers to sum up her life quite simply … “a happy one”.  Now you can’t ask for much more than that, can you?
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