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			COLIN THOMAS 

			reflects on a multitude of memories with Michael Oates 

			A gentleman in every respect! 

			“Mr. Thomas, if we knew you were so nice, we would not be afraid of you.” 

			The story of the Mallee and how it came about as we recognise it today is entwined with the stories of numerous individuals, and their descendants, who have made significant contributions to its development from the earliest days. Many of these individuals were hopeful young immigrants who set out to find their El Dorado here beside the Murray River in North West Victoria. Some foundered and moved on; others remained here and thrived within the community and their offspring often feature prominently in modern times. Such is the case of the Thomas dynasty. Colin, or Col (as he is affectionately known by his friends), was born in Red Cliffs Hospital on September 8, 1927 to Cyril Thomas and Anne (Nan) Henson. 

			Col’s parents had both migrated from post-war Britain. They separately arrived in Australia from a bleak war-torn Europe, shortly after the great 1914-18 conflict ended. Unknown to each other at the time, their respective voyages took them half-way around the globe. 

			They were coming to a new life in a land they each hoped would offer them a better opportunity. Australia welcomed them with open arms as people who were prepared to contribute to the development of this emerging nation. 

			Col’s mother Anne was a young lady from London with a reputation of being a brilliant cook. Without any formal qualifications, she had an ability that came naturally to her. Cyril, his father, was a young Welshman who, as a seventeen-year old in 1915, joined the Great War effort by lying about his age. He was a veteran of the dreadful Somme campaign and the awful bloodbath he experienced there would forever change his life. Anne was initially assigned a position as a cook for the Beggs family on their farm in western Victoria. Young Tammy Beggs, their daughter, would later become Mrs. Malcolm Fraser, her husband a farmer/politician who would ultimately become Australia’s Prime Minister in 1975. 

			Cyril began as a labourer on a farm in Underbool as part of a compulsory unpaid arrangement for his first year in return for his ‘keep’. Being a British national, he did not qualify for the Australian servicemen’s land deals that the Government was offering its own returned soldiers. Anne and Cyril each moved to Red Cliffs at a similar time but were still unknown to each other. 

			Acclimatising to the Aussie way of life, Anne was working as a cook for the local General Practitioner, Dr. Zimmer. Cyril found employment as a water-ganger in a team involved in the large horticultural project for ex-servicemen. The new fruit blocks would add to the developing grape and citrus growing industry in Sunraysia. His team worked behind Big Lizzie as it cleared the way for the irrigation system being installed in the Red Cliffs area. Big Lizzie remains as an iconic relic of the Mallee, having been restored and placed on display in the Red Cliffs township park. Cyril and others would often work behind the giant dreadnaught-wheeled engine from sunup to sundown in the summertime. 

			Anne and Cyril eventually met in the early 1920s. They fell for each other and were married shortly after. The Thomas line was soon all set to continue ‘down under’. Their first home was a house close to the railway line near Sunnycliffs. Each evening, Cyril would return home tired and hungry from the hard day’s labour to Anne’s delicious meal. Seeing a good opportunity to prosper, Cyril invested in a run-down fruit block close to Cardross, just prior to the birth of his two sons. Col did not arrive into the world alone. His twin brother Roy arrived also, just a couple of hours apart, to complete this branch of the family. A lasting bond was cemented between the two infant brothers then and there. 

			Young Col was a robust young chap, but at the age of four his twin developed emphysema, a rare and sometimes fatal condition in children. 
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			Twins, Colin and Roy 

			Young Roy remained seriously ill for some time, creating great distress for Col and his parents. Although he recovered in due course, the illness had a lasting effect on him, causing respiratory difficulties for the remainder of his life. 

			A good industrious worker, Cyril laid ground pipes to irrigate his crop and by planting additional vines he greatly improved the yield. He was later to plant up a second block and his enterprise would ultimately provide a decent living for the family. Anne ran a good and orderly household for her men and capped it off daily by cooking excellent meals for all. It would be “all hands on deck” when the harvesting and pruning was in full swing and the boys were expected to do their share. In the evenings after school the brothers would go out to the cattle paddocks and collect dried cow-pats. These were used by the grape-pickers to burn as a mosquito repellent in the picker’s huts at night. 

			Occasionally Cyril’s temperament could be unpredictable. In time, Col and Roy would come to understand the nature of this. During the war, he had been gassed and later wounded, and he more than likely had sustained a post-traumatic stress condition as well. Many of the young men who fought under such dreadful circumstances inherited this unwanted legacy that would later impact on their lives and their families. 

			It frequently accounted for their use of alcohol as a means of alleviating the nightmares and the memories of the ordeal. There was little medical, let alone psychological, assistance available to these men at that time. 

			Although it was a rare occurrence, Col recalls the uneasy feeling he and his brother would have until Dad was home safely after evenings with his mates. For one, they would be unsure of the kind of mood he might be in with beer on board. Secondly, he had at least one accident that Col can recall, when coming home late one night he drove his ute into the channel. Luckily, he was not seriously injured but did give his family quite a scare in the process. The ute also survived. 

			When the Second World War broke out and Australia was faced with a threat of invasion, the call went out for volunteers to defend the south coast. Cyril left the family to join the Volunteer Defence Corps, leaving Anne and the 13-year old twins to deal with all matters and events at home. Despite the challenges, they coped well, and Cyril was home again after two months or so. 

			Cardross was a friendly and safe place to grow up in, with good neighbours. People looked out for each other. Col and his brother had plenty of options for space and time to play and expand their curiosity, and they took full advantage of this. 

			They attended the Cardross school which they reached by walking through bushland and fruit blocks daily. They liked the natural elements of their area, the openness of the landscape and the opportunities to watch the birds, rabbits, snakes and other wildlife on the way to school. 

			Col recalled the modest building used for schooling purposes which everyone referred to as the ‘meat safe’. It consisted of two classrooms, each with two classes running simultaneously. It was later extended to form more suitable premises for a school’s requirements. 

			Within a year or two Col and Roy were old enough to attend Red Cliffs High School, travelling to and from there by bus. Col recalls some of his young unruly mates being ejected by the bus driver for fighting or for other forms of mischief. This would invariably mean, for the culprits, both a long walk home and a reprimand from their parents. Col assures us that the Thomas boys were well behaved and very rarely involved in any such misdemeanours. 

			After two years at Red Cliffs High School, Col won a scholarship of ten pounds to attend Mildura Technical College, where he completed a further two years of schooling. During this time, he extended his skills in wood working, in addition to learning other subjects. 

			Col was about to discover a talent for assembling or fashioning either useful or decorative items from off-cuts of wood that he found. It was about this time also that he realised how he could earn a living from his hobby. As luck would have it, his talent was also recognised by a builder who had been renovating and constructing a veranda on the family house. He offered Col an apprenticeship when he had completed Form Four. As opportunities for work were scarce at that time, Col accepted the offer and over the following five-year period learnt much about the art of building and construction from his mentor. 

			With considerable experience now under his belt, Col went on to work for a further eight years renovating, extending and building new houses and other types of buildings around the district. Some of these constructions were built in partnership with other builders; some he built himself with his own apprentices or labourers. 

			The projects spread from Red Cliffs to Mildura, across the Millewa, and over the Murray in the Dareton and Wentworth areas. Included in that tally was a thirty-two square house which in these parts was rare for its time. The vast majority of the houses were constructed from weatherboard and many are still standing, proud and as functional as ever. 

			One fortuitous night when Col was still an apprentice he met Nancy at a dance in Red Cliffs and he was smitten. Being a wise judge of most things, he realised early that she possessed all the qualities that would fulfill a young man’s needs in life. Thus began their life-time’s journey together. In the early days of their courtship, Col would cycle from Cardross to Stewart, where Nancy lived, to pick her up and take her on his bicycle to the cinema or to a dance, usually in Red Cliffs. Afterwards he would reverse the journey and take her home again, and then return to Cardross. His investment and persistence paid off. Nancy realised and acknowledged that he was the man for her. 

			Col was twenty-two when he married his bride. Nancy was a pretty young cashier, the youngest child and only daughter of the Giddings family; with six strapping brothers to rely on (need we say more about Col’s pluck?) At the time she worked in McCaffrey’s Butchery, and later at Ramsay’s Orange House, two local businesses in Red Cliffs. Nancy was just nineteen years old, quiet and resilient, and together they began their own fine dynasty. 

			Col built a house in Red Cliffs for them, which would also be the first home for their two eldest children. Such examples of consistency and consideration would demonstrate the measure and the quality of this man, Colin Thomas. 
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			It would again mark his dedication to the love of his life. Their union was to produce four fine young people, of whom they have always been most proud. 

			Ian is the eldest son of the family. Being a tall athletic man like his father, he excelled as a fine local Australian Rules footballer. 

			He is both a poet and musician, and regularly cheers up many residents in the Princes Court Homes with his music. He still lives near to Col. 

			Jennifer, their only daughter, has been a splendid basketball and netball player who has competed in local, state and interstate levels of competition. She has been involved with Rotary, and is the former chief of Mildura Development Corporation and manager of Regional Development Victoria. She now manages the Princes Court Homes and the Princes Court Village complex. It is of course the place where Col now resides. 

			Brian, who was born in Melbourne, became a high school mathematics teacher. He is now retired, but he is a past winner of the Victorian Teacher of the Year award. He is somewhat of a genius in the world of robotics and has been instrumental in initiating and organising the annual international Robocup Junior competition of soccer matches using robots, made by students from Lego pieces. 

			The youngest of their troop, Stephen, was born in Horsham. He is a highly successful mining engineer, working with mining companies in just about every state of Australia. He has been one of the earliest users of digital technology to map and assess the quality of a mine’s resources and is currently working in East Gippsland. 

			Col noted that each child was very much an individual, with different personalities and attributes from the others; but all were special and all were loved equally well. Both he and Nancy allowed them and encouraged them to be the best they could be, for themselves, in whatever they wished to tackle in life. Col also worked for a time in Robinvale as a member of a work construction and irrigation team, installing the Robinvale pumping station and channel. 

			He would travel down there for his work but always liked to return home and spend as much time as he could with his family, particularly on weekends. 

			With his extensive knowledge and understanding of the nature of wood, he was instrumental in designing the difficult curved sections of the channel for a more smooth, effective water flow in that fine system. The work was all done with just his basic tools of the time, as there were no fancy gadgets or power tools available in those days. 

			He recalls occasional friction between the workers and management over trivial issues at the work site. On one of these occasions, the union of which Col and his fellow workers were members was about to call for strike action over a single item of contention, a simple paintbrush. Common sense prevailed in the end. 

			On another occasion, the workers heard in advance that the manager was on his way up to Robinvale from Melbourne to issue dismissal notices to some of the men. As they were unsure who was to be sacked or otherwise, they all took evasive action in advance. They abandoned the construction site and retreated across the river. Reaching Euston, some of them spent the day pruning grape vines to earn a bit of extra cash. They stayed out of sight until the big ‘Melbourne boss’ cleared off again, thus saving their livelihoods for another day. 

			The irrigation system is still in operation for the large horticultural enterprise of Robinvale and surrounds, so we can conclude that considering all things, Col and his workmates must have done a good job. 

			His cycling and hard manual work kept him as fit as a fiddle. Being a tall, strong and mobile young man, Col was also sought after to play for local Australian Rules football teams. He played initially for Euston while he worked in Robinvale. Later, he played for Cardross, being voted the best and fairest there for two seasons. 

			His last team was Red Cliffs. This team played in the final against Mildura one year and they were pretty confident of winning, but as Col put it, they were “slaughtered”. It took a ruptured kidney to compel him to retire from football in the end. 
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			During this time both Col and Roy were involved with the local Scout movement, investing much of their time and energy into Scouting. Col concentrated his efforts on the youngsters on the Stewart side of Red Cliffs, while brother Roy was involved on the Cardross side. Together they made a major contribution to the youth of the area and their combined success in this field indicated that they had a natural affinity with younger people, not a gift possessed by everyone! 

			Working with wood remained a passion for Col throughout his time as a builder. He loved its artistic value for carving and designing, and its practical use in building and construction. He had been carving and sculpting wood all the while when he had a little spare time. Not surprisingly, he applied for a scholarship to formally train further as a teacher in Melbourne. He felt he might serve a better purpose by teaching in the same field. 

			He was delighted and felt privileged when he was accepted to train as a teacher, but then began to worry about leaving a relatively secure position in Sunraysia. By now, his two eldest children were born, and as any young man might feel, coming from a remote rural location and moving to the big smoke with a young family was a considerable ask. He agonised that he might not be up to the task. 

			But Col was nothing if not adventurous and bravely set forth from Red Cliffs to Melbourne determined to make a success of his opportunity; with Nancy, Ian and young Jenny to follow in due course. 

			This move would take them away from Sunraysia for more than a decade. Of course, city life contrasted with the more sedate pace of the Mallee, but they adjusted well. As he was probably the first mature student from the Mildura area to study his subject of choice in Melbourne, Col felt the weight of expectation, but this soon lifted. 
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			Col is an expert woodworker 

			Due to his considerable prior experience and diversity of skills as an established builder, and his early interest in woodwork, he absorbed new information like a sponge and correlated it all with minimum difficulty. He rapidly realised that he had superior skills and knowledge to virtually all of his fellow students there, and he topped the class. 

			For the next three years, Col’s training consisted mostly of two classes per day; the theoretical or academic class in the mornings and the practical class in the afternoons. Occasionally though, some study segments included two or three days of practical experience at work sites. Needless to say, Col passed all his examinations and tests with flying colours. Now a qualified teacher, he was offered a teaching position in Footscray. Around this time, baby Brian was born and Col, Nancy and the three children were living in Essendon. 

			He would cycle each day to work in Footscray and back in the thick of Melbourne traffic, often in the rush hour. He taught the subjects of Building Construction and Woodwork to Forms One, Two and Three. He also taught Technical Drawing to Forms Four and Five. 

			The city life did have some advantages. For example, one day while training Col went with some of his fellow students to see the opening of the 1956 Melbourne Olympics. 
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			Luckily the Games coincided with his time in Melbourne and they got to see the great sporting heroes of the day marching behind their respective national flags and witness one or two of the earlier events. 

			After a few years of residing in the metropolis and being a country boy at heart, he was keen to leave the city behind and return to a more familiar setting. 

			He transferred to Horsham and taught there for nine years. During this time, Col, who had been a boy scout in his youth, again became actively involved in the Horsham Scouting movement. Horsham was also the birthplace of young Stephen who completed the family tally. 

			To further the family bonding, Col (the wizard with wood) built a caravan for the purpose of their holidays. First he designed the trailer, and then added the body of the van that would house the entire six of them when they travelled. This little house on wheels enabled them to visit many places together. Every December during the school holidays, Col would take Nancy and the children to the seaside, to a place named Skene’s Creek near Apollo Bay on the south coast, for the summer break. There they would meet up with one of Col’s teaching colleagues and his family; an event to which they all looked forward. 

			Other favourite locations included the Grampians, which was at their doorstep back then. Although they were happy in Horsham, it was still not home. In 1967, Col transferred back to the Mallee to teach at the Mildura Technical School. He returned with his family, which now consisted of the two adults and their four thriving youngsters and settled back into familiar territory once more. 
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			Col being the kind of man he is, built a bigger house for Nancy and the children in Fourteenth Street in Mildura. 

			His return to Sunraysia began a thirty-year long stretch of dedicated input at one of our more respected local institutions of learning. An enormous number of students are indebted to him for his knowledge, guidance, kindness, and perhaps most of all, his inspiration over the years. He has been stopped in the street on several occasions by former students, just to be thanked for the direction he gave them as they progressed through vital periods of their lives. 

			Col would frequently take groups of students or scouts on camping trips which would often include difficult or troubled boys and helped to make these occasions fruitful and enjoyable for them. A group once informed him when a camp outing was over, “Mr Thomas, if we knew that you were so nice, we would not be afraid of you”. He was highly amused by this acknowledgement. 

			Not surprisingly Col was requested to serve in an acting Vice-Principal role at Mildura Technical School a number of times, such was the trust placed in him. His teaching reached numerous young people from the district including indigenous youth, both boys and girls. His style of coaching helped many to achieve good standards with firm encouragement and patience. At his farewell gathering on the day he retired a group of female indigenous elders, some of whom were relatives of his students, approached to speak to him. Col was momentarily concerned that they might be there to reproach him for something he may have inadvertently done, and he braced himself. 

			Instead of remonstrating with him, they had come specifically to thank him warmly for the excellent work he had achieved with their kin over the years. It was this kind of heart-felt encounter that reassured him that he had been on the right track. 

			For Col, it was the best kind of reward possible. As a teacher or leader, to receive appreciation for his endeavours, whether the effort was a work-related one or a volunteering achievement, was for Col his greatest reward. 

			As their own children advanced towards teenage years and independence, Col and Nancy formed a very effective tag-team. Col was the natural leader, planner and man of action, Nancy the backstop, stabilizer and matriarch of the brood. They closely involved themselves with their youngsters’ activities and their progress throughout. The results of this speak for themselves. They were regular visitors to the Flinders Ranges, which they all loved. They became the local experts on where to go in the area, and where to stay, and had lots of useful information for others who planned to make the trip. 

			As earlier mentioned, Col has been a splendid wood carver and sculptor over many decades. His earliest works indicated the extent of his talent. He explained that on seeing a block of wood he has the ability to envisage the exact outline of the item he wishes to shape it into, the eye of a true artist. His unit contains numerous fine pieces that he has created over seventy plus years. Examples range from busts and figurines to carvings of animals, birds and boats. 

			Many of them are quite intricate and would have been demanding pieces to fashion, and their quality would not look out of place in the grandest of dwellings. He has three paintings on display in his unit as well, that he did many years back, reflecting scenes from the Flinders Ranges. 

			These give one an insight that Col could have become a successful artist with paint and canvas had he not preferred to channel his energy into wood. 

			While teaching woodwork at Mildura Technical School, he launched a Woodworkers Club which he initially set up in Red Cliffs Scout Hall. Like so many other clubs, the Woodworkers Club was born out of Col’s vision that his hobby would benefit others who held a similar interest. As the group swelled, they soon realised the Scout Hall was too small, and they would require a more spacious venue to cater for their numbers. Because of its popularity and success, it later became the Mildura Woodworkers and Woodturners Inc., based at the Old Mildura Homestead. 

			They have held sizeable and successful annual exhibitions in venues that include the Mildura Arts Centre. Naturally, Col became its first Life Member. Sailing was yet another of Col’s delights.

			Combining his passion for wood, and for sailing, Col achieved another ambition by not only sailing, but becoming a builder of sailboats. He built four of them in all, in the Impulse class. These boats had mono hulls and were operated by a lone sailor. As a member of the Lake Hawthorn Sailing Club he often competed against Geoff Bales, a fellow resident of Princes Court Village, who was a member of Lake Cullulleraine Sailing Club. Col enjoyed sailing the lakes of the district including Lake Hawthorn, Lake Cullulleraine and Lake Boga, and competing in the regattas. He spent happy days with his sons teaching them how to sail as schoolboys. 

			They too became proficient sailors in the Small Yacht Class. On one occasion, somebody’s spiteful act saw the boatshed at Lake Hawthorn burn down, and with it, all the boats including Col’s. Upset, but undaunted and certainly not deterred, he simply rolled up his sleeves and built another one that was equally as good as his first and was soon back on the water. To coin a phrase, the man was ‘unsinkable’. As their children became parents themselves, Col and Nancy would enjoy visiting them, spending quality time in turn with their six lovely grandchildren. 

			Although Brian, Stephen and their families live out of the area, they remain closely connected. Jenny, being a single parent and living close by, frequently utilised Col’s and Nancy’s babysitting skills for her two children. She notes that her father was the perfect, reliable male role model in their lives. Col had retired by then and would pick them up from school, while Nancy would bake cakes for them. They would then play games together and often had tea in the famous caravan later in the evening. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			One Christmas, Col designed and constructed two swings, one for each of them, made from wood of course, and parked them (still unassembled) in Jenny’s carport over-night. In the morning, he arrived early and erected them in the garden, just in time for Father Christmas to take the credit. 

			Now they, like their cousins, have grown up and some have children of their own. As proud great-grandparents, Col and Nancy took delight in their role as the elders of four generations of the Thomas family. 

			All the while Nancy and Col were raising their family the bond remained as strong as always between the twin brothers. Despite Roy’s ongoing health concerns, he survived until 2009. He developed skin cancer some years earlier, but his passing was a hammer blow to Col when it eventually occurred. They were not only twins; they were the best of mates from day one. Roy had retained their old family home and had worked the fruit block on which they grew up. Following the deaths of their parents, Roy had been the sole confidante that Col could reminisce with, and who fully understood all aspects of their childhood and their early life in Cardross. His loss reignited a multitude of profound memories of those times and he remembers Roy with great fondness. Fortunately, Col was well supported by Nancy and his children during this difficult time. 

			Col and Nancy would frequently play table-tennis in the Senior Citizens Class until she gradually became unwell, afflicted by an irreversible dementia. 

			The couple remained in their home in Fourteenth Street until she became too forgetful to cope there. During her declining state, Col was greatly challenged and distressed, being limited in what he could do to help her other than to encourage and comfort her and keep her safe. Eventually, it became necessary for her to be accommodated in Princes Court Homes. 

			Devoted as always, Col would visit her without fail and remain with her throughout the day until Jenny reminded him that it was time for him to go home and eat. He remembers always feeling sad and helpless leaving Nancy behind, yet he would faithfully repeat his daily vigil until the end, even though she had reached a stage where she no longer recognised him. It was agonising for him to see her health ebb away. 

			In the end, Col lost his Nancy after a relationship approaching seventy years of mutual love, friendship and support. While he did not wish her to suffer any longer, losing her has been a most dreadful loss for him. Once again, he has been consoled by his precious family in his time of need. Now ninety-three years old, Col is a tall, upright, active and alert gentleman, a gentleman in every respect. He is quietly spoken and modest about his life and his myriad achievements; in fact, he is one of the most pleasant people you are likely to meet. 

			He resides independently in his neat, orderly unit which is situated within Princes Court Village, along-side friends, and acquaintances. His sister-in-law Marie, Roy’s wife, lives in the complex, so too does his brother-in-law Stan Giddings. 

			Approximately ten years ago, Col survived a major health scare, but having had open-heart surgery and treatment for his condition, he proclaims that he now feels as well as he did before the illness. 

			Col says he would have liked to have visited England and Wales to see their great architecture and historical places, and to visit his many relatives. Other than his parents, nobody from either the Thomas or the Henson families made the move to Australia. However, one cousin and his wife did come down for a visit nearly fifty years ago. He recalls how they were astounded by the vastness of the land, and the sparseness of the inland population, observed when driving from Queensland down to Mildura. 

			Although he no longer works with wood his interest in it has not waned, and he is happy to discuss the subject with anyone with an interest in same. He enjoys reading and television. and keeps himself up with the news and world’s events. Col had a lengthy spell away from table-tennis during Nancy’s final years, as her care was his priority. 

			During these inactive times he lost some of his mobility, and some flexibility of his hands, but he is just beginning to get back into it again and has every intention of recapturing what he has lost. Anyone knowing him would be foolish to bet against him, despite his advanced years. 

			He has relished witnessing his favourite AFL team the Richmond Tigers gain success once more after a lengthy lapse, and hopes their good fortune continues. It goes to show, you can’t keep a good man, (or good teams) down for too long! 

			We all wish this local Mallee identity many more fulfilling, enjoyable and independent years ahead; including a well-deserved telegram from another stalwart, due in just a few years’ time. 

			Col, you are an inspiration to all of us!
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