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Patricia Collins was a Wran (the women’s branch of the RAN) stationed in Darwin at the time of Cyclone Tracy. She wrote a brief account of her experiences during Tracy and the clean-up for her son when he was a teenager and interested in what had happened. The essay was submitted by a third party to the editor of the magazine Australian Warship and was subsequently published with her permission in Issue 24 in 2005. Patricia then turned it into a book and brought in experiences from many of those she served with during that time. Rock and Tempest is her first book.
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To all those who served in the WRANS,
especially Lyn Baker (nee Alderton),
Joan Smolinski (nee Czarnecki)
and the late Ruth Clarke (nee Turnbull)




THE NAVAL HYMN

Eternal Father, strong to save,

Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,

Who bidd’st the mighty ocean deep

Its own appointed limits keep;

Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

O Christ! Whose voice the waters heard

And hushed their raging at Thy word,

Who walked’st on the foaming deep,

And calm amidst its rage didst sleep;

Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

Most Holy Spirit! Who didst brood

Upon the chaos dark and rude,

And bid its angry tumult cease,

And give, for wild confusion, peace;

Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

O Trinity of love and power!

Our brethren shield in danger’s hour;

From rock and tempest, fire and foe,

Protect them wheresoe’er they go;

Thus evermore shall rise to Thee

Glad hymns of praise from land and sea.

William Whiting, 1860
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INTRODUCTION

On Christmas Eve 1974, Cyclone Tracy hit Darwin in Australia’s Northern Territory. By dawn on Christmas Day, at least fifty people were dead, seventeen lost at sea, hundreds injured and approximately 45,000 people were homeless.

I was one of about ninety Wrans based at HMAS Coonawarra, a Royal Australian Navy shore base on the outskirts of Darwin. The cyclone severely damaged our infrastructure and destroyed our headquarters at HMAS Melville. One Navy patrol boat was sunk with the loss of two crewmen and another patrol boat beached on rocks. One sailor lost his wife and two children, and another lost his young son. Most of us were left with only the clothes we were wearing and had no electricity, running water or sanitation.

My friends and I had started our service in the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service (WRANS) with enthusiasm and youthful high spirits. We had no idea that in less than two years, we would endure one of the most devastating natural disasters in our country’s history and take part in Operation Navy Help Darwin, the Royal Australian Navy’s greatest effort to relieve suffering caused by a weather event.

In the first few months after Cyclone Tracy devastated Darwin, those of us who’d been there were asked, ‘What was it like?’ The sailors who travelled up to assist us in Operation Navy Help Darwin returned home to be asked, ‘What was it like?’

At first, many of us tried to explain but people couldn’t understand. We were met with incomprehension and often disbelief. ‘You had to be there,’ became a standard fallback. ‘It’ was too hard to describe. ‘It’ was too big, too complicated, too overwhelming, too distressing, too heartbreaking and too inspiring to put into words. We clammed up.

Years passed, and while we talked about having been in Darwin during Cyclone Tracy and working on the cleanup, few of us spoke in any detail about those experiences. Our memories were hard to relive, but I thought they were important. I thought there should be a record of our part in such a historic event in Australia’s history.

In 2013, my dear friend Ruth Turnbull and I spent a weekend together before she passed away after a long and courageous battle with cancer. We set up a recorder on the table beside us and chatted for hours about our life in the WRANS while Ruth’s wonderful husband John Clarke brought us endless cups of tea. We laughed about all the antics we had gotten up to. We cried over Cyclone Tracy and the effect that working on the clean-up had on us and our friends. We cried with mirth again, recalling our subsequent misadventures.

Ruth and I knew that everyone who’d been in Darwin at the time would have stories worth telling too. What was being done about that? I read a book on the history of the WRANS and only one paragraph mentioned that Wrans were in Darwin when Cyclone Tracy hit. A couple of books on the history of the RAN devoted only three paragraphs to the event and the Navy’s response. Something needed to be done.

The Australian cattlewoman Sara Henderson once said, ‘Don’t wait for the light to appear at the end of the tunnel. Stride down there and light the bloody thing yourself!’ Righto. If I wanted a book about the WRANS and the RAN during Cyclone Tracy and the clean-up, then I’d have to write it myself. Writing a book couldn’t be too hard. Lots of people did it. I’d have a red-hot go.

How could a woman of my years and experience have been so naïve? This has been yet another one of life’s lessons hard learned.

My mother had saved all the letters I sent to her, and they were excellent memory joggers. I then researched official reports and documents, which provided the bare facts: dates, times, actions and statistics. I quickly realised that I would need to confine the book to the RAN’s involvement, as what I knew about the Australian Army and the Royal Australian Air Force could be written on a postage stamp.

After that, I recruited the former Wrans and sailors I’d kept in touch with, so they could contribute their stories. That done, I put out the word for other former naval personnel, their dependants and civilian employees to provide first-hand accounts of Cyclone Tracy and the subsequent Operation Navy Help Darwin.

I was able to meet with some of the contributors face-to-face and record our interviews over cups of tea. Border closures and lockdowns due to COVID-19 made travel out of the question in most cases, and I conducted many telephone interviews in my little study, with my dogs snoring happily under the desk. Other people emailed their stories to me. Everybody gave their time generously, sharing with me their memories of that extraordinary period in their lives.

Few of the contributors had written about their experiences before. Few had talked in any detail about the cyclone and the clean-up apart from ‘I was there’ or ‘I worked on the clean-up’.

The official documents, objective reports, have been available online from sources such as the Australian War Memorial and the National Archives of Australia for years. Now, many of us are telling our own stories, providing our subjective human impressions. After all this time, many memories of the cyclone and the clean-up are hazy. That period of our lives passed in a blur, but some events made an indelible impact. It isn’t important that we can’t remember dates, times or places precisely; that’s what the official reports are for. What’s important is what we did, what we saw and what we felt. Our impressions and the vivid memories that have stayed with us bring the cold facts to life.

Readers won’t be able to hear the wind sounding like a freight train passing directly overhead. They won’t be able to feel the sting of the rain on their skin or feel the pain of muscles straining and bracing. They won’t smell the rotting food and decaying bodies. After all this time, however, this is our attempt to answer the question, ‘What was it like?’




PART 1

LIFE AS A WRAN


‘Gentle ladies, you will remember till old age What we did together in our brilliant youth!’

Sappho






CHAPTER 1

RECRUIT TRAINING, HMAS CERBERUS

Rain blasted horizontally across the room. In all my nineteen years, I had never seen rain flying sideways.

The cyclonic wind forced the torrential rain through the gaps in the louvres, flooding my room on the first floor of the Wrans quarters. I was soaked to the skin and the air was so thick with moisture that breathing was difficult. I took shelter in the built-in wardrobe, pushing my clothes, naval uniforms and shoes aside to make room.

Surely, this couldn’t get any worse.

The fire alarms went off.

Sod all our training to respond instantly to alarms. There was no way there could be a fire with all this rain. Sod doing my duty to investigate. I was not going into that hell outside. No way. Not me.

That said, shuddering with apprehension, I climbed out of the wardrobe and waded through ankle-deep water to the door. The wind was fiercer out in the hallway, and water raged in rapids to the stairwell at the far end of the building.

I struggled against the wind along the corridor. I gripped the floor-to-ceiling metal louvres on the cabin walls and pulled myself along, desperately trying to stay on my feet. Clearly there were no fires and evacuating the building was potentially suicidal. The alarms were most likely caused by an electrical fault.

The wind almost knocked me down when I crossed to the phone on the far wall, rang the duty Quartermaster Gunner and reported the alarms. We had to shout at each other to be heard over the roaring wind. He said to ignore the alarms. Thank goodness. I had never been so pleased to obey an order.

I crossed to the other side of the corridor and headed to my cabin with the wind at my back. A particularly strong gust knocked me off my feet and the water swept me along the corridor, feet first. I grabbed at the metal louvres along the walls, desperately trying to stop, and finally succeeded after sliding about ten metres. A ceiling fitting crashed at my feet. I lay on the floor gripping the louvres, being buffeted by the torrent of water flowing down the corridor as I tried desperately to control the panic. How much worse could this storm get?

* * *

Less than two years earlier, I had joined the WRANS, the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service. When I was in Grade 5, my sister Sandra joined the WRANS. She wore her uniform when she came home on leave and she looked so wonderful that I immediately decided to join up too when I grew up. And that’s what I did, signing up on 23 February 1973, aged seventeen, straight after matriculating from high school. Like my sister, I was called up as a radio operator.

The previous year, 1972, had been momentous. We were thrilled to see the American Mark Spitz win seven gold medals in swimming at the Munich Olympics. But then we were horrified when Palestinian terrorists murdered an Israeli coach and athlete in the Olympic Village and took nine other Israeli athletes hostage, before killing them too.

Australian troops were still involved in the Vietnam War. The US President, Richard Nixon, was embroiled in the Watergate scandal. Ageing hippies were still singing ‘Kumbaya’. Flared trousers and platform soles replaced kaftans. Gough Whitlam replaced William McMahon as Australia’s Prime Minister.

Who knew what 1973 would bring? It started well for me as I travelled by train, an old rattler, from my hometown Rockhampton to Brisbane, where we Queensland Wran recruits were sworn in. We were all strangers from various towns in Queensland and were on our best behaviour. All this would change over the next few weeks as we all got to know one another, relaxed and let our personalities shine. After signing up, our group travelled by train to Sydney where we met up with the New South Wales recruits and had lunch at HMAS Watson, which must have been on the most picturesque site of all naval establishments. The back wall of the chapel had a huge glass window, giving worshippers a magnificent view of Sydney Harbour.

We Queensland and New South Wales recruits travelled by train from Sydney to Melbourne, and then there was another train to Frankston in Victoria. Then finally, we took a bus to the naval training base HMAS Cerberus on Westernport Bay, where we met up with recruits from all around Australia. We were a tired, motley bunch of young women. When we disembarked from the bus, we were lined up by a Wran reception party who tried to form us into a cohesive squad. A member of the reception party told us we were going to be assigned cabins. Cabins? Were we really going on board a ship on our first day? I didn’t think women went to sea.

We discovered that the terminology used on the Navy’s shore bases was the same as that used on board ships. Our bedrooms were referred to as cabins, floors were decks, walls were bulkheads, toilets were the heads and leaving the base was going ashore. Having cleared that up, we settled into our spartan accommodation in the Wrans quarters, Grant Block. This was a two-storey red brick building with no pretentions of style and elegance. The only decorative features were the anchors painted on the fire extinguishers.

I was assigned a small room, which contained two bunk beds against one wall and four small wardrobes along the opposite wall. We were each issued white sheets, a pillow and a blue and white bedspread with a picture of an anchor in the centre. Every morning, the beds had to be made up using hospital corners on the sheets and the bedspread needed to be positioned correctly. If our instructors found anything amiss when they did their daily rounds of the quarters, we would have to remake our beds to their satisfaction.

Two of my roommates were in my recruit Wrans intake. I had met Lyn Alderton, a fellow Queenslander, when we signed on in Brisbane. She was a blue-eyed blonde who quietly and intelligently took in everything around her. Joan Czarnecki, a bright young woman from Adelaide, South Australia, had short brown hair and soft brown eyes. She was of Polish descent and said that her schoolfriends could never pronounce her actual first name and called her Joan instead. I liked them both immediately. Our fourth roommate was a recruit Wran from the intake prior to ours. I couldn’t have asked to be in better company. Lyn, Joan and I are still in touch after all these years.

An instructor told us that ‘10As are the rig of the day’. I surmised that she was speaking English but had no idea what she was talking about. She explained that our sets of uniforms were called rigs and were numbered for ease of identification. 10As consisted of a white short-sleeved shirt, navy blue skirt, beige stockings or white socks, black leather shoes and a white cap with a black tally band.

We were just getting our heads around all this new terminology when we discovered the slang. Soft drinks were called goffas, meals were scran, and showering was having a dhobey. On top of all our other training, we had to learn the whole new language of the Navy.

Then there was the all-important rank structure, which had to be studied carefully. There were not only Royal Australian Navy ranks, but their equivalent in the Australian Army and the Royal Australian Air Force. We had to salute officers and call them sir or ma’am, or we’d be in deep trouble. If we saluted petty officers and called them sir or ma’am though, we’d be bawled out loud and long and told never to do that again.

I spent the first week in such a state of bewilderment and confusion that I just wanted to sit down and cry, but there was never enough time for that. We were kept busy from ‘wakey, wakey, wakey’ at 0600 (6 am) to ‘lights out, pipe down’ at 2230 (10:30 pm) every day.

Eventually we learned enough to get by. Speaking the same language as everybody else in the Navy gave us a special feeling of belonging and we loved it.

* * *

During our training, we learned some of the history of our organisation. The WRANS was established in April 1941 when the RAN enrolled fourteen women at HMAS Harman, the wireless telegraphy station near Canberra. The WRANS was a non-combat branch of the Royal Australian Navy that alleviated manpower shortages resulting from men being assigned to combat roles during the Second World War. We learned that WRANS, upper case, was the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service and that the women who served in it were called Wrans, lower case.

We were told that the Wrans were there to ‘release’ the sailors so they could go to sea, not ‘relieve’ the sailors. The correct terminology was strongly stressed!

I really wanted to go to sea and was disappointed that women weren’t allowed to serve on ships.

The WRANS was disbanded in 1948 but re-formed in 1951 to help the RAN cope with more manpower shortages. By 1959, the organisation was incorporated as a non-combatant (non-seagoing) part of the permanent naval forces. Women were finally permitted to serve aboard Australian naval ships in 1983 and the WRANS was incorporated into the RAN in 1984, but that was after my time.

* * *

Our divisional officer was 3rd Officer Maxine Kupke. She was blonde, beautiful and elegant, and I had the utmost admiration for her.

For some reason, WRANS officers didn’t hold the same rank as RAN officers but had the rank structure of the Merchant Navy. WRANS 3rd Officers were equivalent to RAN sub lieutenants, 2nd Officers were equivalent to lieutenants, and so on. They were addressed as ma’am instead of sir. Behind their backs, all WRANS officers were known as ‘Ma’am Dragon’.

The cold weather steadily intensified at Cerberus while we were undergoing our recruit training and basic radio operator training. After being raised in the subtropics, the cold wind in the usually hot months of February and March came as quite a shock to me.

The Navy only had summer and winter uniforms. No concessions were made for spring and autumn. It wasn’t winter until the Navy said it was winter. We poor Queenslanders froze in our summer uniforms, only allowed to add cardigans until the Navy officially changed to winter uniforms. We were convinced that the wind at Cerberus came directly from the Antarctic.

* * *

We were a big group and it took time to get to know one another, but some people stood out from the start. Ruth Turnbull from Sydney, for instance, was the tallest woman in our intake. She was slim, olive-skinned and had long, shiny black hair. She reminded us of the American singer Cher, but while Cher was languid and drawling, Ruth was a ball of nervous energy. She was direct and didn’t have an ounce of tact but was one of the most steadfast and loyal friends you could ever have.

We had been issued with navy-blue overalls and, of course, none of them fit well. Short recruits had to roll up the trouser legs to stop them dragging on the ground. In contrast, the trouser legs of tall recruits only reached partway down their shins and were said to be riding at ‘half-mast’, like flags on a flagpole. Ruth was so tall that there were no women’s overalls long enough to fit her. She had to wear men’s, but they were too wide across the shoulders and they swamped her.

We wore our overalls and anti-flash gear – white cotton gloves and hoods – for the exciting challenge of firefighting and NBCD training: Nuclear, Biological and Chemical Defence. Fires at sea are extremely serious and our firefighting training was comprehensive. At one stage, an instructor told our group that we were going to put out an oil fire with water. I didn’t think that was possible, but the instructors gave us a two-gallon fire extinguisher each and told us the procedure to use them. Then two at a time, we had a go.

The nozzle of the hose of one extinguisher was set on ‘spray’, extending out over the oil fire and protecting the two of us from the flames and heat. The nozzle of the other hose was set on ‘jet’ and was trained steadily onto the far side of the fire. It took a while, but the flames were eventually smothered by the spray from both water extinguishers, which deprived the fire of oxygen.

From that, I learned that when the Navy said that something could be done, it could. When a lawful order was issued, it was entirely possible that the order could be carried out successfully. Less than two years later, the Navy told us that we were going to clean up Darwin after Cyclone Tracy devastated the city, and that’s exactly what we did.

Wrans were not required to undergo all the training that the sailors did; not surprising, because at the time we were not allowed to go to sea. Occasionally though, we were given the option to perform some of the sailors’ training. One option I chose was to navigate through a smoke-filled building. Recruits were required to wear a gas mask, enter through one external door, make their way through a maze of dimly lit, smoke-filled corridors and exit through another door at the other side of the building. I put on my gas mask and entered with some trepidation. The smoke was dense. I dropped low and slowly made my way along, but the smell was acrid. As it worsened, my air passages increasingly stung, so I gave up and returned to the entrance.

Once outside, I told the instructor my gas mask was leaking and letting the smoke in. He brusquely said that the seals on the mask were fine.

‘But I could smell the smoke,’ I wailed.

He roared, ‘The rubber and leather of the mask smell because they’ve absorbed the smoke!’ And he sent me packing.

I later discovered that I’d been three-quarters of the way through the building when I turned around and came back. By the time I exited, I’d covered one and a half times the distance required. Clearly, I was more than capable of completing the course. By turning back, I made the task much more difficult for myself and failed.

From that, I learned that if many people have successfully completed a task before me, I can do it too. And that if I commit to a task that’s worth doing, it’s usually much easier in the long run to see it through. That, too, kept me going through the worst of the clean-up after Tracy.

A couple of years ago, I mentioned the gas mask incident to Joan, and she said, ‘The masks did leak. I was coughing up orange stuff for days!’

* * *

Our swimming test was a comedy of errors. We had to don our overalls, dive into the twenty-five-metre indoor pool, swim one and a half laps, tread water for five minutes or so, take off the overalls while still treading water and then swim to the end of the pool.

I had done lifesaving training at school, and we had always been instructed that if we were wearing heavy clothing we should do a star jump into the water and then swim breaststroke because freestyle is too tiring. When the whistle sounded, I did a spectacular star jump into the water and surfaced to see that the rest of the squad had dived in and were tearing down the pool doing freestyle! I was being left behind! Sod lifesaver training. I took off after them with a furious freestyle, belting down the pool. The sleeves of my sodden overalls rode up and down my arms with every stroke.

Ruth found her overalls a tremendous hindrance. She started swimming freestyle but said, ‘[I] was just going flop, flop, flop. In the end, I had to do breaststroke. It was the only way I could do it.’

Afterward, we went into the changing room to dry off and put on our uniforms. Few of us, including Ruth, had ever seen men’s urinals before and had no idea what they were. Ruth entered, saw the urinal and thought, Hey, this is really handy. She began washing her feet in it.

Horrified, Lyn asked, ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’

‘Washing my feet.’

‘But you’re in the men’s urinal!’

‘Oh, shit!’

After that, Ruth spent several anxious days waiting for tinea or some other exotic tropical disease to develop.

Our usually competent and capable Joan struggled in the water. She recalls:


The swimming test! I couldn’t swim and had to go several nights to try again and by the time you got back, the mess was closed, and you were lucky to get a bread roll. After that, I made sure I always had a packet of biscuits or something in the room just in case. I finally passed: doggy paddled the length of the pool and kept afloat.



* * *

Recruit Wrans had to stay on board for the first few weeks of training and spent Saturdays doing ‘clean ship’. We wore our overalls and had to clean everything by hand. After finishing our assigned tasks, we gathered on the lawn and waited until our work was inspected thoroughly by WRANS officers and petty officers. If any fault was found, the offending recruits had to go back and clean their assigned area properly while the rest of us waited. We all just wanted to get it over and done with. Everyone was annoyed by offenders, so the standards of cleaning improved quickly.

Our class was particularly unfortunate because the Director of WRANS (also known as the Holy Chief ) visited Cerberus on her last inspection tour before retiring. The cleanest base every year earned a trophy, and we were told that Cerberus had won it for decades. As this was the director’s last visit, the pressure was on to make sure that we won the cup again.

Cleaning our cabins and the corridors in the Wrans quarters was particularly hard work. Firstly, we scraped back all the polish on the floor with knives. Then the floors were scrubbed and mopped, at least twice, then we had to lay polish down on them again. Most of this was done on our hands and knees.

We received inoculations for just about every disease known, even ones like smallpox, which had been eradicated. Some had nasty side effects and I think it was the one for yellow fever which had the worst effect on us. At least one of our recruits was hospitalised. We still had to clean ship for inspection, and we were dropping like flies from sickness and exhaustion while scraping back the polish on our corridor floor. Only one Wran recruit was left to finish the job of polishing our section and she earned our eternal admiration and gratitude.

We had been issued with stockings, which we never wore. We all preferred pantyhose, but the nylon stockings were useful for laying polish on the floors and shining our black leather shoes. We used to spit polish our black leather shoes and buff them afterward with stockings, which gave them an extra gleam. We were proud of our shoes and thought they were beautiful.

Our lectures were interesting and sometimes intense.

I wrote to my mother: We had a security lecture the other day. Talk about James Bond stuff. We feel rather frightened now about talking about anything. And we don’t even KNOW anything yet. Honestly.

* * *

After a few weeks, we were given weekend leave and travelled to Melbourne by train. At seventeen, I was still underage. I needed written permission from my mother to go to the city and had to stay at the YWCA. That still seems bizarre to me. Even so, I had a marvellous time. Coming from a large but regional town, I was completely overwhelmed by the size of Melbourne. I even managed to get lost in the Myer department store. I went in one entrance, being careful to take note of my surroundings, but two hours later emerged from the store on a different street. Who knew the shop covered a whole block, back and front?

Ruth and a few other recruit Wrans were staying in the Southern Cross Hotel when there was a train strike, and they couldn’t get back to Cerberus. For some reason, the Cerberus bus couldn’t come to pick them up, so the Southern Cross put them up for three days, providing breakfast, lunch and dinner. As Ruth recalls, they ‘had a ball’.

At one stage, they were in a shop that had a mirror outside and saw a Navy officer passing by. Oh God, there’s an officer, Ruth recalls thinking. They decided to wait inside until he went past so they didn’t have to salute but hadn’t realised what they’d seen was his reflection in the mirror.

‘We thought he’d gone past, but we walked out straight into him, so we saluted. We didn’t know what else to do and he just laughed. I don’t know who he was,’ she says.

* * *

The parade training was hard, but in many ways it was the most memorable aspect of our recruit training. We were divided into two squads, one instructed by a petty officer (PO) and the other by a leading seaman (also known as a kellick). The chief instructor was Chief Petty Officer Quartermaster Gunner Berry. He was a tall, imposing man with a fierce red beard, and he had a booming voice that could paralyse a recruit at fifty paces.

One day, when we were marching along during training, Ruth’s bra strap came loose and fell down her right arm. She was only able to swing her left arm and the PO charged up to her and bellowed, ‘Recruit Wran Turnbull! Swing your arms!’

‘I can’t, sir, my bra strap has fallen down my arm.’

As they marched along, the PO tried to pull up Ruth’s bra strap, all the time berating her for calling him ‘sir’.

Ruth and I speculated this was probably the first time he ever tried to help a woman put her bra on instead of taking it off.

When we attended Divisions, which was the big parade involving all the troops on the base, our class didn’t split into the two squads, but stayed in one big squad. The Wran officer called the orders but in the general din, Ruth, the right-hand marker and the front half of the squad didn’t hear one of the commands. They marched straight ahead, while the rear half did a left turn, leaving the instructors scrambling to get us all together again.

We must have been a sad trial for our instructors.

* * *

The most lasting lesson of our recruit training was the importance of mateship and teamwork. At any given time, it seemed at least one of us was suffering from homesickness, tiredness, illness or felt overwhelmed. The friendship and support of our fellow recruits eased our anxieties, and we became a cohesive and supportive group. Our most enduring memories are of smiling faces and laughter. We Wrans developed a strong bond and that’s what helped us cope, two years later, with the devastation of Darwin. We faced it together.

* * *

On 30 March 1973, our recruit training finished. Our service record states:


This course is designed to train personnel in the basic principles of naval discipline, routines, conditions of service affecting a junior Wran, parade training, first aid and firefighting. It also encourages the development of high standards of personal behaviour, hygiene and self-discipline.

The course includes:




	General Service Training

	43 hours




	Parade Training

	23 hours




	First Aid

	14 hours




	Firefighting

	7 hours




	Communal Living

	23 hours




	Course Administration and Sport

	43 hours








When we finished our basic training, we had a passing-out parade and I was awarded the prize for ‘The Most Outstanding WRANS Recruit’ of our intake. Without false modesty, this came as a shock to me. I had never topped my class or won so much as a book prize throughout my entire twelve years of schooling. I didn’t top our recruit class in any subject either, even though I did my best, so being presented with a lovely pewter candy dish engraved with Presented to Patricia Collins as the Most Outstanding WRANS Recruit – Class 140.1973 was unexpected and surreal. Perhaps it was my love for the WRANS that tipped the scales in my favour.
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