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Disclaimer

This memoir is a truthful retelling of actual events in the author’s life. No doubt there have been some errors in recall, for which I alone am responsible. Some conversations have been recreated. The names and details of some individuals have been altered to respect their privacy.





Introduction

This is a record of farming life in Australia in the 1950s. My family was one of many thousands who provided food for Australia during the first half of the twentieth century. For all those families, it was a struggle to get their produce to market, to earn enough money to cover their expenses, to provide for their families, and to save money for their own retirements. They were at the mercy of the weather, with success depending on regular, adequate rain. Disaster in the form of floods, droughts, and bushfire always hovered, threatening them.

Many of the things we take for granted in our homes in the twenty-first century, like the internet and mobile phones, had never even been imagined. Others like electricity, sealed roads, and good schools were widely available in cities and towns, but not in areas at a distance from them. Farming families used lateral thinking, a ‘never-give-up’ attitude, and lots of plain hard work to overcome the obstacles they faced. Their courage should be admired. But their story is not widely known.

I want to record their struggles, through the history of my own family. I was born in 1942, in Chinchilla, on the west of the Darling Downs of Queensland, Australia. As the youngest of four children, I lived with my parents, Ray and Emmie, and siblings on a mixed farm, fifteen kilometres from Chinchilla. My earliest clear memories begin around 1950, when I was eight years old. For the next six years, until I went to boarding school, I was part of the family’s workforce, as we fought to make the farm a profitable business. I continued to help when I returned for holiday breaks. Then, in 1960, I became a student at the University of Queensland. I continued to visit the farm but was no longer so actively involved.

I enrolled in the Faculty of Science at the university and was particularly interested in learning about the environment in which I had grown up. I chose to study zoology, botany, and genetics, and in later years concentrated on botany. I spent five years in Brisbane and graduated as a Bachelor of Science with Honours.

In 1966, I moved to Adelaide, and enrolled at the new Flinders University. Again, I studied botany, including different types of Australia’s native grasses, shrubs, and trees, especially those of outback areas. That meant I made many road trips, through country areas of New South Wales, South Australia, the Northern Territory, and Western Australia, over many years. I studied plants where they grew, but also collected specimens to take with me to examine them in the laboratory later. I graduated in 1970, with a PhD.

I married in Adelaide and have lived here for the last fifty-five years. I have two daughters and a grandson. My husband has dementia and has been in residential care for more than four years.

Throughout my life, those early years on the farm have stayed with me, and the memories of life there are very precious. Those memories describe a way of life that has gone forever, something that should be recorded before those of us who lived it have gone as well.





Dedication

This book is dedicated to my parents and grandparents and all those like them throughout Australia. In the first half of the twentieth century, they struggled to manage farms and provide for growing families, in all extremes of weather. Facilities were few, and most modern conveniences had never been imagined. I hope that you will read my story and share my admiration for them.





Chapter 1

Meet the Family

The family farm, which we called Redford, covered about 660 hectares, and was about fifteen kilometres northeast of the small town of Chinchilla. This is about 290 kilometres northwest of Brisbane, and in 1954, had a population of just over 2,580 people.1 When I knew it, most of the farm was covered with grassy woodland, with well-scattered trees, allowing lots of space for both annual and perennial grasses to grow. This was promoted by government advisors, who told farmers they could have either grass or trees and encouraged removal of most of the trees. This was done by hand, as men with axes ringbarked them, removing a ring of bark around the base of the tree about fifty centimetres from the ground, thus cutting off the transport of both water and sap through the trunk. The trees died, but their ghostly trunks stood like silent sentinels for years afterwards, until finally removed by wind or fire.

In earlier days, several different varieties of eucalypts had been common throughout the farm. There were spreading poplar box trees, tall and stately white gums, and Moreton Bay ash trees with rough bark, giving them the appearance of stockinged feet. Brigalow wattle trees had been dense on the heavier soils. For a disastrous period of about fifty years, the farm had been so densely covered with prickly pear, a noxious introduced species, that no grass could grow, and farming was almost impossible. Thanks to the introduction of the ‘prickly-pear moth’, Cactoblastis cactorum, most of the pear disappeared. The grassland that succeeded it provided ideal grazing for dairy cows and beef cattle.

I was the youngest of four siblings born between 1929 and 1942. From about 1950, I have clear memories of the members of my family and our day-to-day life on the farm. This was a time when the Australian economy was beginning to recover from the stresses imposed by the Second World War.2 Censorship and rationing had been removed. Thousands of immigrants from Europe were coming to Australia, hoping for a better future.3 Soldiers back from the war were marrying and producing young families. They too were hoping for better futures. This was the boom decade, with high birth rates, full employment, new products being produced, and people moving into their own new homes.4 It was a time of optimism and progress.

My father, Ray Redgen, had already been leasing this farm for almost twenty-five years. About 1925, when he was just twenty-four, he and his brother Percy had been granted the lease of our farm and several others. These were part of an earlier cattle station called Seven Oaks. All were badly infested with prickly pear, and no single property would have provided enough income to support the brothers. When the prickly-pear moth had done its work in 1932, the land was suddenly more productive and able to support more families. All the leases were cancelled by the state government, but Dad was awarded a perpetual lease on Redford, as it was judged able to support a family.

In the years since 1925, on Redford, Dad had built two houses, fences around the perimeter, and also fences to separate individual paddocks. He had built stockyards where we managed the cows and bullocks, sheds to protect machinery, and another shed where dairy cows were milked. There was an orchard, and pens where we raised pigs. He built tanks and troughs, where water pumped from the creek was made available to the stock. It was now a productive and well-managed farm.

In 1950, my father Ray was forty-nine. My mother, Emmie, was in her early forties, and they were both working from daylight to dark on the farm. The milking was always there, twice a day during the spring summer and autumn, only in the morning during the winter, when most of the cows were actually pregnant with the next season’s crop of calves.

Dad was tall, around 180 centimetres, and was broad-shouldered. Years of working on the farm had given him gnarled hands and strong muscles, but now, in middle age, he was beginning to gain some weight around the waistline. He kept his straight dark hair, still without a hint of grey, swept back from a broad, strong brow. He showed no signs of the baldness that had already overtaken his brothers.

Dad was the youngest of a big family, with three brothers and three sisters. Growing up on a farm without a school nearby, he had been taught most of his lessons by his older sisters. He was nearly ten before a district school was built, and he was able to attend for a few years. As a teenager, he started working in Chinchilla in a grocery store owned by his older brothers.

Ray was a natural leader. He belonged to a number of district organisations, like the School Parents’ Committee and the committee of the Chinchilla Co-Operative Butter Factory. He was chairman of both. His fellow farmers sought his opinion on many subjects. Within the family, his inclination to control everything was tempered by Mum’s more sympathetic approach. He loved words, and invented a number of games with us children and would tease us unmercifully when we failed to match his quick wits.

Mum was Dad’s opposite in so many ways. She was much shorter, about 155 centimetres, barely up to his shoulder, and where he had hard muscles, she was much softer to hug. Her dark, curly hair was always cut short so it was easy to manage.

She had a full fourteen years of formal schooling, while Dad had only about three. When she finished her four years at boarding school, she had spent a year as a governess, teaching young children on a sheep station outside Barcaldine in Central Queensland. Here on our farm, she had also supervised lessons for my older siblings, before our local school was built. Without doubt, her education and the teaching skills she had developed helped Dad in his dealings with committees and government paperwork.

She was also an advocate for me and my siblings when something we had done, in innocence, distressed Dad. She calmed his temper and brought back peace to the family.

I had three siblings. My brother, Cliff, was born in 1929, just a year after my parents married. Aged twenty-one in 1950, he was thirteen years older than me. He was as tall as Dad, but not as broad and strong, and had never been especially interested in returning to live on the farm. Instead, he trained to be a primary school teacher at the teachers’ training college in Brisbane. He spent terms in bush schools like the one I attended and boarded with families of the children he taught. Cliff did not follow Dad’s interest in cricket and tennis. He had played some school rugby, but no other sports that I can remember. He was more interested in less-physical activities. I was in awe of this man, who was virtually a stranger, when he came home for holidays.

My sister, Val, was born in 1934. She was aged sixteen in 1950 and eight years my senior. She had just left Ipswich Girls’ Grammar school, Mum’s old boarding school, where she had been a boarder for two years. In the new year, she would start working as a pupil-teacher (an apprentice) in Chinchilla. She would board in Chinchilla during the week and return home at weekends. Her role was to assist a trained teacher while getting lots of free time to continue her own studies. As it turned out, the school was so short of trained teachers that she was left with full responsibility for a class and had no time for study.

Val was taller than Mum and was slender. Like both Ray and Emmie, she was a good tennis player, had been a member of her school tennis team, and continued to play, now she had returned to Chinchilla.

Then there was Max, born in 1937, aged thirteen and five years older than me, still at primary school, but facing the prospect of boarding school in the next couple of years. He showed signs of being as broad and strong as Dad, though perhaps not as tall. He loved everything about the farm. Like Dad, he was good at all the sports he attempted, especially tennis and cricket. And like Dad, his black hair was straight and parted at the side.

And lastly me, Barbara, born in 1942, and eight years old when our story begins. Like Mum, I had dark, curly hair, parted at the side, and mine was kept tidy with a bobby pin. Already, I was as tall as Mum’s shoulder. Like Max, I loved everything about the farm. I was not very interested in sports, which was a disappointment to my parents, but I was developing a reputation as someone who loved reading and was finishing at the top of the class in all my school subjects.

So, we six were the farm’s workforce.



1Dr T Matthews, Footsteps through Time. A History of Chinchilla Shire, Chinchilla Shire Council, 2004.

2Gary Banks, ‘Australia’s economic “miracle”’, an address to the ‘welcome dinner’ for the Forum on Postgraduate Economics, National Institute of Economics and Business, ANU, Canberra, 1 August 2003. visited 08/01/2021, https://www.pc.gov.au/news-media/speeches/cs20030801/cs20030801.pdf.

3National Museum of Australia, ‘Defining Moments, Postwar Immigration Drive’, visited 08/01/2021, https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/postwar-immigration-drive#:~:text=Between%201945%20and%201965%2C%20two,of%20the%20Second%20World%20War,

44 Ingeborg van Teeseling, Australia Explained, visited 08/01/2021, https://australia-explained.com.au/history/menzies-and-the-1950s-part-1.





Chapter 2

My First Memories of the Farm

In 1950, I was eight years old, and the farm was my whole world, filled with adventure and excitement. First, there were the animals. And I loved them all … except for bulls and snakes. There were the horses—work animals—but always cared for and respected. Dad always had a special riding horse that he loved and that loved him. You could see the horse’s ears prick whenever Dad went near him. Then there was the ‘cow pony’—a placid, quiet animal that lived near the house and was always available even in the early morning, when it was time to collect the cows for milking.

Also, there was my own special black pony, Midget, with a white blaze on her face, a knowing glint in her eye, and the ability to play tricks on the unwary. I loved her dearly.

We always had working dogs. Dad’s black and brown kelpie was Tiger, who imagined that the sun lived wherever Dad was. If Dad rode a horse during the morning, Tiger would lie in the shade beside the horse until he came back. If Dad was ploughing with the tractor in a distant paddock, Tiger would follow the tractor for half an hour, then retire to the shade of the nearest tree to keep watch. But as soon as Dad turned the tractor for home, Tiger would be trotting along behind. If by chance Dad had taken the car and was away for the day, then Tiger would be waiting on the track for the car to return.

When Dad was ready to start work in the morning, he would carry his work boots to the back door and sit down to change his slippers for boots. He always dropped the boots onto the floor beside his chair, a signal for Tiger, who was waiting outside the garden gate. At the sound, he would jump the fence and appear at the back steps, tail wagging and with a huge grin on his doggy face. There was a period when Dad was spending weeks in Brisbane for medical treatment for his chronic allergies, and Tiger pined. I have to confess that one morning, I carried Dad’s boots to the back door and dropped them there. Within a moment, there was Tiger, tail wagging, eyes bright with a big doggy grin, expecting to see Dad. It was almost comical to see the change.

‘Oh, Tiger,’ I said, as I bent to pat him. ‘You were expecting to see Dad. And now you are so disappointed that I am ashamed of myself.’ Despite my pats, his tail drooped, and his head was down as he turned and walked slowly down the steps.

Our dogs were never allowed inside the house. Tiger broke that rule just once. In a very noisy thunderstorm, with lots of thunder and lightning, he managed to get around my legs as I opened the back door. He fled into the house, and we finally discovered him hidden under Dad’s bed. He had never been in the house before; how did he know where Dad slept? Smell? Or just a canine sixth sense? Mum had to chase him out with a broom.

I had always wanted a dog of my own. Dad finally weakened and came home from a cattle sale one day with a tiny black and white bundle … a sheep dog. For some reason, I named him Tinker, a very unsatisfactory name for a working dog. It turned out that he was a failure as a working dog because he was terrified of cows and horses. The best he could manage was to chase fowls and cars.

At least once, he tried to follow Dad’s car all the way to town but gave up when, after five kilometres, he reached the school. I had to tie him up in the lunch-shed, using the heavy hemp ropes we used for tug of war contests. At home-time, he ran beside my bike, but not being highly intelligent, he crossed right in front of my wheel. Of course, I tried to avoid him and had a nasty buster resulting in a sprained wrist. I was not too fond of him for a while after that. But, as he was my pet, he had to stay. When I went off to boarding school, Dad found a home for him with someone who wanted a pet, not a working dog.

There was usually just one house cat, whose main job was to control mice in the house. Mum did not like cats, but Dad, who loved all animals, was lenient with them. When Mum finished the morning milking, she always carried an enamel billy of milk back to the house for her cooking. The cat met her outside the back door and had its morning milk poured into a tin can. But that was not enough to satisfy a hungry cat, so at each mealtime, there would be a cat sitting beside Dad’s chair, begging. And if the scraps did not come soon enough, then there would be paws and claws, tapping on his thigh, to remind him of his duty.

Sometimes a stray cat would appear and take up residence near the house. Mum was not happy about that. I remember at least once a cat turned up with a small kitten, and I was given the task of catching them both in a hessian bag. On our next drive, we left them at a deserted house where they would have shelter and, we assumed, lots of house mice to eat. Another cat, for which we had found a new home, kilometres away, turned up at the back door several years later, thin and straggly. He was allowed to stay, and with Dad’s care, soon returned to health and strength.

One of my regular chores after school was to be responsible for the chooks. Most of the day, they lived in the orchard, a yard with high fences to deter foxes, and they spent the night there in a shed. Every afternoon, they would gather at the orchard gate, waiting for Mum to open it. Then, with clucks and screeches, they would run out into the open spaces around the sheds and yards, chattering among themselves, fluttering their wings in dust-baths, finding whatever grass and seeds they could.

Then towards dusk, it was my job to collect a small bucket of their food, grain, or pollard—a type of powdered wheat—from the shed. As I walked toward the orchard, I would tap on the side of the bucket with a stick. The chooks recognised that sound, rushed towards me, and milled around my feet. They were eager to get the food. I had to make sure that they were all inside the orchard before I closed the gate and spread the food for them to enjoy. Of course, not everything always went to plan. At least once, I had trouble with a rooster. He was defiant and avoided me when I tried to get him into the orchard. Three times I chased him towards the gate, and three times he dodged back behind me. At last, hot and impatient, I just threw the stick at him. Unfortunately, it hit him in the head and knocked him out. Panicked, I was afraid I had killed him. I picked him up, ran to the tank, and splashed water on his
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