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			PAT VOULLAIRE

			in conversation with Glenda Underhill 

			The farmer and the poet … 

			When I first met with Pat - probably like most Living History writers - I didn’t know how things would go. Would the storyteller and I connect, and from what perspective would I write? I was going to say that Pat made it easy for me to write her story, but I need to reframe that. Pat made me feel totally at ease and very welcome but writing Pat’s story was a difficult task given the myriad subjects that could have been included. 

			I could have written about her bookkeeping skills that saved a company thousands of dollars, or the raising of four wonderful children, who now as adults lead interesting lives of their own. I could write about the history of the Monak region, her knowledge of plants, life on the land, or travel. They all feature in Pat’s extensive knowledge. In the end I have chosen two. They are two subjects, that when Pat spoke of them, she became enlivened, her eyes twinkled with pleasure and her voice lilted. They are her love for words and language; and the love of her life, Geoff Voullaire. 

			“As I sat looking out of the bus window, he came up to speak with the driver. He was lean, tanned, a man of the land. He looked so masculine; so different from men in the city”. This, Pat told me was her first recollection of seeing the man that would in time, become her husband, Geoff. 

			Pat, a girl from the city, born Margaret Patricia Stewart in East Melbourne on April 12, 1930, had an interesting early childhood. Though married, her parents, Margaret and John (Jack) Stewart led quite separate lives. Her father worked as a travelling salesman, and her mother worked in a leading Melbourne hotel, arranging and organizing events for a prestigious clientele. Pat’s mother was a most efficient woman, good at her job, and very well regarded. 

			Times were hard, money was in short supply, so both of her parents worked full-time jobs. It led Pat and her younger sister Joan to spend their educational years, from a very young age, in the Catholic boarding school system. They mostly saw their parents only during school breaks. These were the times Pat recalls, while driving in the car back from Mornington. 

			Her father would often play a game with them, a game that Pat was exceptionally good at from an early age. He was a very clever man and, in a bid to teach the girls, he would say a word and ask them to think of another word that rhymed with the one he’d given them. Pat couldn’t stop herself. Her father kept asking, and she kept finding words. It’s when, she believes, her love for the rhyme began. 

			When Pat was nine the second world war began and as it progressed, a government call came for women to contribute to the war effort by foregoing their day-to-day jobs and take up a job currently held by a man to release him for war. Being publicly minded, Pat’s mother gave away her highly paid prestigious position in the hotel industry and went to work on the Melbourne trams. Several years into the war, when Pat was around twelve, her parents divorced, despite the religious pressure and it being unusual for the time. Pat’s mother subsequently met and married Tom Phayer. It was this union that brought Pat Stewart to the Mallee. 

			“Tom was a quiet man. I, being a boarding school student was a little bit snobbish, and at first discounted him – something one should never do. He was a man with virtually no formal education, but he had a wonderful sense of humour and was committed to educating himself. If he heard a new word, he’d find out its meaning and add it to ‘his’ dictionary. Tom got the offer to come and work a dairy farm across the river from Mildura, at a small settlement in New South Wales called Monak. He was keen but wanted my mother to have a look and see what she thought about living on the farm, so we came too; my little sister Joan and myself. 
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			The Monak irrigation area, 20 kms east of Mildura

			“We bumped along an unmade road from Mildura to Monak. Tom and Mum in the front, and Joan and I kneeling in the dickie seat of a small Austin car ... my knees were sore for days! It was in the middle of a drought. The land was so dry that it was all cracked. The cracks were so deep you had to be careful jumping across them, because in some of them there were snakes. It was very interesting for a young girl from the city. I’d never seen anything like it. It was fantastic! With mum giving it the tick of approval, it was decided that we would come and live at the old dairy farm. The house was rough. It had been an old shed converted into a home; you had to see it to believe it. It was very rustic. Right next door was an old hut, which had been the original building. I was just on sixteen at this time; it was really fascinating! 

			“You must remember, this was during the war. Outside the house there was a bathtub filled with water. This was the main source of water as the cost of a water tank was too expensive. One day, I said to Tom, the water here is beautiful it tastes so sweet. Surprised, he said ‘What?’ and went flying out, emptied the bath and found a dead mouse at the bottom. This was among my first introductions to living on the land”. The amount of laughter and the liveliness in the retelling of this story showed Pat’s spirited nature, and her great sense of humour. Pat continued. 

			“We’d not long settled in, and Mum being a very sociable person, decided to invite the neighbouring family, the Voullaires, down for a meal. There was Johnny, his wife Dora, their two sons Geoff and Erne, and their two little daughters. I’m not sure how we all fitted in, but we did. And after dinner we cleared the table and played table tennis. It was a lot of fun! There was an instant connection between myself and Geoff, and just as they were leaving that night Geoff told me he would like to go out with me. 

			Oh, this was something! Though, I didn’t give a ‘Yes’, or a ‘No’. I had seen him before. He was the man I had seen while sitting on the bus waiting to go into Mildura. I liked him from the first moment I saw him. In the future, Geoff told me it was the same for him too; but these were early days, we’d only just met. 

			“At this time Tom’s brother Charlie had come for a stay to convalesce from an illness, and I was mooning about. Uncle Charlie got sick of my moping, so he picked up the phone and rang the Voullaires and said to Johnny, ‘there’s a young lady down here who would like to speak to your eldest son’. Johnny was most amused, and Geoff was brought to the phone. I said, ‘Yes, I would like to go out with you on Saturday’. So, that’s where it began. We went to the Ozone picture theatre in Mildura”. Once again, lots of laughter in the retelling. 

			“There we were … two young people, neighbours. Geoff on one side of the fence growing tomatoes, and me on the other at the dairy. It was easy to spend time together. I remember one day seeing him on the tractor. I walked over. He took me for a ride on the back of the tractor. 

			“I’d never done anything like that before. It was a whole different life for me, a city girl. Especially one who’d always been in convents. It was all fascinating. It really was. 
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			The Grand Hotel and The Hotel Murray, Mildura 

			“After a time, I took a job in Mildura at the Hotel Murray. I would stay in a boarding house during the week, and then go back to Monak for the weekends. I remember one time, Geoff said he wanted to do some special fishing, and wouldn’t be able to collect me. I got the sulks and being stubborn, I rode my bicycle from Mildura to Monak. Of course, the road was nothing like it is today. It was unsealed and very rough! Geoff was so surprised to find me there when he got back from fishing”. Pat tells me laughing. 

			After a period, for personal reasons, Pat’s family moved back to Melbourne. Pat stayed on for three months living with Geoff’s family. She decided to give herself a break from office work and help on the farm until it was time for her to join her family in Melbourne. Working on the Voullaire property, one of the tasks she did during this period, was picking flowers to be sent to the Melbourne market. There was a team of pickers, however, when the time came for a tea break, there was always only one cup brought down. They had to take turns, with the fastest picker earning the honour of first use of the cup. 

			Pat told me, “One of the pickers, Tom Westhead, decided he would show this young city lass just how the job was done. He didn’t say a word to me but had told the other pickers. He got off to a flying start and the pickers were watching me closely. I twigged and gave it everything I had. Tom got quite a surprise”. 

			This event stayed with Pat and would later become one of her poems. There are six verses in this poem. I’ve only included the last one, but without doubt, I believe it tells the outcome. 

			The Poppy Pickers 

			The rows are done we tally up 
This miss has fairly won the cup 
One bunch, no more, to separate 
Who has tea first and who must wait 

			With Geoff remaining in Monak, visiting Pat in Melbourne as often as he could, it would be another two years before they would marry. 

			“I was about nineteen or so when I went back to Melbourne. I worked for a furrier for a little over twelve months doing their books and reorganising their bookkeeping system. I did it automatically. If you’re good with figures, it’s what you do. My sister Joan and I each had a head for arithmetic, something we inherited from our parents. I really enjoyed working there, until I was offered another job that paid three times the wage, at a company that produced the paper supplying newspapers. I wanted to get married, and I wanted a trousseau. My parents couldn’t afford that, so the extra income was enticing. I took the job. 

			“My sister Joan was keen to go to America, and although we had been courting for five years, there had been no proposal of marriage from Geoff, so I told Joan that I would go with her. Then in Melbourne during one of Geoff’s visits, as we were walking, I told him of my intention to accompany Joan to America. He went very quiet. That afternoon he returned and proposed. Geoff being Geoff, once he’d decided on something, he wanted it to happen straight away, including us getting married. He was a man of action. I refused and insisted that we get married in three months’ time. I didn’t want people thinking that we had to get married. And so it was, we were married in Melbourne in February of 1952, and I became Pat Voullaire. 

			“We honeymooned in Tasmania. Neither of us had been there. I remember we were staying in Hobart and on the first night we went to the picture theatre, our first outing as husband and wife. In the middle of the show, the lights came on and there was an announcement telling us that King George was dead. 

			“When we were first married, Geoff and I lived in a caravan. We were still living in the caravan when, after a difficult pregnancy, our eldest child Kelvin was born. By the time our other three children, Barbara, Rodney and Lindy came along, we were living in the Monak home that Geoff, his father, and a few workers built for us. When we first moved in, we didn’t even have a front door; but the space; the freedom… life was good. We worked hard. Geoff was a real worker, and I was kept busy with the four children, but we always went away for the school holidays. 

			“Our holidays were joyful. We had many wonderful holidays; the six of us in our caravan. Sometimes, we went to the beach. We went to places where we could see new things. Geoff always took the children to do interesting things. Things that the kids wanted to do. We went all over … South Australia, Queensland, New South Wales, and Victoria. We went snow skiing, and prospecting. That was fascinating. Each of the children had their own fossicking certificate … it was hilarious! We had a lot of fun. Rodney was always after animals. You had to watch him though, because he’d just as likely be off after a lizard or a snake. We had some real big joys, and some frights; that’s what kids are about”. 

			Pat’s childhood had provided her with some definite ideas about the raising of children. One of which was, that her own children would not go away to boarding school. And they didn’t, until Kelvin at sixteen requested to go for twelve months. As is her way, Pat told him straight how it was! He did go, but Pat made sure he was well informed before he made his final decision. 

			Boarding school prepared Pat well for life in all sorts of ways. She believes it was one of the main contributors to her becoming a budding poet. “I think it started with my parents and at boarding school, without realising it. Because we were given this time after school, when most of the other kids were all inside doing their reading and homework, I never had much homework because I managed to do it all in school. The nuns got tired of me just sitting there, so they asked if I’d like to read something. I went straight over and chose the Encyclopedia Britannica, which stunned them because I was only a little girl. I read that encyclopedia right through. 

			“I loved reading. I really loved reading and I could see that with words you could use them to make up stories. There were three other girls, quite young, that were with me, and one of the nuns. This was in Bendigo. To pass the time, I’d make up stories for them; stories that little kids would love, and they did. So, I think this, along with Dad’s teaching of the rhyme, readied me for my later writing of poetry. 

			“I remember when I was about eleven, asking for a book of Shakespeare. You can learn a lot from reading Shakespeare. I really loved poetry. Both my parents loved poetry and could read it beautifully. In those days, because there wasn’t television, both men and women tended to read poetry. My poetry is about life. Something I’ve heard, seen or experienced, that stays in your head or your eye, and I have to write about it. A poem is a way of getting it out of my head. Sometimes I’ve written poems for other people. They might have a message in them, or a shared experience, but they’re always real. A poem that’s talking about something that doesn’t sound real, for me, is not a poem. The other thing is that poetry must be read with a lilt. It’s important to have rhythm and lilt to bring the words to life. 

			“When I write, I don’t have a conscious process. The brain does it for you. You get the first little bit, or a middle bit, and then go you backward or forward, and you’ve got it. But you’ve got to be careful because you can over-emphasise something. 

			“You have to really think about it before you do. Well, I don’t do it; the brain does the work. A couple of times I’ve written a poem, and then come back to it and crafted it a bit more, but sometimes it’s just right when it comes, not always, but sometimes. I recognise all the parts of the poem, but it’s the brain that orders it. Sometimes the words don’t sit well, but I can feel that. I can recognise when the words are not right, and I set them aside for another time, or I don’t use them. When I’m writing a poem, I write one line, then the rhyme has to go in. Then words have to come in to compliment that line but take it further. That’s what I do, and I just keep going until I get almost to the end. This is a very serious part, because you don’t want to go on forever, you have to know when to stop. You could go on and try to keep adding in more and more, but I think it’s more dramatic to just come to a stop, and I can feel when that is. I can’t take all the credit for my poetry; I think some credit has to go to my parents. My poems reflect my whole life. I’ve written about being a small child and my parents. Sometimes things have caused me worry. I’ve gotten rid of the worry by writing a poem. It’s a way of settling things in my brain. I’m a practical person but I’m also a very imaginative person. I wrote a poem about the fires in Southern Gippsland with people taking refuge on the beach. I called it Aireys Inlet. Even though I wasn’t there I could feel the fire drumming on me as I was writing it”. 

			Airey’s Inlet (an excerpt) 

			The sea is cold and stings us 
Though we wade without regard 
To wait until the hell fires disappear 
Some folk are burnt and blistered 
And we whisper of those lost 
The horror of it all is starkly clear 

			Spending time with Pat, you quickly realise that she is multi-faceted and not a woman to do things by halves. The large folder that houses her poetry is one example of this. And when she talked about her garden in Monak and her love for gardening, it was not an average garden. It was an acre filled with an array of glorious, interesting, and unusual plants. She had a hundred roses. One of these which Pat speaks of with obvious fondness, was a particularly large red rose which she and Geoff had seen in Tasmania on their honeymoon; the most beautiful rose Pat had ever seen in her life. Pat spent years trying to obtain this rose and eventually succeeded; the Camp David rose. Delight and satisfaction shine in Pat’s eyes as she describes it and tells of the getting of it. 
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			Pat Voullaire with her cherished poems 

			During our time together Pat spoke to me about her loved ones and the value and importance of family, and how treasured that is to her. She also talked about her enjoyment of travelling, seeing new and different places. It was while she was telling me of one of her trips that her sense of justice, fair treatment, and a willingness to advocate for others came to the fore. 

			“I was in a restaurant in Russia. The tables were so close together, nothing like what we’re used to here in Australia. The waiters and waitresses had to carry the food above their head because there was no room. It was nearly the end of the evening when one of the waiters tripped. It caused a great commotion, and the young fellow was sacked. I tried to explain that it was not his fault, but it did no good. Sometimes you can’t do anything, but sometimes you can. Like the meals on wheels. Years earlier, on top of my work in the family business, I used to volunteer for Meals on Wheels in Mildura. 

			“Then I realised there was nothing like that across our side (New South Wales), but the need was there. So, I set about doing something about it. It was a bit of a business. I had to go to the Civic Buildings in Deakin Avenue in Mildura to get the okay and help with all the legalities; the Mildura Base Hospital prepared the meals. I rallied a group of volunteers, and we got meals to those who needed it. If you want something to happen, you have to do something about it. I continued with the Meals on Wheels, but in the end, I had to let it go after Geoff got the diagnosis. 

			“He was always reluctant to go to the doctor and insisted on going alone. I knew something was up when he came home by the sound of his car, it was different. I can’t say how exactly. It was just different. I knew before he spoke that something was wrong. I asked, ‘Is it bad news?’ ‘Yes. Cancer’. 

			“Geoff was such a beautiful man. A shy quiet man, but adventurous. I had a life with him that I would never have had without him. He gave me a lot of tests and a lot of joy. He was a good husband – one who loves you and you can feel sure of his love. One who can make life very interesting for you. Which he did. Geoff was always very caring – he never worried about himself. I always felt very loved. Ours was not perhaps a romantic love, he didn’t buy me flowers – it was just a loving love. There are really a lot of ways for romance to be expressed. 

			“Friday nights had been our special nights. With the children grown and left home, Geoff and I would usually go out for dinner. As Geoff became more unwell, we stopped going out, but I made Friday nights special at home. If you love someone, it’s amazing what you can do. In a marriage you work together. If you really love someone, you want to help them. You want to do things for them. I’d cook a nice meal; play some of our favourite music… it’s what you do. 

			“It shatters you when you lose your partner, especially if you’ve been very close, as we were. I had to keep going. I had to work. Everything had to keep moving. I’d always been involved in the family’s farming business, but after Geoff passed, I became even more active in the administration of the business. Lots of things changed for me when Geoff died. The first thing was, that I had to get used to living on my own. I’d never done that in my life before. It wasn’t easy but I gradually learned to live on my own. And when you’ve shared so much with another… 
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			Life with Geoff was always exciting and interesting. He taught and showed me things that I would never have known without him. Beauty in nature. We saw some beautiful things together. Things don’t have to be perfect to be beautiful. Sometimes their imperfections are what make them beautiful. Often, I see beauty where a lot of other people don’t. 

			“We both loved living and working on the land. I always wanted a country life from when I was quite small, watching people working on their farms. This was a desire that I shared with my father, Jack. Though as an adult he’d had to live in the city, he became very animated when he talked of his childhood being raised in the country and his love for swimming and his horse. He never lost his yearning for the country, so I penned this poem based on his recollections. 

			Jack (an excerpt) 

			Along the banks of the Edward River 
Jack roamed while just a boy 
His love of the land in the years to come 
Was for the place of his childhood home 
The freedom, peace and the joy 
The country boy now a city dweller 
To earn a wage needs be 
His saddened brown eyes see another time 
In mind a child on a frisky horse 
This man who yearns to be free 

			“I didn’t really write a lot before I was forty, and when I first began, I’d just snatch a bit of time here and there, unless a poem demanded to be written. Like one time travelling in the car. A poem came to me about my father … A Father’s Gift. I had to ask everyone not to talk until we got home so I could get the words down. Mostly, they came to me gently, but every now and then a poem would come and it’s as if it was being torn from me, often in the night. I’d have to get up and write a line or two; I’d go back to bed then have to get up and write again. The words were just not letting me rest until they were written down. These were usually personal poems; a family relationship that I needed to explore, or a problem that I needed to work through. 

			“I did a lot of writing after Geoff died … 

			“I wrote a series of poems about our life together and what life was like for me without him. I wrote these over many years. It was one of the ways I worked through my grief”. 

			Nine Weeks On (an excerpt) 

			Each step weighs a tonne of lead 
The spring is gone 
For you are dead 

			The Legacy (an excerpt) 

			But simple pleasures help to heal 
A grandchild’s love 
A trusting hand 
Are mine to have 
To hold and feel. 
A legacy from you to me, 
You are with me still! 

			Three Wishes (an excerpt) 

			You said I gave you more than I was given 
But you were there my dear 
Throughout life’s joys and ills 
You are my strength, the reason for my living 
The promise that I gave to you is binding still. 
These fourteen months I’ve felt your aura giving 
To me the strength of will I need to go on living 

			“I’ve written about so many things. Funny things, places, my parents, Geoff’s parents, our children, relatives, selling the farm – that was hard – but my health was failing; it was time to move. Now I don’t write much at all. It’s my eyesight. I’m considered legally blind. My sight began to fail when I was in my seventies. I didn’t realise it at first. Things just seemed a little misty, but then got worse. It got so bad I gave in my driver’s licence. I’d never forgive myself if I injured someone. Occasionally, I write myself a note or jot something down, but half the time I can’t read what I’ve written” … Pat tells me with her usual cheeky laugh. 

			When I asked Pat if she had plans for her poems, she told me, “‘The poems are written for my children. So, they will be able to talk with others of their generation and know a bit about the people in the poems. My notes on the poems are for them. To help them understand where I was coming from when I wrote them, and to know something of the people or things that they’re about”. 

			Pat then went on to say, “There’s something I want you to know. Since we’ve been doing this, I’ve had very interesting nights, remembering things way back in time. It’s good. Although it’s not very good for my sleep. I haven’t laughed so much in years; I’ve really enjoyed your visits and our conversations … a lot of people find me difficult”. 

			As the collector of Pat’s story, I’ve enjoyed our time together, but I was curious about her comment on being difficult, so I asked her to tell me about that … 

			“I’m difficult because I can’t help myself. I’m a straight shooter. If someone is doing something that I think is absolutely wrong, dangerous or obnoxious, I tell them; I tell them straight. I’ve always done that. I’m me, and I’m stuck with being me, and so is everyone else. I’ve always had a very quick, whether you call it a wit or a brain, I don’t know, but I’m very quick with my thinking, and everything I say I believe to be the truth as I know it. I’m an open book. I’m not one to bear grudges … life’s too short. I like fun and laughing. I’m quite a positive person. I enjoy being me. I treat people as I find them. Unfortunately, for some, my directness is challenging. But that’s life.’ 

			As the writer, I found Pat’s ‘calling of a spade a spade’, most refreshing. Her quick wit and cheeky sense of humour and her gift as a storyteller were evident from day one. I could have written this story in my words, but Pat tells it so much better. As this story nears conclusion, I’ll leave the final paragraph to Pat. Followed by another poetic expression of love for her man. 
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			“I fell in love with Geoff when I was sixteen and at ninety-two, I’m still in love with him, but now my love must be expressed through silent conversation, memories and my poetry. Time hasn’t diminished our union. Being married to and being with Geoff Voullaire was the best time of my life!’ 

			Always 

			I loved you my darling, and true to our dreams 
I’ll love you forever, across the eons 
Six years you’ve been gone, though still you are near 
I love you my darling, Although you’re not here 
Remembered and loved, you always will be 
I’ll love you forever, and yet I feel free!

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			 

		

	OEBPS/image/PatVoullaire_Story-Cover1.jpg
PAT VOULLAIRE

in conversation with Glenda Underhill






OEBPS/image/The_Grand_HotelMurray.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						PatVoullaire_inConversation


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/PatVoullaire_Story-Cover.jpg
PAT VOULLAIRE

in conversation with Glenda Underhill






OEBPS/image/Monak_sign.jpg





OEBPS/image/PatandGeoff.jpg





OEBPS/image/Young_pat.jpg





OEBPS/image/Geoff_head_stone.jpg





OEBPS/image/pat_on_bed.jpg





