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			KEITH HILL 

			in conversation with Christine Leamon & Christine Knight 

			You never go anywhere your brain hasn’t been first! 

			Note: Sometimes life does not go quite according to plan! It has been for our volunteer writer Christine Leamon. She was able to meet with Keith and enthusiastically begin the preparatory work of capturing his story before an unexpected diagnosis, requiring her immediate treatment in Melbourne, meant she was unable to complete her work. 

			Likewise for Keith and his wife Trish, their lives would be forever changed when Keith suffered a “catastrophic” stroke in 2018. But the essence of the man remains, with the great support of his wife, Trish. 

			Keith met his wife to be Trish “rolling around and fighting” on the judo floor! Keith was 20 and Trish was 16. 
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			Keith and Trish on their wedding day 

			They had met previously when Keith was the caller for square dancing, but he had another girlfriend at that time. Keith often wore his Army Reserve uniform to the dances and Trish admits that “she’d had her eye on him, as she was a sucker for a man in uniform!” 
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			Keith in the uniform that so impressed Trish

			Keith was determined to see her and after looking her up in the phone book, he checked out her address on the town map at the Mildura Post Office and turned up in time to take her to judo! Trish was stunned! Keith and Trish were married in 1972 and have a daughter Mandy and two lovely grandchildren. 

			Keith was born 1948 in Mildura, the second son of Arthur and Rose Hill. His older brother John was born in 1946, Ross followed Keith in 1954 and David in 1956. They all grew up on the family property on the corner of Eleventh Street and Riverside Avenue, in the home that his father built before he was married and where he developed a poultry farm. Keith’s father Arthur was ‘a bit of an engineer’, and the home was the first in the area that had a concrete raft foundation. As he was advised that the floor might be too cold, he decided to insulate the floor with a thin layer of sand before laying the linoleum. However, a housewarming party with ladies wearing stilettos resulted in quite a few popping sounds as the heels pierced the flooring! Keith well remembers that in later years they were still sweeping up sand! 

			Keith’s mother Rose, at 99 years old, still lives independently in that home and is quite a local identity. She has been making puppets since 1960, mostly out of recycled material. Keith and John have wonderful memories of the family marionette plays that involved all the boys building the stages and the sets which included lighting and sound, with marionettes being driven by Ross. 

			They performed an annual production of ‘Mince Pies Wishes’ in the Eleventh Street house and performed in the window of the Carnegie Library in Deakin Avenue, where the audience watched from the footpath and often blocked the roadway. 
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			Ross Hill with some of his puppets 

			Ross inherited Rose’s love of puppetry and became a renowned puppeteer. After starting his career in Mildura with the STV 8 Television show ‘The Paddle-wheelers’, with Susan McGurgan, Ross went on to work with the Tasmanian Puppet Theatre, then to the Sydney Puppet Theatre before being enticed to London and New York as a designer and builder with the famous Jim Henson’s Creature Shop. He had an amazing way of instantly bringing puppets to life and was one of the first puppeteers to be involved in the development of animatronics. Ross also travelled in Australia and Europe with the famous music group - the Village People. 

			Sadly, Ross passed away in 1991.

			Keith’s older brother John had a very successful career as an engineer and worked for fifty-five years with Channel 7 including two years spent in the United Kingdom with the Independent Broadcasting Authority. He was also involved in bringing colour television to Australia. His career started with STV 8 in Mildura on its very first day of transmission as a boom operator and the projectionist. 

			Keith’s youngest brother David is also an engineer and has had a very successful career with Motorola. He is a pilot and shares Keith’s love of flying! Two significant local events coincided with the births of both of Keith’s younger brothers. When Ross was born in 1954 in the Windolva Hospital (where the Christie Centre is now located), 

			‘a tornado cut a five-mile-wide path of destruction for 20 miles in the Mildura district. The district sustained significant damage with hailstones the size of golf balls, shredding crops and smashing windows, and with severe lightning strikes. Several people were hospitalised, and many roofs were lost including that of the hospital.’ 

			#Extract from the Illawarra Daily Mercury.

			Keith recalls that the tornado took every leaf off their vines but didn’t touch the neighbouring property. 

			Similarly, when David was born in the Mildura Base Hospital, it was during the famous 1956 floods. While Rose and David were in the hospital, Arthur was out on his ‘Fergie’ tractor busily making a levee bank around the poultry farm. Even though the farm was not close to the river he feared that if the levee bank on the river was breached the flood water would have come across the golf course and swamped the farm. 

			When Rose was in the Olinda hospital at the time of Keith’s birth, Rose’s father (Keith’s grandfather), was killed in an accident. 

			Reginald Seymour and his fellow worker Stanley Russell lost their lives after an explosion of a bitumen kettle in an accident in the Katherine area, (Northern Territory). They were engaged in preparing a bitumen solution for spreading on the road when the accident happened. 

			#Extract from the Coronial Inquest report in the Centralian Advocate 1948. 

			It is believed that it was while they were repairing roads that had been damaged during the war years. 

			Reg, who was born in England, served in the 7th Battalion in Egypt, France, and Belgium. He was an original World War 1 soldier settler in Red Cliffs. He married Vera Thorburn and had four children, Doris, Reg, Rose, and John. In 1926, Sunraysia Daily recorded that Reg had installed the largest water tank in the area and had one of the best gardens in the district. He was 54 at the time of his death. 

			#Extract from ‘A Land for Heroes’ by Hon. Ken Wright.

			Arthur grew up in Melbourne. His father was killed in France in WW1, and his mother was injured by a live X-ray machine, which burned a hole in her lungs, and she passed away when he was just 12 years old. Arthur and his younger brother Walter went to live with their maiden aunt until the difficult Depression years. Arthur was then sent to Dookie College before coming to Mildura to look for work. He found work at the Powerhouse and the Mildura Base Hospital, and he lived in a tent on the Merbein Common. Arthur told Keith that he once swam across the river and nearly drowned. The only way to get back to his tent was to walk to the Abbottsford Bridge to cross the river on foot, then walk all the way back to Merbein! “Quite a few miles!” 

			Keith recalls family trips to visit an aunt who ran the Hanging Rock Pub and of the times his father was driving in Melbourne without having a licence and the Police suggesting that he might need to go and get one! 

			At the beginning of WW2, Arthur applied to enlist in the first intake. He was refused on the grounds that he had a broken finger. He applied again on the second intake and was again denied as he was then classed as an essential worker at the hospital. Arthur and Rose met during the war years when they both worked at the Mildura Base Hospital. Arthur was in maintenance, but he was ‘a jack of all trades’ and was also called on to be an ambulance driver, to work in the wards and the kitchen, as well as keeping the boiler going. 

			As Arthur and Rose were constructing their new home next to the Mildura Aerodrome (now called the Aero Ovals), it was not unusual to have Australian Air Force bombers flying overhead as the flight crews learned how to fly in preparation for overseas service! 

			Interestingly the 110-acre parcel of land for that Aerodrome was purchased by Clement DeGaris and prepared for Mildura’s first aerodrome in the 1920s, in the hope it would become the aviation centre of the Commonwealth. In early 1921 there were in fact more aircraft in Mildura than any other area outside a capital city in Australia. The following picture is of an Ansett Airways plane prior to take off at the very basic facilities at Mildura in the late 1930s. 
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			Sir Charles Kingsford-Smith even landed the ‘Southern Cross’ there on Armistice Day 1933. Keith tells me that Rose had a joy flight with Kingsford- Smith during his visit to Mildura. 

			During the war years, the RAAF purchased land in South Mildura and established barracks, and an airfield for the training of pilots. At the beginning of World War 2 in 1939, civil flying was restricted, and private flying virtually ceased. In May 1942 the newly completed RAAF Base at South Mildura became the home of Number 2 (Fighter) Operational Training Unit and remained there until 1946. During those hectic years over 1,200 fighter pilots completed courses, racking up over 104,000 hours flying Wirraways, Boomerangs, P40 Kittyhawks, Spitfires and P51 Mustangs. Gunnery ranges, bombing ranges, wireless transmitting stations and emergency landing strips were scattered all over the Sunraysia area. All this flying took its toll, and the War Cemetery at Mildura contains the graves of 52 pilots. 

			The original aerodrome became redundant during these years as those airline services still running, flew in and out of the RAAF facility thus giving the RAAF total control of the airspace over Sunraysia. 

			#Extract from ‘AVA – Aviation in Sunraysia’ by John Lever. 

			Keith has quite an extensive knowledge of the operations of the RAAF in Sunraysia during those years. He knows the sites of the bombing ranges, of the areas where they practiced firing cannons into piles of earth and of the practice of skipping bombs at Lake Victoria, where sadly some pilots lost their lives. 

			Keith attended school at Mildura West Primary before moving on to Mildura Technical School. He remembers school fondly and that his mother made all their costumes for the Easter parades. On one occasion Keith’s costume was that of a rabbit, made from sugar bags, and he recalls hopping three times around the quadrangle, so much so that he could hardly walk afterwards. Another time he remembers John being dressed as a lady in high heels pushing ‘baby’ Keith, who was eating a huge all-day sucker, in a pram around the school yard. The upside was that he got to enjoy that lollipop for quite a few days afterwards. 

			He fondly recalls running to school behind David, who would be riding his bike, and of the time his father put wooden chocks on the pedals of Keith’s bike when it was too big for him. The boys all had bikes and had great fun riding through a huge mud hole they had on their property. They were all good at cleaning the mud from the wheels and mudguards afterwards to keep the bikes in good order. Keith has many memories of growing up on the farm. He recalls that his father often worked more than twelve hours a day! He remembers the intricate process for drying fruit when they were growing Waltham grapes – the caustic soda and the boiling water and spreading the fruit on the racks. It was hard work. 

			On one occasion Keith’s father got a lot of high tensile fencing wire and strained-up all his vines. During the cold nights the fencing lines shrunk, and they could hear the ‘ping’ as they snapped. “Dad had to redo all the wiring”. Sometimes it was so cold in the mornings Keith would have to break the ice for the goats to have a drink. He also remembers that sometimes he had to help the nanny goats to have their kids. “We milked those goats every night and every morning”. Keith talks of a time the goats would sneak through the door of the chook pen as it was closing, to steal the wheat. He decided to put a brick on the top of the door but the next one through the gate was David! It hit him on the head and broke all the eggs he was carrying! 

			He recalls that he once caught a tortoise when he went fishing in the Murray – at a time when the water was crystal clear. He bought it home and tethered it in Rose’s pansy patch to catch the snails. He called it Charlie after Charlie Cook who took him fishing. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Arthur and his four sons

			Keith’s dad Arthur was quite the inventor and manufactured all manner of contraptions to manage the poultry farm including a brooding pen with compacted sawdust, conveyer belts and roll-down netting – “which was more trouble than it was worth!” 

			Keith recalls the time he and John were having a fight in the car on their way to Wentworth to pick-up sawdust, and Arthur put Keith out of the car and told him to walk home. Keith lost track of time as he strolled along enjoying looking for lizards and other critters. His father arrived home expecting to see him there and it was an anxious Dad who went back to find him wandering along the highway, quite happy to have missed out on collecting the sawdust. 

			Arthur used to flood irrigate and on a particular occasion finished up flooding the chook pen and that’s when, in frustration, Keith decided that perhaps farming wasn’t for him! He had been attending night school completing a fitter and turner and welding course, so he went off to work at Vels Engineers, in San Mateo Avenue. He says he greatly admired Otto Vels and learned a lot from him. Otto prized his own lathe, so he bought a lathe just for Keith’s use. They made many things including rack dehydrator fans for drying grapes. Keith recalls that Otto was fixated on catching a shark and he made all the fishing gear that allowed him to realise that dream. 

			Keith’s marble came up in the National Service Ballot for the Vietnam War, but he was not accepted because he was classed as a primary producer and an essential worker given his work at the hospital maintaining the boilers. He was also serving in the Army Reserves (F-Troop as he calls it!) Keith easily rattles off his service number and recalls his time in ‘F-Troop’ when they were taught that in battle their goal was to injure the enemy instead of killing them. They were told it would require four or five people to retrieve the injured but none if they were dead. 

			Keith and Trish took over the management of the farm when Arthur retired. It was constant work with often up to five thousand day-old chicks to care for. They produced eggs and meat for around 8 years until the farm was no longer viable. They had challenges with foxes and even domestic dogs destroying their brood. Keith continued to work for himself in engineering, as well as at the old Mildura Base Hospital in maintenance and at TAFE teaching welding, repairing lathes and maintenance, before going to MADEC to work in its disability support work programs. 

			Keith recalls his long-time friendship with the Woods family and of the times he was there to help build the seating, manufacturing the turntables in the display units and assisting with the concreting for the amazing cave-like ceiling of Woodsie’s Gem Shop. He also made the self-closing gates for the maze which were the same as he had made at the farm for the chook pens, but minus the brick! 

			Trish and Keith both have great memories of going ballroom dancing each week at Tuck’s Dance Studio in Deakin Avenue. There they were learning new dances, including Latin dances, but Keith much preferred the modern waltz. The couple even danced at the Australian Dancing Championships on two occasions. 
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			Woodsie’s Gem Shop 

			Keith also worked as the Workingman’s Club projectionist for the movie nights each Monday evening for about ten years from 1962. Trish and Keith celebrated their first wedding anniversary at the Workers and Keith wickedly reminisces that they bought a bottle of passion wine and he ended up on top of Trish on the dance floor. 

			“Then everybody wanted some passion wine!” 

			Keith was raised to be independent and a problem solver. He is a self-sufficient man who would prefer to go bush rather than being amongst a crowd. He loved going fishing and shooting at Montarna Station (near Mungo and Marma Stations NSW). He says that Trish really “caught the shooting bug” when he taught her to shoot. He cheekily calls her his ‘Annie Oakley!”’ She shared his love of the bush and of doing crazy things like swimming in dams, sometimes finding that they were sharing the dams with dead sheep! Keith and Trish also loved the river, and as he was extremely skilled, inventive, and according to his brother John “a man ahead of his time”, Keith managed to build two houseboats for his family. His first boat, called ‘Amanda May’ after his daughter, was made of steel and the second boat, the Murray Bunyip, was made of aluminum. Both vessels were designed around the materials used, with inboard motors and were trailer able. The ‘Murray Bunyip’ was fitted with flyby wire steering which is now used in aircraft and cars! Amazing! The family spent many happy years enjoying the river. 
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			The Murray Bunyip
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			Over fifty years together - Keith and Trish with little Presley! 

			Trish shared a story of Keith’s courage in February 1990, when they were cruising with friends in their houseboat. They were alerted by folks on the riverbank to something in the water. Sadly, a man had disappeared while swimming the previous week near the Rowing Club lawns. Without hesitation Keith handed Trish the mobile joystick which he was using to steer the boat (there was no conventional steering wheel) and dived into the river to assist in moving the body close to the riverbank. 

			However, he did overlook the fact that no one on board had any skill whatsoever in driving the houseboat with the mobile joystick which Keith had manufactured to enable him to steer the boat from anywhere onboard. Trish recalls that they continually went around in circles until Keith swam back to them quite some time later! The Police also suggested that next time he retrieves a body in the water, “Could he please take it to the NSW side of the river as the Murray is a NSW waterway!” 

			When I was able to meet up with Keith for the first time for this project, it was at Princes Court Homes, and he was preparing to participate in a runway parade for the Spring Racing Carnival! I thought I was meeting Keith but instead I met ‘Katrina!’ It was hysterical, Keith provided the staff and residents with lots of laughs for the rest of the day. This was not the first time he had dressed in drag! He and Trish reminisced about the time they attended a dance where Trish dressed as the guy and Keith dressed as the girl, and of the time Keith dressed as half man, half woman, and danced with himself! Keith is very theatrical and has been in many Red Cliffs Music Society productions. He recalls some of them - Brigadoon, Oklahoma, and Naughty Marietta. 

			He was first enticed to go on stage in Naughty Marietta when they were asked to supply the “F-Troop” in uniform instead of using police uniforms. His talent was recognised and that’s where it all started. Keith has a wicked sense of humour, and he talked about the time when they were at the back of the audience of Carousel and aware that this was to be the first time their group had used a smoke machine. The machine was not going well and was accidently filling the hall with smoke. He and Trish could not contain their giggles and were promptly told off by an audience member who couldn’t see what was so funny. It was during the death scene! 

			It does seem that theatrics run in the family. Like father, like daughter! Mandy is a self-confessed ‘groupie’ of Ratbagz Comedy Group and loves nothing more than dressing up. On Halloween she even dressed up as a witch and stayed in character all day, even scaring the children in her street! 
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			Katrina (aka Keith) and Trish at Princes Court Spring Racing Carnival Parade. (“Katrina” borrowed Amanda’s blonde wig!) 
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			Mandy as a ‘groupie’ of Ratbagz, with her blonde wig! 

			In 1995, Keith and Trish took twelve months off and toured clockwise around Australia. This took quite some planning. Trish took the time off work, and they left with a Canadian canoe on the roof of the car and with their tent and fishing gear packed on top of the caravan. Traveling in Australia has been one of their passions with lots of camping trips, even at the time when it wasn’t the ‘fashionable’ thing to do. 

			Keith also has a love of motor bikes and he owned a bike for some time. (His Uncle Johnny Seymour was heavily involved in motorbikes, - including riding in the ‘Globe of Death’- and side-car racing.) It was through this love that he became great friends with Peter Guest, who also loves side-car racing. Apart from the bikes, Peter and Keith also share a passion for flying. 

			#The following extract is from an interview Keith did with the local ABC in 2011. 

			“You know you’re a glider when you look up at the sky hoping to see clouds on a clear day. Clouds help gliding planes to get lift in the air and many take to the sky every Saturday at the Sunraysia Gliders Club, south of Mildura. 

			“I was first involved with gliding because I had an engineering background. I was asked if I could fabricate a tail wheel for one of the training gliders, I was able to make that for them, and after we fitted it, they said, ‘jump in’ and I was hooked!” 
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			Keith and Peter Guest on a recent flight in Peter’s plane

			Keith also fabricated a ladder for his brother David’s Bonanza plane. David sometimes hired out his plane to others and on one particular occasion the pilot forgot to engage the landing gear! It was the strength of that ladder that saved the plane from total destruction, but it also made a huge gash along the entire tarmac! 

			Keith first learned to fly in a sail plane, which is launched along an airstrip by a winch and in seconds the craft is airborne! Keith went on to fly around the district teaching lots of students. One young 13-year-old girl who he took for a flight in his motor glider is now an instructor for powered planes. He is very pleased with his part in giving people opportunities. Through his involvement in the club Keith is proud to have been made a Life Member! Keith bought his own motor glider, named ‘Wally” after his Uncle Walter. A motor glider enabled him to take off unassisted. Gliding is certainly the major passion in his life and Trish and Keith have had many an adventure travelling Australia in their plane. 

			Keith tells of the requirement to identify yourself when flying in shared airspace. His glider did not have GPS and he recalls the time when he shared airspace with a commercial Dash 8 flight into Mildura. He made contact and advised them he was over Irymple. He laughs as he remembers the pilot madly flicking though his manual muttering “where the heck is Irymple?” 

			Keith recalls all the engineering projects he completed while working at the Mildura Airport for Southern Airlines. They include designing towing gears for the planes, servicing parts of the Dash 8 aircrafts, engineering a propeller stand, making the luggage trolleys and the luggage conveyer belt. The list goes on and on! 

			In 2007, Keith, Trish and friends turned what was to be the delivery of a plane to Darwin for friends into an extensive tour and they came back with a wonderful collection of photographs that only a light aircraft tour could capture. Keith wrote a detailed article called ‘Australia – low and slow” for the AOPA - Australia’s General Aviation Magazine, about their adventure. The route took them into outback South Australia, outback Northern Territory and even into the top end of Western Australia. 
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			The route of their adventure to Darwin and back to Mildura

			What an adventure! From having to clear one airstrip of wallabies so they could take back to the skies, to enjoying the hospitality of isolated homestead families, seeing a mob of cattle (and the dust) being herded into a corrale near an airstrip, looking for loo stops when needed, dodging inclement weather, losing radio communication, to a visit to the Daly Waters pub where they were entertained by a man with a chook on his head. They then had a game of ten pin bowls by torch light in the middle of the main street. 

			In Keith’s words… ”What a trip!” 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The Bungle Bungles 
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			El Questro Resort 
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			Mangroves 
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			Lake Argyle 
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			Refueling at Glendambo 

			Trish admits to being a ‘fair weather flyer’ and a hopeless navigator! She has no sense of direction! But interestingly on a holiday to the United Kingdom she surprised everyone with her precise navigation when others were floundering. As she was born in England, she surmises it has something to do with the Northern and Southern hemispheres. Who knows, maybe she is right? Trish has also had to manage the very strict weight restriction for her luggage while touring in the motor glider. With a total of 25kg for all their supplies, it is quite a challenge to be restricted to 10kg! 

			In 2009, Keith also wrote an article for Australian Pilot magazine, entitled ‘Cape York Capers’ highlighting another wonderful touring trip from Mildura to Far North Queensland. Again, the marvels of flying over rural and remote Australia were appreciated. Enjoying their destination on the Cape with side trips to Thursday Island and Horn Island, enjoying some resort accommodation and a bit of fishing – a nice place to be in winter. On the return journey they took in the sights of a very full Lake Eyre and a fly over the Flinders Ranges. Another wonderful adventure! 

			Keith was in the Mildura Four Wheel Drive Club serving as president for many years and lead many tours to the Simpson Desert. Tris and Keith first saw Australia from the ground, before seeing it from the air. 

			A sobering experience had an impact on Keith when he was once involved in a fatal car accident. Fortunately, Keith had manufactured his own roo-bar for his Toyota 4-wheel drive and this was ultimately responsible for saving their lives! They were on their way to the World Expo but ended up in the Box Hill Hospital instead. The driver of the other car died on impact. He had lost control of his vehicle, was unlicensed, was intoxicated with a reading of .95 and had crossed to the wrong side of the road. 

			Up until that time Keith was a workaholic! 

			He has had some health challenges in his life, including a significant eye injury which has impaired his vision, but none so severe as his stoke. He believes that the support of Trish is the reason he is still here. She cared for him post stroke and nursed him around the clock for about 18 months before he moved to Princes Court. Keith’s recovery is remarkable and is still ongoing. Trish says that he can’t wait to go to Bunnings and buy some steps to improve his leg strength so he can climb into a plane over the wing. 

			This certainly tells the determination of this man! 

			Keith is a wealth of information and could fill a whole book about his escapades and stories but sadly we are limited by space here. 

			He has clearly lived life ’to the full’ and he is blessed with a devoted wife, a loving (and entertaining) daughter, and wonderful grandchildren. It is no wonder that his ‘advice for living’ is evidenced in the way he has lived his life … 

			Don’t put off ‘till tomorrow what you can do today! 

			Plan! Don’t go where your brain hasn’t gone before hand! 
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			Keith proudly holding a photo of his beautiful family! 
Grandson Frankie, daughter Mandy, granddaughter Fiorina and Trish

			Trish is an accomplished artist and I asked her if she would do a portrait of Keith to include in his story. 

			Following is her work in tribute to an adventurer, an entertainer, and a wonderful husband … 
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			Keith Hill by his wife Trish
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