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INTRODUCTION

Bronwyn Blake

Mustering twenty Gulf women!

I FIRST MET THE GREGORY DOWNS COMMUNITY THROUGH an evening with the Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS) in 2015 and at each subsequent gathering was more impressed with the responsibility these people took for each other and for their tiny dot of a community. So, at an initial meeting with the women in November 2015, I offered to create a writing anthology for the benefit of the Gregory and Gulf communities in North West Queensland. It was agreed that all contributions to the anthology would be voluntary and proceeds would be used to support community projects.

To look at, Gregory is a crossroad, a collection of dusty, weather-beaten buildings, the RFDS clinic, the sportsground and the famous Gregory Pub. It is 400 kilometres from Mount Isa, its closest major town, and 120 kilometres from the small town of Burketown on the Gulf of Carpentaria. You would be making a terrible error to judge this place on the way it looks from the highway. The heart of Gregory is in its people, people who are self-sufficient, generous and cope with almost anything that life and the environment throws at them – floods, drought, sickness, emergencies and all the difficulties that come with running a business and family far from anywhere. They are forthright, outspoken and don’t take kindly to being told by outsiders what they can and cannot do, should or shouldn’t think.

In March 2016, I gave five workshops and talks at Gregory, Burketown and Doomadgee with copious notes on ‘How to write your piece’. As work began to flow in, email support and mentoring became vital (despite often terrible internet access) and the year-long process of editing, rewriting and polishing began (as well as the laughing, bossing, encouraging, questioning and suffering the dreaded red pen).

The project grew and grew until many women were contributing, the book doubling its initial intended size. The contributing authors’ excitement and anticipation was tangible, with many expressing their joy at writing their piece both as a contemporary Gulf narrative and as the basis for a family memoir.

It is not often that a person is fortunate enough to be told the story of another’s life – warts, joys, terrors and all – but that is exactly what has been happening at my desk. I feel as if many friends have told me long and intriguing stories and, as I opened each one, it became my favourite.

So then, why would any sane editor want to wring the necks of these extraordinary and skilful women? My defence? Because as each was asked to contribute, the answers coming back, with few exceptions, were almost identical: ‘I’m just ordinary, it’s just life’, ‘There’s nothing to write about’, ‘I can’t write, I haven’t written anything since school’ and finally, reluctantly, ‘Well okay, I’ll give it a go, but it’ll be boring,’ or ‘a dog’s dinner’, or ‘unprintable’, ‘You’ll have to fluff it all up,’ ‘You’ll be sorry, I’m warning you!’

‘Extraordinary’, ‘skilful’, ‘modest’, ‘pragmatic’ and the ability to ‘just do it’ should have been added in bucketloads.

There are women in remote areas managing stations, bush hospitals and tourist ventures; new mothers on properties inaccessible in the wet season; women giving birth at home helped by a neighbour, rearing families and educating their children through Mount Isa School of the Air; women spending years fishing in the Gulf in sometimes unimaginable conditions, and so on …

And then there are those wild and woolly Gulf kids! For toughness, capability, courtesy and independence – there are none quite like them. Reading about Dallas Daley’s childhood, I wonder how any of them survive!

Nothing to write about, really. So ordinary. Just what you do. Just life.

As you will read, permanent roads are relatively new to Gregory. Mobile coverage is patchy (if it works at all). ‘It’s too far!’ is a common excuse for anything (such as mains electricity) that doesn’t arrive. For many years I lived in what was the remote and isolated town of Fairbanks, Alaska. There are remarkable similarities between the two towns and their people, from the extremes in temperature, plus or minus forty-five, to the swarms of seasonal biting insects and the flocks of tourists from down south: ‘outsiders from the lower forty-eight states’, or ‘Mexicans’ from Victoria and New South Wales. Alaskans also call their wilderness the bush. And I too grew to think that minus fifty and a measly two hours of twilight was a bit much, but ordinary in winter, and reading a paper by sunlight at midnight with visiting bear or moose was what you expected of summer. Newcomers often arrived up north with romantic ideas of the country. If they got over that and stayed, they often stayed for years, decades or forever. And if they had to leave, having drunk the Chena (or the Gregory), part of their heart always remained. Fifty years after leaving Fairbanks the smell of birch leaves in autumn or new spruce in spring still lifts me to that place, as the smell of the earth after the Wet will to those who have lived in the Gulf.

So, my road to the Gulf Country has been, as for many others in this book, a winding one, full of chances and sudden swerves into new tracks – a bit like driving after the ice Break-up or in the Wet. As their editor, I feel closely connected with these women writers who trusted me with very personal details. Through conversations and writing they gave me a window into their lives, so different from most of ours. They can, of course, all write. Some easily, some with difficulty, but all of them have the wonderful ability to tell a good yarn straight, the way things happened, with no fancy words or slick phrases, nothing ‘fluffing them up’. I, the greedy editor constantly begging for more, more, more, have tried very hard to preserve these individual voices. They are the essence of these hardworking, no-nonsense people who deeply love their land and sea.

When I conceived the idea for this anthology I had two goals in mind. The first was to preserve the histories of Gulf women of the early twenty-first century, the second was that we could create an income for the women of Gregory to fund their community projects, including support for the RFDS clinic. Another positive outcome emerged as we progressed from writing workshops and mentoring to the back-and-forth work of editing and rewriting – the value the women placed on their writing for themselves and their families, and for the connectivity that the anthology was bringing to a very widespread community.

The writers and I are very proud that our original book is now being published by Hachette, that the stories of these remarkable women will travel well beyond North Queensland, and that this book will answer, to some degree, a friend’s comment: ‘Driving along these outback roads, you always wonder what goes on behind the gates.’

I had no idea when we began what a rich vein of gold we were tapping into. As the collector, collator and wielder of the dreaded red pen, I’ve been very lucky. I hope in writing their stories, these women see in black and white, for all time, just how extraordinary they are and how proud we are of them.


Map of the region
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Map was created by Shari Rankin, Southern Gulf Natural Resource Management, Mount Isa.


Iconic Gulf cattle stations


Tess Arnold

Tess Arnold was born and raised in Cairns, north Queensland but spent a lot of her young life in Chillagoe, 300 kilometres to the west, where she developed a healthy love of the outdoors and the outback. Tess is a strong supporter of rural communities and appreciates the great work of the Royal Flying Doctor Service in rural and remote areas. For all their married life, Tess and her husband of thirty-four years, David, have lived on and managed Gulf cattle properties for Australian Agricultural Company and, more recently, for the past fourteen years, Paraway Pastoral Company at Gregory Downs Station. They have raised five children and currently have six grandchildren and counting.




REPTILES TO ROYALTY

Tess Arnold

SOMETHING ABOUT THE TONE OF VOICE SHOUTED ‘URGENT’ at me, even though she was whispering. I was not quite awake; the voice spoke a little louder and more urgently.

‘Mum, Mum, quick! Jessica has been bitten by a snake. It looked like a king brown.’

That worked. I hit the floor at a run. The words were still being processed in my sluggish and sleepy brain. ‘Jessica’ and ‘snake’ were two words trying to reconcile themselves in my head, while another part of my brain thought, Of course it’s Jessica. Who else would get themselves into this predicament?

Wondoola was renowned for its number of snakes. I knew it was more than probable it was a king brown, if indeed she had been bitten. I guess I should have thanked God it was Jessica, as she is the calmest and most laid-back in our family. She is the second of our five children and is often described as a ‘character’. Jess achieved her pilot’s licence at sixteen years, and tandem skydived when not much older. Not yet seventeen, she had been bungee jumping and swimming with dolphins, and now here she was taking on a king brown in the middle of the night on a remote cattle property in North West Queensland.

Added to that, it was raining cats and dogs, and Wondoola Station is in the middle of 2700 square kilometres of black soil clay. Meaning, of course, there was no way for the Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS) to land on the gravel strip that had just had over twenty-five millimetres dumped on it.

All this ran through my brain while I grabbed bandages and shot questions at poor Kimberley, our eldest daughter, who alerted me to Jessica’s plight – against Jess and her younger sister Hannah’s wishes, as they were not supposed to be outside in the middle of the night.

My name is Tess Arnold. I have lived and worked on remote cattle stations in north Queensland since 1979. I was born and raised in Cairns with my two brothers, but as Dad came from Chillagoe, about three hundred kilometres west of Cairns, we spent most of our childhood camping in and exploring that area.

As soon as we left school, all three of us headed out and scored jobs on the stations west of Chillagoe. I started on Highbury Station, which at the time was an outstation of Wrotham Park. During the off, or wet, season when there was no work on the stations, I went back to Cairns to see my parents and usually got volunteer jobs at local youth groups or childcare facilities until it was time to head west again.

In 1982 I spent some time working at Drumduff and Gamboola Stations, which were part of the bigger Wrotham Park (better known to locals as ‘The Park’). That is where I met and married my husband, David, who worked as a helicopter pilot for the four stations. His father, the late Gordon Arnold, had managed Wrotham Park since 1963. David and I were married in July 1983 and Kimberley, our eldest daughter, was born in April 1984. We stayed on at Wrotham Park and David took over management when his mother and father retired in January 1989. Jessica came along in March 1987 then Hannah in 1988, followed by Rachel in 1990. We were blessed with our son, Gordon, in 1993. So we had five children in nine years.

At that time we were still quite remote. Satellite television was introduced in 1988; however, the phones didn’t come to Wrotham Park until 1992 and we relied on the high frequency (HF) radio for everything. The bitumen road ended at Dimbulah, so there was nearly three hundred kilometres of gravel road to Wrotham Park.

During this time we worked very closely with the RFDS and Cairns School of the Air. There were quite a lot of children at Wrotham Park – sixteen at one stage – so health and education were paramount in the minds of the young mothers on the station.

We had a monthly doctor’s clinic through RFDS that was an all-day event. People from the surrounding stations came to access the GP and child health services. David’s parents were strong RFDS supporters and we continued the tradition, raising quite a lot of money over the years for this worthwhile cause.

We built up a close relationship with the staff and doctors, and it was Sister Carmel Bannon who, after lots of time with the mothers and children, identified the need for a remote-area first-aid procedure course. From little boys falling into septic tanks to premature labours, dislocated wrists, and chicken pox … we dealt with it all, as do most remote-area mums. We’d always dealt with accidents and injuries on the station and also from the highway that runs near the station carrying traffic from Cairns in the east to Kowanyama in the west. Although the highway was graded every year, it was all gravel and noticeably claiming a higher number of accidents annually as more and more tourists came to explore the outback. This was my first taste of formal first-aid training and I enjoyed being part of the consultation team that started the first remote area course at Wrotham Park. Since then, trainers and presenters have coached the staff every year in remote-area first aid and it has paid off many times over the years. However, while it has been exceptionally valuable, with so many staff and visitors coming and going to and from the station every year, I originally wanted the children to learn first aid and what to do in an emergency. I must say, though, that with all this concern and preparation it was only twice that any of our own children caused us enough concern that we wanted to evacuate them – and guess what? Both times it was Jessica!

Getting back to the snake bite. We wrapped and immobilised Jessica’s leg and called the RFDS. Unfortunately, through no fault of theirs, there was no way they could evacuate her with the rain coming down. They now have an emergency helicopter in Mount Isa, but back then the closest one was 500 kilometres away in Townsville, and that couldn’t leave until morning anyway. I have only praise for the Mount Isa RFDS doctor who rang every fifteen minutes for an update on her condition. Jessica’s leg went as hard as cement and there were a few other symptoms, such as nausea and pain. Dave and I were determined we weren’t going to let six feet of wriggling reptile beat us, but secretly I was absolutely terrified and remember praying several times to God, Jesus, Mary, Mother of God and whoever else might have been listening. It was one of the longest nights of my life, and one I will never forget as it was also Christmas Eve. Jess got through it, all smiles, and wondered what on earth all the fuss was about.

The second time the RFDS retrieved our adventurous daughter was when she ran to shut a gate in the yards. The ringers had just yarded up a large mob and there was a lot of dust, so she couldn’t see much. Jessica was shutting the gate when a mob of cows came back and hit it, knocking her flying and unconscious to the ground. Jessica’s mates in the yard saw it happen and came to her rescue, pulling her out of the way of the thundering mob. I was called and accessed the helicopter to attend to her faster. Hannah, our third daughter, stayed at home to ring the RFDS and I relayed the necessary information through the ultra high frequency (UHF) radio.

Everyone was very subdued and anxious, especially after we loaded Jessica onto the Toyota via the scoop stretcher and secured her head to stabilise her for the very slow trip in. When we lost her pulse, it was all hands on deck. I’ve never seen men draw so deeply on cigarettes as when we regained a pulse and continued our journey. I guess adrenaline kicks in because it wasn’t until the RFDS plane landed – only forty minutes from the first call – and I could hand her over to much more qualified people, that I started to shake and it all became real. The doctor and nurses were ready for it, though, and were amazing in the way they handled everybody. Jess stayed unconscious for four hours and we were never so grateful as when she came to, recognised me immediately and said my name. I think I cried more then! Through the grace of God and the RFDS, she came through and is now a photographer and the mother of three beautiful children. Karma!

Raising five children in remote western Queensland means a lot of ups and downs. Our kids are all primary graduates of the Cairns School of the Air and we had a lot to do with that facility. My husband David’s family has a long history with them. His sister, Fiona, was the first student ever enrolled, and my mother-in-law, Nell Arnold, the first Parents and Citizens president. Our family was enrolled when they changed their name from School of the Air to Cairns School of Distance Education in 1990, and we were also there when they changed from the HF radio lessons to phones. The last radio broadcast was quite nostalgic and was performed by the late Peg Shephard, who was with the school when it still operated out of the RFDS base pre-1990. Mrs Shephard, sadly, was killed in an accident while helping raise money for the school on their coast-to-coast bike ride.

The Cairns School of the Air initiated a school band, which was quite unique in that all students learned their instruments over the phone. This, of course, was before the days of Skype or Facetime. The students got together four times a year at camps and usually performed somewhere – in old people’s homes or shopping centres – so you can imagine our amazement when the Queen of England requested that the school band play for her when she came to Cairns to christen the new RFDS plane. It was in February, the middle of the north’s wet season – and Rachel, our fourth daughter, was playing trumpet. We lived at Wondoola Station at the time, having transferred from Wrotham Park in 1997. The rivers were flooded, so the road to Cairns was unusable. Rachel and I set forth – we were not going to let the band down! The normal nine-to-ten-hour trip took two days as we had to travel from near Normanton down to Cloncurry, across to Charters Towers and then up to Cairns. I kept pinching myself to remind myself it was real. Our shy, quiet, beautiful little country girl was sitting in front of thousands of people ready to play in a band at the request of Queen Elizabeth II.

I remember the noise being so loud: the emcee giving last-minute direction and cues to those involved in the ceremony; the roar of the jet engines; the static of the security men’s radios along with the band rehearsing, all inside the RFDS hangar. The sweltering heat that was Cairns in February, combined with the nervous tension of the parents of the band members, and the kids watching the crowds gathering for the 11.00 a.m. arrival of The Queen’s plane, meant the butterflies fluttered in more than one stomach and most of us were very restless and fidgety.

This was all mixed with the nervousness in the music teacher’s face. Had they practised enough? Would they get scared? Would they remember to watch him as conductor of the band? What was I thinking! Twenty-four bush kids learning music over the phone and now being watched by the public. And not just local media: this was being transmitted around the globe! There were encouraging nods from the expectant parents, the mayor introduced The Queen and she actually mentioned the Cairns School of Distance Education band in her speech! The band struck up their first song while Her Majesty announced the name of the newest plane in the Cairns RFDS fleet. Prince Philip went over and chatted to the band members while The Queen met the distinguished guests. He was very encouraging to them all and spoke for quite a time with them.

Now, whether you are a monarchist or not, the pride in every parent’s face was a sight to see, but everything fell into perspective when the school principal, Mr Ian Mckay, presented all band members with a special certificate and told them how proud he was.

Rachel came running over at the end of it, and I said, ‘Sweetheart, you played for The Queen!’

Her reply was, ‘Yeah, but guess what – Mr Mckay gave us an award!’

It brought home that they weren’t worried about The Queen at all: they were more worried about what Mr Mckay was going to say.

The band members received a letter from The Queen, thanking them for their performance. That is really something to tell the grandchildren.

Sending our kids to boarding school was one of the hardest things we ever had to do. We were worried, but we put on a happy face and waved goodbye. Luckily, our kids did really well. I was told it got easier with each child, but I’m here to tell you it doesn’t – it just gets easier to hide the fact that you miss them like crazy. Not that you would ever let them know – never give teenagers an edge!

All five kids attended Columba Catholic College in Charters Towers for their high school years. That was when the travelling really did start and I averaged about sixty thousand kilometres per year travelling to Cairns for School of the Air and Charters Towers for Columba. It was worth it, though, and I am so glad I had the opportunity to attend many of the school events that a lot of other parents couldn’t make. Our kids did well at boarding school, with Kimberley and Hannah making school captain, and all of them doing well academically and in the sporting field. Gordon made the firsts rugby league team when he was only in Year Nine! So we didn’t need to worry, and we discovered that most kids who completed School of the Air succeeded: they already knew how to research and access any information because they had been doing it for years.

We transferred from Wondoola to Gregory Downs Station in 2005. Gregory Downs is a 2747.6 square-kilometre (266 425-hectare) ‘jewel’, situated on the banks of the Gregory River, one hundred kilometres south of Burketown in the Gulf of Carpentaria. The Gregory River flows all year round and runs right through the full length of the property. Gregory Downs runs about 35 000 head of Brahman cattle and we currently have sixteen permanent staff. The river has beautiful, clear running water and is a very popular spot for tourists, although we worry that with more and more estuarine crocodiles coming into the fresh waters of the Gulf, people are not heeding the warnings given. We have a very strong little community with everyone pitching in during events such as campdrafts and races, and anything else we have a mind to organise.

Our kids are now all grown, with the baby, Gordon, married in 2016. Two of our girls have married and the weddings were both wonderful events, surrounded by family and friends. One wedding was here on the station, making it even more special. That was another great story, as eight weeks before the wedding the Gregory River flooded and came through the houses and lawns. We washed mud off the lawns and planted flower gardens as the river went down.

David and I have been married for thirty-four years, have raised five very wonderful children, and now have six healthy grandchildren of whom we are eternally proud. We feel extremely lucky to be part of the wonderful community that makes up the Gregory Downs area.


Megan Munchenberg

Megan Munchenberg was born in Sydney in 1980 and was raised there by great parents with her four older brothers. Even though Megan grew up in a big city, she spent her last three years of high school in a country boarding school.

Megan first moved to North West Queensland when she was eighteen, first working for a private farming family near Rockhampton before moving further north to work on larger cattle stations in the Gulf of Carpentaria. Megan’s love of horses was the initial driver behind her move.

As well as currently working on Gregory Downs Station, Megan also works part time as a grazing land management consultant around the region, and is currently the Chair of the local Natural Resource Management Group, Southern Gulf NRM.

For the past fifteen years Megan has lived and worked on Gregory Downs Station with her husband and children. She says that it truly has been a joy to live and work on Gregory Downs Station and she feels privileged to have become a part of the local community.
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