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			HUGH MIERS

			in conversation with Vernon Knight

			I liked telling people that I am a hooker!

			My visit to Hugh Miers quickly confirmed that he is a very popular resident of Murray House and keen to share his story. Announcing at reception that I was with Mallee Living Histories and had come to see Mr. Miers, I was cordially welcomed. “Sure, Hughie’s in room 57. The old fella’ should be in there now”.

			The familiarities were clearly signs of friendship.

			After a few more pleasantries, my attention was drawn to the shelves and walls of his room, and I immediately deduced that much of his story could well be written from the items and pictures on display.

			Soon to be 87, Hugh has been in residence for the past five or six years. His wife, Chris, had been admitted to Murray House some months prior given her greater care needs. During these months, Hugh was living in a nearby unit at ‘White Flats’, but after his driving licence had been cancelled, his doctor persuaded him to similarly make the move. While Hugh clearly struggles with his limited mobility, he later points out a gopher, stationed near his room.

			“I can still go down the street if I want to”. 

			On the walls there are numerous family photos of folk we will no doubt meet during future chats, together with a pin-up girl who could have easily starred in a car repairers’ workshop of a bygone era. Hugh was quick to indicate that she is not a family member but rather a cheeky calendar ‘donated’ by one of the visiting support workers. He describes the worker as his adopted daughter. None of this should surprise me as I notice the tempting bowl of sweets strategically placed for the enjoyment of any visitors.

			Hugh seemed pleased to tell me that his wife Chris had also received the gift of a comparable calendar featuring buffed-up, bare-chested males. I was able to observe it later in a brief meeting with Chris. It was nearing the end of the month, and Chris seemed to enjoy the thought that a new pin-up boy was not far away. But Hugh’s ‘gorgeous girl’ was not going to distract me from the other artwork, photos and clippings that are destined to tell the story of Hugh Miers, his ancestors and his family.

			What particularly caught my eye was the sketch of a very distinguished gentleman whose attire suggested someone from the 1800’s. “Who might this be Hugh?” “Oh, that’s Hugh King. Do you know Hugh King Drive?” Proceeding to find out if Mr. King was more than a namesake, I quickly posed a few questions. Hugh responded by informing me that Hugh King was a paddleboat captain and a close friend of his great grandfather, William Miers. I am told that William was also a paddleboat captain, and my gaze was directed to a painting of the PS Invincible, one of many boats captained by William.

			Captain Hugh King was a pioneer river trader and owner of the Gem, the Ruby, the Corowa, the Princess Royal and the Mannum riverboats. He lived from 1840 to 1921 and traded on the Darling until 1888, after which he brought trade downstream to the Murray River settlements of South Australia. In time, I came to view the manifest of Captain Miers detailing his trips on the Murray and the Darling and the goods he carried.
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			Captain Hugh King

			Noted is the consignment data and the businesses involved. They are remarkable archives dating back to the 1800’s. They have been kept in excellent condition – despite a few decades of dust, and I ask Hugh how they will be preserved when he dies.
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			The Manifests of Captain William Miers and a 1903 extract

			He assures me that his son Quinton will have their keeping “but not sure after that as Quinton does not have a son”. I encourage him to think about ultimately consigning these important histories to the NSW State Library.
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			The Steamer ‘Invincible’ at Mildura

			Hugh tells me that his great grandfather was known to be called Gentleman Will. “My grandmother described her father-in-law as a perfect gentleman”. Hugh tells me that Captain Will had the honour of bringing a visiting party to the arrival of the first train to Mildura. “He brought the group of about thirty downstream from Swan Hill on his boat the ‘Invincible’”. Hugh believes that this took place in 1903 and he understands that William then decided to end his riverboat days given the likelihood that rail would be the new way of ‘shipping’ produce to market.

			Courtesy of his grandmother, Hugh has numerous stories about his great grandfather. He chuckles as he tells me that his boats were often marooned on the Darling, when trying to return from Menindee or Wilcannia. “My grandmother told me that on one occasion William planted potatoes in the riverbed of the Darling River when he knew they were going to be stuck there for some time”.

			Hugh continues with a story about his grandmother and her brush with disaster on the old Mildura punt. Prior to the construction of the lift span bridge connecting Victoria and New South Wales, the punt was used to ferry passengers, stock, and vehicles across the Murray River. “My family had a 1920 Buick and Grandma was in the car when it drove onto the punt to make the crossing in 1927  Grandma’s daughter Marjorie, my aunty, was driving. They must have been first on as a team of horses was then to be brought on board”.

			It seems that the punt wasn’t long enough to carry both the car and the team of horses, and the Buick had to go forward. “This put the car in the drink!” Hugh tells me that this also put the punt out of action and the lift span bridge had to be opened three days prior to the official opening.

			Newspaper reports indicate that after its ‘rescue’ and the opening of the lift span bridge, the punt was moved to red cliffs where it significantly cut the time and distance from red cliffs to euston and robinvale.
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			The Old Mildura Punt Circa 1920.

			A born and bred local, Hugh had been a blockie in Coomealla for the duration of his working life. While he had initially worked on what was a family farm, he eventually took ownership of the property. The block was first established by his father in 1926 and was then producing dried fruit, but Hugh was to transition the property to wine grapes. “I had around eighty acres at one stage”, says Hugh. He recalls how he recruited pickers from Wilcannia to help with the harvest and how his first wife, Gwen, would work the tractor. “My sister Margaret and her husband would also come down from Ulladulla. Margaret’s husband was keen to try his hand at picking and Margaret would run the house, pay the wages, and make the smoko. We also had a single woman picker who lived in a caravan on the block. She would do the pruning and rolling-on in winter”.
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			Hugh’s great grandfather, his grandfather and his grandmother are buried in the Nichols Point Cemetery.

			Hugh miers, died 11th Aug. 1911 aged 30. Captain William Miers, father of the above, died 23rd Oct. 1924 aged 69. Mabel Grace Miers, wife of Hugh, died 1st Oct. 1964 aged 83. 

			Hugh’s grandfather Hugh Miers was named after Hugh King. Hugh was named after his grandfather

			Hugh tells me that he really enjoyed farming and that his interest in horticulture surfaced at a very early age. “I really didn’t enjoy school and I was happier growing things”. As a youngster, he established a vegetable garden, and he remembers selling his lettuces for sixpence each. He laughs at the price of lettuce now.

			“I was happy helping Dad on the block, and I remember driving the 1942 Chalmers tractor and working the silly plough”. Hugh also recalls how his father sent a note to school saying he had the flu so he could stay home and give him a hand. Hugh says, “in those days, parents had to explain if their child was missing school”.

			Hugh was attending the Dareton Primary School about a mile from his home. Clearly his lack of interest was apparent to his teacher and the school recommended that Hugh be enrolled at Yanco in the Riverina. There he would get to feed cows, plant maize and sorghum, and harvest rice. There was to be no return to school after Hugh’s time at Yanco, but the time wasn’t wasted. “I enjoyed the farmwork and I was good at arithmetic. I got my Intermediate Certificate with passes in arithmetic, manual work, and wool classing”.

			When he finished at Yanco, Hugh returned to the family farm and started working with his father. “I was probably 15 or 16”, says Hugh. They ultimately established a partnership. When I imagined that this could have been challenging, Hugh assured me that he and his father worked well together and there were rarely any difficulties.

			When Hugh was about 21, his father helped him purchase his own block. In time, Hugh was to buy out his father and take on the running of both blocks. In like manner, Hugh would eventually go guarantor for his son, in Quinton’s purchase of a fruit block, Hugh sold his property when he ended his partnership with Gwen. He later married Chris and decided to settle in Adelaide where they lived for about three years. During that time, they would have several trips back to Dareton where they stayed in one of the on-site cabins next to the Coomealla Club. “My new wife struggled a bit as I always wanted to walk to the shops each morning and buy the paper. That meant bumping into old friends, and I was generally late back. One day, Chris told me to take the car”. As he pulled into the parking spot at Fisher’s Supermarket, an old friend pulled up next to him. “I was still late back of course!”

			Hugh tells me that his Dareton block continues to be in the hands of the people who purchased it twentyfive years ago, although much of the property has been sold off. “The house gardens covering about five acres have been beautifully landscaped and they are now a location for weddings and receptions”. Hugh then points to some potted plants just outside the window of his room. They looked very healthy. “I hope they do well out there”, says Hugh. “I had them inside on that table I bought from Bill Wheeldon, but staff made me move them. I thought they needed food, so I bought a bag of blood and bone. I forgot that years ago I had lost my sense of smell. The staff began to complain saying that the smell of the fertiliser was a bit much!”

			We then moved on to other pictures including a photograph of a very stately mansion. It was a picture given to Hugh when he attended a Back-to - Yanco Agricultural High School, the school which he had attended as a teenager for a period of three years. The school is in the Riverina, near Leeton, and it was here that Hugh was introduced to rugby. “It was quite an experience as I was immediately introduced to ‘the scrum’. I didn’t understand it at first but when I got my position, I enjoyed telling people that I was a hooker”.

			Yanco Agricultural High School was established in 1922 after important developments in education and agriculture in NSW. It is located on North Yanco Station, a property purchased by the pastoralist, Samuel McCaughey in 1900. Here he constructed a homestead and more than 300 kms of channels to irrigate more than 16,000 hectares. After a decade of drought, the state government ‘resumed’ the property in 1910 and while McCaughey retained a small holding under a rental agreement with the state, the balance reverted to the government in 1920, after McCaughey’s death and a clearing sale.
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			Yanco Agricultural High School

			Sir Samuel McCaughey was born in Ballymena, Ireland. He migrated to Australia in 1856. He obtained work as a station hand but soon became an overseer. With the help of relatives in Ireland he was able to purchase a third share of a 42,000-acre property in the Riverina. He became the sole owner in 1864 and by 1872, he had increased his holdings to 137,000 acres. By 1883, the Coonong Stud was regarded as one of the best merino studs in the Riverina. McCaughey pioneered the establishment of irrigation with two steam engines and 200 miles of channels. He was instrumental in developing mechanical aids for the management and shearing of sheep and he even visited Louis Pasteur in the hope of finding a means of exterminating rabbits.

			Leeton, a town barely ten years old then, had limited education facilities so in 1920, a group of Leeton citizens approached the NSW government with a plan to establish a local high school “to train future farmers”. Enrolments reached a peak of 342 in 1969. 

			In his albums there are numerous pictures of family members and Hugh explains the end of his first marriage. It was a marriage that produced two children. Hugh is clearly closer to his son Quinton who lives in Melbourne with his wife Betty and their daughter Charlie. Judging by the many photos, his granddaughter Charlie, is the apple of his eye. He has lost contact with his daughter who he thinks lives in Melbourne.

			Hugh’s marriage to Chris has an interesting background given that they came to know each other when Hugh and Gwen met Chris and her husband on a trip to Ayer’s Rock … “I call it Ayer’s Rock”, says Hugh, obviously wanting to make a point. Some time later, Hugh’s marriage to Gwen ended, Chris’ husband died, and Hugh married Chris.

			That was 28 years ago when Hugh was 61 and Chris was 45. On meeting Chris, I could see that their love is still very real and far from compromised by Chris’ dreadful affliction. Chris requires full-time nursing care given her osteoporosis and numerous fractures. While her voice is weak, her smile is engaging.

			I gather that Quinton may have unknowingly brought Hugh and Chris together when he was in the Navy. Quinton’s ship was supposed to berth in Darwin where he would get to catch up with his parents. Seemingly, the ship could not be berthed, and it had to proceed to Perth. This left Hugh and his wife to do other things and that’s how they came to take the bus to Uluru.

			The end of Hugh’s marriage to Gwen was possibly inevitable. Hugh shares the distressing story of how Gwen and Quinton were seriously injured in a road accident. The crash occurred on Fletchers Lake Road when Gwen was taking Quinton to school. “It was 45 years ago on June 13”, says Hugh. Remembering the date seems to mark the significance of an event that was destined to have profound importance on the lives of all the family.

			“Gwen was in hospital in Mildura for three months. Quinton was there even longer. The crash had burst Gwen’s spleen”. Hugh tells me that he used to drive into the hospital every night to be with them both. “After Gwen left hospital, she struggled to cope. She began drinking a lot and became impossible to live with. Our daughter had left home, and Quinton would head into town in the evenings, just to escape. After a while, I decided that I too had to leave, and I went to stay with my daughter”.

			The separation with Gwen would obviously be a major turning point in Hugh’s life. After moving into Mildura, the decision was made to sell their block in Dareton, together with a property the couple owned at Ellerslie. The Ellerslie property was largely a retreat with a caravan where they could holiday.

			Hugh talks with respect about Gwen’s life before the accident. He tells me that they met at the Murray Moon dances in Mildura and that she worked as a resource officer for schools in south-west NSW supporting schools as far away as Pooncarie. When they separated, Gwen relocated to Deniliquin. “She died ten or eleven years ago”, said Hugh.

			The reference to Quinton’s service in the Australian Navy is a reminder that Hugh and his son were keen sailors. Hugh tells me that they sailed a Mirror dinghy which sparks a wider discussion. I share with Hugh that I too sailed a Mirror and its sister, the Miracle. Hugh and Quinton sailed with the Lake Hawthorn Yacht Club where they had reasonable success. Hugh proudly shows me a press clipping of one of their yardstick victories noting that the journalist had fallen for the trap of spelling their surname Myers. No doubt this would have been a common mistake in by-gone years.

			There is a close relationship between Hugh and his son, and I asked Hugh how his name was chosen. He tells me that “Gwen and I were going through one of those name lists and when we got to ‘Quinton’, I remembered one of the older students at Yanco who I really admired. Our Quinton was named after that student”.
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			Hugh says that Quinton had several jobs after leaving school and in the evenings, he played in a band called Jagger’s Edge. “He then went into the Navy”.

			This move followed in the footsteps of a cousin who had also joined the Navy and just happened to have command of the Naval base where Quinton was to serve. Hugh laughs at the memory. “I remember when my sister phoned to tell me that the family now had a commodore. It was Margaret’s son-in-law, but I thought she meant they had bought a Holden!”

			Hugh is very proud of Quinton, and he proceeds to show me a local newspaper which features Quinton on the front page. Quinton had been invited to be the official guest at a local ANZAC service and at the organiser’s request, attended in his Naval uniform.

			At this point, Hugh happily shares numerous childhood memories of school, Scouts, and church. “I was a Cub when I was very young and went on to Scouts when I was older. Eventually, I went back to Scouts when Quinton came along and on one visit, I could see that they were short of helpers. Before I knew it, I became a Cub leader, then a Scout leader, then a group leader. I was also ‘boss’ of the fruit block that the Dareton Scouts farmed to raise money. I observe that Hugh was a blockie, both at home, and in his community”. 

			Also important in Hugh’s childhood was his connection to the Presbyterian Church in Dareton where he was a member of the PFA, the Presbyterian Fellowship of Australia. “My family were Presbyterians and my mother used to take me to Sunday School at Irymple. While Dad did not attend church, he was a very Christian man. Dad told me that one Sunday, the teacher had them singing, ‘Shall we gather at the river?’ Apparently, that did it for his dad as he realised he would rather be sitting on a riverbank somewhere”. It’s apparently what he did from then on.

			I deduce that Hugh also parted company with his church after the amalgamation which took place between the Methodists and the Presbyterians with the creation of the Uniting Church. He tells me that the Presbyterian Church in Dareton was very strong, and that the congregation were very much opposed to the union. “We voted overwhelmingly to stay independent but there were some members who managed to sell us out”.

			Another important childhood memory for Hugh was the activity of the Commonwealth Air Training Base in Mildura. It is a sad matter of record that numerous pilots died while attempting to land at the airstrip which is now Mildura’s airport. The airstrip was created for the war effort. Commercial aircraft were relocated from the site in Eleventh Street, now known as the Aero Ovals, so that the RAAF could properly manage the airspace in Mildura. The Aero Ovals is now the hub for soccer, baseball, cricket, and athletics. Hugh says that he would occasionally see parachutes in the skies above Coomealla when trainee pilots had to “jump for their lives”.

			“Sometimes we would ride our bikes to look for the remains of crashed planes”. On one occasion, Hugh and his mates encountered a site where the thumb of the pilot was still in the cockpit. “One of the boys picked it up and took it home. He got into a hell of a lot of strife with his parents”.
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			The monument to the 60 Airmen and Ground Crew who lost their lives serving at 2OTU.

			In 1939, a short time after the outbreak of World War 2, the Royal Australian Air Force purchased land in Mildura, land we now recognise as the Mildura Airport, for the establishment of a no 4 bombing and gunnery school. The proposed plans for the school did not go ahead and instead, 20tu was established in 1942. Personnel began moving in on May 14, 1942, brought with their equipment to Mildura by rail while their Wirraway and Fairey battle aircraft were transported by air.

			2otu’s responsibility was to provide training through the use of lectures and flying activities until the trainee’s knew practically everything there was to know about fighter tactics. 1,247 Pilots graduated and over 104,000 hours were flown.

			The unit closed at the end of the war in February 1946. The unit was later reformed in Williamtown, NSW.

			The Mildura Air Museum is dedicated to the 60 pilots and ground crew who gave their lives for Australia, serving with the RAAF no. 2 Operational Training Unit during WW II.

			I tell Hugh that I was on Council when the late Ken Wright set about tracing each of the crashes and had a marker placed in memory of its young victim. It is then that Hugh tells me that he and Ken were cousins …

			Ken’s mother, Elsie, and my mother were sisters. Their maiden name was Henshall. I also learn that a third sister, Ivy, was the mother of the late Mary Chandler, a well-known identity of Red Cliffs. 

			Ken was a prominent member of the Mildura community, having served as an Upper House Member of the Victorian Parliament for many years.

			He was also a keen writer and was generally identified as Kenneth McKenzie Wright. Hugh tells me that Ken was born a McKenzie as Elsie had married a first world war veteran of that name. “McKenzie died young, and Auntie Elsie married Harry Wright”. The conversation explains how Ken came to be called Kenneth McKenzie Wright.

			The existence of the planes and the crashes have clearly left Hugh with very strong memories. “I can still picture them now”, he says. The shelves in Hugh’s room are crowded with model planes, especially those that have featured in wars.

			Many are aircraft that Hugh has assembled. His interest in flying is obvious. He points me to the colour patch featuring a NASA spacecraft, sewn on his jeans, just above his knee. He explains that he had an accident with some supa glue while working on one of his models with the result that one of the care staff offered to solve the problem with some handy needlework.

			Hugh’s room is an archive designed to remind him of the people and the activities that are important and pleasurable to him. I soon observed a guitar and an electronic keyboard. Hugh tells me that he took up music about twenty-five years ago. “I actually had an electronic organ when I first moved in, but they said it was too big for my room”, he said. Hugh also tells me that his family had a pianola when he was growing up and he describes the perforated paper rolls containing the tunes. “I gave it buggery, when I was a kid”, he says proudly. 

			It’s at this point I ask Hugh to think about other memories that are important to him and ones that he would like to include in his story. I ask Hugh if he has had the opportunity to read some of the other living histories and he tells me that he attended the reading of Marilyn Rix’s memoir. Marilyn had been a resident of Murray House up until her passing and one of her sons paid tribute to his mother by sharing her story with other residents.

			That conversation brought us to talking about the activities at Murray House. One past activity that Hugh was keen to talk about was a program called ‘Men on the Move’. My ears pricked up immediately as I knew it to be a program which was created by a former staff member named Annie Gillespie. The program no longer exists as Annie is now, herself, a Murray House resident.

			I remember from the story that Annie would organise bus trips for the ‘blokes’ at Murray House and I ask Hugh if he was present when they had a visit to a sex shop in Mildura. Hugh chuckles. It must have been quite a hoot as this too is indelibly etched in Hugh’s memories. It also opens the door to talking about other outings including the time they managed to ‘decapitate’ the air conditioner on the roof of the bus when they drove under a low roof at the Wentworth Hospital, and the time Annie filled the bus with petrol instead of diesel!

			“Don’t tell anyone, Vernon, we’ve tried to keep them secret”. 
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			It’s clear that life has presented Hugh with many challenges – the crash involving Gwen and Quinton, his need to sell up and move into Mildura, the illness of Chris, and his own health challenges. His love for Chris is self-evident and it breaks his heart to see her suffer.

			Hugh sits with her in the evenings after dinner and he is struggling with her deterioration. “I thought I had lost her a couple of nights ago”. Hugh himself needs constant care. His diabetes necessitates insulin injections prior to each meal, and he hates hearing that his aches and pains are just old age. I suspect that the estrangement with his daughter is also a hurt. He tells me that she was very supportive when he separated from her mother but resentful when he decided to remarry.
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			Hugh John Miers born at Windulva Hospital on 30.8.1936 Parents, Keith Binal Miers & Doris Jean Miers nèe Henshall.

			Windulva was the elegant home of C.J.De Garis, a prominent Leader of the Mildura community. It later became a private hospital before being replaced by the W.J. Christie Centre

			Hugh seems to relish the chance to revisit his life and he constantly thanks me for my visits. His memory for detail is enviable and I am acutely conscious that this short memoir is simply that …

			There is obviously much more to tell...
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			Miers Lane opposite The Arts Centre is an ongoing reminder of the part played by Captain William Miers. Hugh’s great grandfather, in the development of Mildura.

			Thanks to the detailed knowledge of Frank Tucker, Hugh now has a documented record of his great grandfather’s captaincy of numerous paddleboats plying the waters of the Murray and Darling Rivers. The boats include … Avoca, Ruby 2, Ellen, Pearl 2, Invincible 1 and Invincible 2. Reference is also made to Nellie, Corowa, and Shamrock. While William largely worked for the River Murray Navigation Company, Frank notes that Captain Miers was the owner of the Shamrock and that he operated Invincible 2 under charter with the Chaffeys. The Customs House in Mildura records that Miers departed Mildura at least 209 times. The Mildura Cultivator (March 1893) states that Captain Miers “is not only one of the most careful, but also one of the cleverest skippers on the river”. Frank indicates that in total around 340 boats have worked the Murray Darling Rivers with up to 150 at any one time.
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