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			ALLAN TESSIER

			in conversation with Mandy Whelan 

			Fay was absolutely the most important thing in my life. 
My life stopped the day she died.

			‘The best woman in the world,’ that’s how Allan describes Fay, the love of his life, the centre of his universe and his wife for sixty-seven years. 

			In 1989, inspired by Fay, Allan entered a Valentine’s Day poetry competition run by the Sunraysia Daily. He won! The prize was a dinner for two at a ‘posh’ restaurant. 

			My Darling Fay 
For thirty-five years I’ve loved you so, 
I’ve never loved another. 
To our four sons, as we watched them grow, 
You’ve been a splendid mother. 
Since that 28th day in that long ago May, 
When you pledged your love with mine, 
You’ve always been and ever will stay 
My sweetest Valentine. 
Allan 

			Allan and Fay Tessier on Valentine’s Day 
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			Allan was born in Newcastle on Saturday 29th October 1932, the same year as the Sydney Harbour Bridge was opened. Australia was in the midst of the Great Depression with high levels of unemployment and food shortages. The BHP Steelworks, where Allan’s father worked, was the cornerstone of Newcastle’s economy although production had dropped considerably. 

			‘Dad was at the steelworks for twenty-two years and then he got sick of it. All his brothers-in-law worked at the Port of Newcastle, and he decided to join them. He stayed there until he retired at sixty-five. 

			‘Mother never worked – she took care of the household. She got cancer of the colon, and the doctors got rid of it. But about eighteen months later it came back in another part of the colon. I was married at this time. We motored over and spent a week and a half there. 

			‘The kids weren’t big – eldest was about ten. The doctors operated but they told us it was terminal, nothin’ else they could do. So, we took her home and made her as comfortable as we could. She died eight months after that. Dad passed away from cancer eighteen months later. He lived until he was seventy-three. He was a heavy smoker. 

			‘I had an older sister, Patricia, and a younger sister, June. The younger one was a bit spoilt by our mother. Mother let her do things that she wouldn’t let us do. 

			‘We lived in a three-storey solid brick house in Cook’s Hill. Didn’t own it, we rented. I walked to school past Delany’s pub on the corner of Darby Street and Council Street. I got an award for writing. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			They told me I had the best writing they’d ever seen. 

			‘My dad was a good swimmer; he taught me to swim when I was six years old. I used to go in all the races at school. I was always coming third. There were two blokes better than me and one of those boys was written up in the newspaper saying he was going to be a world champion. 

			‘His name was Colin Johnson, but I don’t know much about his life after I left Newcastle. A couple of blokes asked me to join their surf club. I said to them, “I come to the beach for pleasure and to have a good time.” I didn’t want to be followin’ orders. 

			‘Sometimes we’d swim at the Bogey Hole at the bottom of Shepherd’s Hill. You’d pull up on top of the cliffs and walk down all these steps. They’d been carved out of the rock. It was dangerous for kids. If a big wave came up it washed over the baths and then drained back into the ocean. There were spikes in the ground with a chain barrier fence around it and we used to get on the seaward side of it and hang on like billy-o. 

			‘When I’d finished school, Frank and Jack (two mates) and I decided we were going to go around the world and see what’s offering. Frank’s parents used to spoil him a bit and they bought him a car - a 1937 Dodge. I was a year older than the other two, so I had to supervise their driving. The road was pretty rough and dusty and bumpy, not a highway at all. We would camp on the side of the road in the trees. We had a tent and sleeping bags and stretchers. It took us four days to get to Mildura. 

			‘It was dry and dusty all the way over and when we hit Mildura and went over the bridge from New South Wales it was all green and everything was planted, plenty of grass areas. I said, “This looks good. Why don’t we stay here and see if we can get a job?” We went up the bush a bit and camped for the night. The next day we walked down to the river and had a bit of a scrub to tidy ourselves up before we went in search of the labour agency. There were people everywhere and I thought, “We’re not gonna get a job here. Look at all the people waiting”. But we found out everyone was gathered there because it was pickin’ time. 

			‘We got a job with Herrick Smith in Merbein. He had a couple of fruit blocks, and he also owned the Merbein hardware store. We lived in an old block house on one of the properties. There was an open fireplace in it, and he provided us with a bit of wood. We were pretty well looked after. He gave us a job pickin’ the grapes off. We worked in pairs on either side of the vines. Frankie pickin’ what he can on one side and I’m on the other side pickin’ what I can. We’d fill up the four-wheel trailer and then somebody on the tractor would take it up to the racks. We’d tip the grapes onto the racks and spread them out, not too thick and not too thin, they had to be just right. 

			‘Then they’d be left to dry in the sun. It’d take about three weeks to dry ‘em, depending on the type of grape it was. When the grapes were dry enough, we’d shake the rack, and they’d all drop down onto hessian ground sheets. When the grapes were dry, they looked good, all golden. They’d be taken to the packing shed. We ended up spending about eighteen months there. When it was time to pack up and go on our way, Herrick came down and said, “If you blokes want another job I can get you a job on a sheep station on the Darling”. 

			‘There were two sister stations. Avoca was the closest to Wentworth and Para was another twenty miles further up the Darling. When we got up to the Avoca Station the boss gave us a room with a bathroom. It was two to a room. We were on call twenty-four hours. If something went wrong, you had to get out of bed and deal with it. That’s the way it was. We didn’t shear - we helped with movin’ the sheep between paddocks, sorting them ready for shearin’, and removin’ the wool around the sheep’s breech so they didn’t get fly strike. We helped with loadin’ wool and other things like fencing. 

			‘We’d been there for twelve months or so, when a new boss was brought in. He was about fifty-five and he’d been around sheep all his life. It wasn’t long before he decided to sack the gardener, an English bloke. I said to me mate when we were lying in bed one night, “You know what this bloke’s going to do don’t ya? He’s gonna sack all the staff here and replace them with people of his choice. He’s gonna sack us all”. 

			‘It wasn’t too long after that he sacked another bloke, just put him off. Didn’t give him any reason. I woke up to the fact he was aware that we were aware of what he was going to do so, I went to see him the next day. Told him I think everyone is going to get sacked here so I’m off. I’d worked at the station for about eighteen months. 

			‘While I was workin’ at the station my younger sister decided to get married. I hadn’t gone to my older sister’s wedding, so I wanted to go to June’s. It was the only sort of reason you could get any time away from work. I planned to drive my car over to Newcastle but there was somethin’ wrong with the gear box. I thought I’d have to stay put; I had no transport. Another worker on the station, Bluey was his name, a red-headed bloke he was, said, “If you want to go to your sister’s wedding you can have a lend of me motorbike”’. I didn’t have a motorbike licence, so I borrowed Frankie’s motorbike licence. For that trip I was Frankie Tull. I rode over there in the middle of bloody winter - it was freezin’. It took me two days. I just kept riding ‘til I got tired and then I’d look for a bus or a train shelter to have a rest. I spent about a week over there and then rode back again. It was cold. 

			‘After I sacked myself from Avoca Station I got a job on an orange grove at Pomona in the irrigation district about seven miles north of Wentworth. I worked there with another fella, lookin’ after everything and seein’ that it wasn’t over watered. The place we lived in was a nice place, a little flat, 

			pretty new. The boss was a real perfectionist, a grumpy old bugger too. Even though we tried and tried and tried, we’d still get criticised for somethin’. 

			‘After workin’ at the orange grove for about six months, I’d had enough. I was getting petrol one day in Wentworth. I was waitin’ for my change and the bloke behind the counter said, “You don’t want a job, do you?” 

			‘I said, ”Yeah! I do. What is it?” 

			“Driving semi-trailers around with sheep and wool bales for Ronnie Brookshaw”. 

			“I’ve driven trucks before”, I said. 

			“Go and see him. He’s outside talkin’ to some bloke”. 

			

			‘I went out and waited ‘til he’d finished his conversation. 

			“Are you lookin’ for another truck driver?” 

			“Yeah”, said Ronnie. “Have ya got a truck licence?” 

			‘I said, “Yeah”. 

			“Well come down and we’ll take you through the ropes”. 

			‘That’s the quickest I’ve ever got a job. 

			‘Ronnie’s transport business covered all the stations north of Wentworth as far up as White Cliffs, past Wilcannia. I drove trucks for Ronnie for three years. 

			You had to do it when it needed doing, even on a Sunday. 

			‘I managed to get board with an older couple, Herb and Rose. They lived a few doors down from the service station in Wentworth. Rose was friendly and a good cook. Once they got to know me, they sorta treated me like one of the family. One of their sons was called Harry. He was married to a girl called Patricia who had a younger sister, Fay. They used to drop in occasionally for a talk and a cup of tea. 

			“One weekend when they were visiting, they said they were going over to Sydney to spend Christmas with relatives. They asked me if I was going home. 

			‘I said, “Yeah”. 

			‘They said, “Would you mind takin’ a couple of guests over?” 

			“Yeah”, I said, “That would be good ‘cos it’s a long way. The company would be good.” 

			‘They wanted me to take Fay and Rose. It was about one o’clock in the morning when we arrived in Sydney at Harry’s uncle and aunt’s place out Penrith way. The old girl took crook. She was just sitting on the front doorstep moaning. She was taken away by the ambulance. 

			

			‘After Christmas, when I came back down from Newcastle, I called in there. It turned out Rose had suffered a stroke. She sorta came good but she was left with legs that wouldn’t work properly. It was a pity because she was a nice old lady. 

			‘I suggested I could take all the girls to Luna Park, Fay and the two daughters of the fella we were stayin’ with. We parked the ute at Penrith Station and caught the train in. We went on the big roller coaster. Just before midnight some bloke come out in a white uniform and a captain’s cap. He climbed up this flagpole. It must have been fifty feet high. He got on top of the pole and somehow tied his feet to it. He swayed about and made out he was going to fall and so it went. It was a bit hairy scary as far I was concerned. 

			‘We come outta Luna Park and walked up to the train station. It was only a hundred feet away. We sat on the benches. Apart from us four, there was only one other bloke there, down the other end. Fay was zoned out on the bench. I said, “I enjoyed meself tonight. I’ve had a great time. I really like you”. She was tired, laying back, her eyes closed. It’s all dark, not black dark, a couple of lights here and there. 

			‘I said to her, “I think I’m falling in love with you”. She didn’t say anything. She just smiled. We went on talkin’ about other stuff for a while and she’s still laying back. So, I leaned over, and I kissed her. I reckon she kissed me back. 

			‘When we got back to Harry’s uncle’s place, I asked her, “Do you want to travel back with me to Wentworth?” Save her sittin’ in the back of Harry’s brother’s van all that way. 

			‘She said, “No we’ve only just arrived. We’ve got another fortnight here yet”. 

			‘I thought, “Well, that’s a rebuff”. It was about half past one in the mornin’ by this time and I said, “Well, I’m gonna shoot off. I’ll see you at the Murray Moon when you get back”. She seemed to think that would be a good thing. I gave her a hug and a kiss and off she went inside. 

			

			I drove home. 

			‘When the weekend came around, I went up to the Murray Moon and paid for a ticket to get in. I walked around and looked at every face. There was no Fay. The week went past; I was back at work. The next weekend I went to the Murray Moon again. When I walked in, there she was. She was busy at that dance. There were a lot of fellas asking her for dances. I had a bit of competition, but I got to drive her home. She rented a house in Red Cliffs with her older sister Madeline. 

			‘Fay worked at a packing shed near Sunny Cliffs. I used to pick her up after work and we’d go for a bit of a drive. Sometimes when it was nearly knock off time a load of sultanas would come in and they’d have to stay until they packed it all. I just waited…and waited…and waited. 

			‘We’d been goin’ together for about seven months and one night I drove over to take her to the Murray Moon for a dance. She came out of the house, 

			putting her jacket on. She said, “It might be better if we don’t see each other for a while”. 

			‘My heart sunk and I sort of melted away. I said, “Have you got another boyfriend?” 

			She said, “No. I just wanna go about by myself for a bit”. 

			“If that’s the case I’ll see ya later,” I said. I jumped in the car and drove off. I thought she mustn’t be attracted to me. It might be me bung eye. 

			About that eye … 

			‘When I was about fifteen, me and a mate were swimmin’ at the Merewether Ocean Baths. It was late in February, humid and sticky. There was a heap of containers with some sort of material in them. The Council was buildin’ a children’s pool. We should have woken up what it was. I pelted me mate with a couple of balls of the stuff. Hit him in the stomach. I started to swim out to get away from him. I stopped and turned around to see what he was up to. He must have thrown it as I decided to turn around. It went straight into my open eye, the left one. 

			The only other person there was an old bloke. He came over and said, “You got that in your eye laddie. You’d better get medical attention because its lime. It’ll blind you”. 

			‘I went and washed out what I could at the bubbler fountain. I couldn’t ride me bike home. I got on me mate’s bike and he dinked me. One old girl called us over while we were ridin’ along the road. “Hey, what’s wrong with that lad?” 

			“He’s got some lime in his eye”, me mate said. 

			“Well, that’s bad. You want to go and see the chemist on the next corner”. 

			‘I was in a lot of pain. We went down there but the chemist was shut. A young lady walked up and asked, “What’s wrong with him?” I was sitting on the kerb cryin’. 

			‘Me mate said, “He’s got lime in his eye”. 

			‘She said, “Let’s have a look”. 

			‘So, she looked and said, “Oh my God” and hurried away to call the ambulance. 

			‘Sure enough, lost me sight in that eye. Can’t see a thing out of it. 

			* * * * 

			‘I didn’t see Fay for a while until one day she came to visit Herb and Rose. I was down the backyard doin’ something with my car and she came down. She said, “How ya goin?” 

			‘I said, “Alright”. 

			‘She said, “When are you comin’ over to see me again?” 

			“When do you want me to come over?” 

			

			‘And the rest is history. We got married on the 28th of May 1955. 
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			‘I was still drivin’ trucks, but Fay didn’t like being home on her own, so I sacked myself…again! I picked up a job at the Mildura City Council, diggin’ ditches with a shovel. It wasn’t very pleasant but at least I was home every night with Fay to soothe her nerves. Then some bloke I knew got me a job on the Mildura Shire drivin’ trucks. 

			

			‘Our oldest son Allan was born in 1956. He was always falling over and having busters when he started to walk, so I called him Buster, and it stuck. Michael came along in 1959, followed by Bradley. We’d planned on havin’ three kids and when we had three boys Fay decided we’d try again… for a girl. That’s when our fourth son Jeffrey was born. 

			‘As a kid, I used to go to Bar Beach in Newcastle. I’d sit on the grass area and watch the seagulls flying through the air and I thought, I wish I could do that. When I was about twenty-six, I decided to go and get my pilot’s licence. I went for a medical and the doctor asked me what was wrong with me eye. I told him and he said, “You’ll never get a pilot’s licence”. So, I thought that was the end of that. Then I spoke to a bloke who was a commercial pilot, and he suggested I join the Sunraysia Gliding Club. They’d recently lost quite a few members after a glider came to grief. Lost a wing. Both blokes were killed. They welcomed me with open arms. 

			‘I was back in Newcastle to visit my parents and sisters, and I was told about a doctor who does all the medicals for the commercial pilots. I went and saw the bloke. If there’s anything wrong with you, he assesses it to see how much of a problem it is. He put me through a four-page test, and he passed me to go for my pilot’s licence. 

			‘I started to fly. It was magic! The instructor told all the fellas, “Here’s a bloke who only has one eye and he does all the landings after five hours of training”. I got about three hundred hours up in the power planes. 
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			‘I got a promotion at the Shire when the bloke that used to be in charge of the parks and gardens people died. They put me in a house in Quandong Park and gave me a ute to drive around in. I looked after the ovals and everything. It was pretty busy - a lot of work to do. 

			‘I retired when I was fifty-nine. We were interested in going up the New South Wales coast to live but Michael had been diagnosed with brain cancer. In the meantime, we had to shift out of the house in Quandong Park. We rented a place in Red Cliffs for three or four months. Then Michael was given the “all clear”, so we took a run up to the Camden Head area and had a look around. We picked a house out up there that suited us. It was a nice house. We lived there, close to the beach, for a couple of years. 

			‘Michael’s cancer came back. They couldn’t do anything for him. Couldn’t operate. They said, “You’ll just have to take him home and keep him comfortable”. 

			‘We sold our house up north and came back to Red Cliffs. They put a hospital bed in his house, in the loungeroom. He could watch television, and the nurse came in and checked on him every now and again. We would go around to Michael’s place about twelve every day and we’d be with him ‘til about five. Then Bradley would go around and be with him until about eight o’clock at night. It’s all we could do. 

			‘We were at Michael’s one day and he wasn’t active. He couldn’t hear us, and he couldn’t talk to us. We stayed a bit longer, until six. Bradley rang us up at half past eight that night and he said, “I don’t like the way Michael is. He’s getting worse”. 

			‘I said, “We’ll come back out. Bring our fold up beds and maybe stay for the night”. 

			‘By the time we got our camping gear and stuffed it in the back of the Toyota, it was nine o’clock before we got out there. Brad opened the door to us. He had that look on his face. I said to him, “Michael died, didn’t he?” 

			

			‘He said, “Yeah”. 

			‘There were some people fussing around him and I just wanted them to beat it. I wanted to be near my son. He was forty-two. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever gone through.’ 

			* * * * 

			“Fay was absolutely the most important thing in my life. We were madly in love. My life stopped the day she died”, says Allan with resolute honesty. Fay passed away on June 9, 2022. She was 85 years old.
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			My Darling Fay 
With this ring I thee wed 
You’ll be in my heart forever 
Upon our love the sun will always shine 
And when you came, then to my bed 
We shared our love together 
I praised the day the good Lord made you mine 
Now life has gone its way 
And we’ve moved through the years 
Since that long ago sweet May 
We have known both joy and tears 
And how my love for you has deepened 
Since that distant yesterday 
And I will love you dearly 
Forever and a day. 
Allan 
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			Allan and his great grandchildren
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