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This book is dedicated to:
Albert Tiley, or Uncle Albert as Ella called him. Before he 
passed away he suggested the title of this book. The book 
is dedicated also to his sister Rhoda, whom she always 
called Mrs Collyer and to all the Collyer family; to Ella’s 
brother Allan, who has never ceased to care for and love 
her from the day she was born; to the first inhabitants of 
this land, the Aboriginal people, who lived in harmony 
with nature and who kept the rivers and creeks in such 
pristine condition. 
More can be found out about Aboriginal culture in the Johnstone 
Shire in the book God’s Own Country by Delia Birchley. 
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Chapter 1

Meeting Ella
It was a beautiful day in the gardens. The magnolia tree 

was in full bloom and the roses were magnificent, all 
colours and sizes. Perfume emanating from these, and 
other flowers filled the air with a beautiful fragrance. The 
bees and the birds were enjoying the nectar and were busy 
indeed.

That’s when I first saw her sitting on a park bench, and 
two little girls playing in the sand pit with their dolls. She 
looked lonely and sad. I was lonely, and new to this area, as 
my husband and I had just arrived from England. I wanted 
some advice on issues relating to many matters concerning 
a person arriving in a new country, so I walked over and 
introduced myself.

‘Hi, my name is Sue. I am new to this country.’ She looked 
at me and smiled. She had a warm smile. She gestured with 
her hand for me to sit down.

‘Hi, I’m Ella.’ she said, as I sat down on the park bench 
beside her.

She was an attractive young woman of about twenty six and 
about five foot two inches tall. Her brown hair glinted with 
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red and gold lights that shone in the sun filtering through 
the canopy of thick trees above. Her eyes were the colour of 
her hair; rusty brown with green flecks. They had a far away 
look and were very sad, even when she smiled. She looked so 
young, yet the look in her eyes told me she was beyond being 
new to this country. She looked like someone that could help, 
but I couldn’t help seeing the sadness that emanated from her 
big brown eyes.

At first, she was reluctant to talk to me but gave me the 
information I needed. I asked her where she lived, and she 
told me she lived on the other side of the gardens, and that 
these gardens reminded her of where she came from on a 
farm in Queensland, where the garden was lush and full of 
beautiful trees and flowers. She loved the beautiful butterfly 
trees and the pretty, red, tulip trees, the hibiscus, the gardenia, 
the crotons, ferns and orchids, especially the pencil orchid in 
bloom. I could go on and on about how she described her 
garden in Queensland, it sounded so beautiful. No wonder she 
spent her time in the park. It brought her great comfort and 
I can only understand now why she needed the comforting 
presence of the trees and flowers. 

‘You look very sad sitting here in this beautiful park with two 
pretty little girls playing beside you. What could be troubling 
you? Would you like to talk about it? Often it eases the burden 
a little if you talk about it with someone,’ I said. 

‘Would you like to come back to my place for a cuppa tea?’ 
she asked.

‘That would be lovely.’ I answered. I was so glad to make a 
new friend in this foreign country.

She gathered up the girls, put them in the pram she had with 
her, and we walked out of the park through a wire gate in 
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the fence that surrounded the gardens. We walked out onto a 
footpath, turned right and crossed the road. ‘That’s my place 
there,’ she said, ‘right in front of us.’ It was an old wooden 
house, low to the ground; one of the first houses built at the 
turn of the century. A veranda went right across the front, and 
it had long glass windows. She said, as she opened the door, 
that it was divided in two; they lived on the right side, and a 
friend lived in the other side. 

As we walked in, we went down a long and wide hallway. 
There was a large antique cupboard, just inside the door, 
in which to hang coats and umbrellas. On the right, was a 
large lounge and the ceilings were at least twelve feet high 
throughout the house. As we walked down the hallway, there 
was another room the same size. This was her bedroom. Off 
her bedroom was the girls’ room, about half its size. As we 
got to the end of the hallway, there was a large pantry to the 
right which she said had a big cellar under the floor boards. As 
we continued on, we entered another large room; the dining 
room. To the right of that was a large bathroom, with a gas 
heater and a big old fashioned bath tub with a shower over it. 
Continuing on, there was a kitchen. It had an electric stove 
and a gas hot water system over the sink. In one corner it had 
an old fashioned copper tub which was run by gas for doing 
the washing. Outside on the landing to the right was another 
smaller room that she rented to a friend of her husband’s. All 
the rooms had large fireplaces with marble mantles. Outside 
was a shed and Ella’s husband had made a lovely vegetable 
garden, where stood a large fig tree full of figs.

She invited me to sit down at the dining room table and 
made me a cup of tea in her lovely Royal Albert crazy set, as 
she called it. The cups and saucers were all different colours 
and patterns; it reminded me of England and home. We had 
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nothing to cook on in our new home, and no money. All our 
things were still on their way from England and we didn’t know 
when everything would arrive, so she kindly went through her 
cupboards and gave me enough cooking utensils and crockery 
to keep my family going until our goods and chattels arrived.

I thought she was kind and warm, the girls were lovely, 
but this house was big and cold, which didn’t seem to have 
anything to do with its size. I did not say anything at the time; 
however, at a much later date she told me she hated being in 
the house alone. When she put the lights out at night, she 
could always feel a presence hovering over her, so she always 
slept with the light on even when her husband was home. He 
was a policeman and worked shift work so she and the girls 
were alone a great deal of the time and the boarder was rarely 
at home.

The pantry was full of bottled fruit, tomatoes and beans. Her 
husband’s aunt lent her a bottling outfit and taught her how to 
bottle all kinds of fruit and vegetables. She gave me some and 
they were beautiful to taste. She used to go to the market, or 
to Werribee, and pick up half cases of all kinds of fresh fruits 
to bottle. Anyone who came to visit always went home with 
a bottle of fruit. Even though her voice sounded happy when 
she explained everything to me there was still such sadness in 
her eyes.

As she sat down to join me for another cup of tea, she asked 
me about my life in England and what it was like growing 
up there. So I told her all about my life and how much more 
beautiful Australia was compared to the dull, cold streets of 
England.

‘I feel like I’ve been talking for hours now. Can you tell me 
your story please?’ I asked.
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‘Hold on, I will just put the girls to bed and then come back 
and tell you.’ 

Ella put the girls to bed for their afternoon nap then came 
back and sat down. 

She began to tell me her story…

‘The reason I am so sad right now is that I have been in hospital 
for the past three months.’ Ella said, ever so softly. The sad lost 
look that I saw in her eyes made me wonder whether she had 
a terminal illness.

‘If you don’t mind, can I ask you why you were in hospital?’ 
I asked. 

‘I was pregnant and started to haemorrhage at home. They 
rushed me to hospital with Placenta Praevia, meaning the 
placenta was coming before the baby and can be a cause of 
severe antepartum haemorrhage.’

This was worse than having a terminal illness, to lose a baby. It 
must have ripped her heart out. No wonder I saw such sadness 
in her eyes in the park. She went on to tell me how she wasn’t 
allowed to get out of bed for three months, and had to lie very 
still. This was her fifth pregnancy. Just as I thought things 
couldn’t get any worse in her story, she told me how at 30 
weeks they performed a caesarean operation; on the table she 
had a massive haemorrhage.

The doctors couldn’t find where the bleeding was coming 
from and as a result had to cease giving the anaesthetic. As a 
result, she woke up, still cut open and the doctors were yelling 
‘Cardiac arrest!’ She could see and hear what was going on but 
was unable to move and tell them she was alive. There were 
long lengths of tubing going through tubs of warm water to 
warm the blood as doctors discovered she couldn’t take cold 
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blood. She also had an antibody and couldn’t take her normal 
blood group. They did not have enough blood cross matched 
as she had lost it all in one go, hence the cardiac arrest. Only 
one unit of blood was coming from the serology department 
every twenty minutes. In the end, they weren’t even cross 
matching and were putting the blood into Ella as fast as 
possible through both legs and arms. While the anaesthetist 
was pumping down hard on her chest, she thought ‘My God, 
I’m alive and they are going to open up my chest and I can’t 
move to tell them I’m alive.’ But because she was still open the 
horrific pressure was like a ton of weight being pushed up and 
down on her body. This went on and on; it seemed endless. 
Ella looked at the time. It was 2.15 in the afternoon. She had 
been there since ten o’clock that morning. Finally she heard 
the doctor say ‘Sew her up, we’ve lost her.’ and the anaesthetist 
said ‘I’ll try one more time.’ When the anaesthetist tried again, 
she started to cough as she became aware of the tube down her 
throat. With that, they removed the tube, sewed her up and 
took her to the intensive care ward. They still couldn’t find 
the bleeding. The baby was a perfect little girl. She named the 
baby Ruth Naomi. Sadly, because of massive blood loss before 
and after birth, Ruth lost oxygen to her brain and died seven 
days later.

Now I could understand the sadness. Before this pregnancy 
she had had a son, Philip James, who died just after he was 
born. They said he was hydrocephalic. They wouldn’t let her 
see him because that was their policy. To this day, Ella believes 
someone took him, and she still waits for him to turn up. 
Yet before that, she had been six months pregnant when the 
car her husband was driving was hit on the passenger side. 
She went into shock and the baby died in uterine. The doctor 
decided to wait for her to lose the baby herself, but it didn’t 
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happen and, in the end, she had to have an abortion. It was a 
miracle she didn’t have septicaemia.

Although she was sad and lonely the day I met her, she said 
that she was thankful she had two healthy girls and said she 
was going to work at putting her pain behind her and live a 
happy life. Ella would give her girls the happiest life she could 
and be thankful that God had spared her life. She would bring 
them up to know who their father and mother were, because 
it had not been so with Ella and her brother Allan. 

As we became friends over the years, Ella told me the story 
of her past. It was very painful for her to talk about it, but 
she finally began to tell me. She learned to trust me, and see 
that I wouldn’t run away and be racially prejudiced, and have 
nothing more to do with her as many had done in the past.

After they moved house, Ella had a mental and physical 
breakdown. She said she couldn’t stay in an enclosed space 
without almost passing out. She couldn’t walk straight, or 
swallow without choking on her food. She had to have her 
gall bladder removed in the middle of all this. It was a very 
frightening experience, as she was still trying to get over her 
past trauma in the operating theatre, and being in the throes 
of a breakdown. None of her doctors seemed to have any 
sympathy for her. They told her that it was all in the mind 
and to get over it. They would not offer her any medication to 
help her. Ella felt that she had to suffer alone. Finally, about 
a year after losing Ruth, she felt strong enough to go through 
her next ordeal, having her gall bladder removed. She only did 
so because the doctor told her she would suffer liver damage 
if she procrastinated. The doctor was coming to the house to 
give her Pethidine injections for the gallstone pain every four 
to six weeks. Ella suffered from the pain for four to five days at 
a time, and was becoming dehydrated and losing weight from 
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not being able to eat or drink. The operation went well, but it 
took her another six months to get over the mental breakdown 
and the operation. In the middle of this, she walked the girls 
to and from school every day. 

When she learned that there weren’t any services for the youth 
and young people in the town, she decided to start a Sunday 
school. This soon became a help to many families within 
the community. It entertained the children and gave them 
something to look forward to. It also enabled them to learn 
about God, a teaching Ella had never had in her young life. 
Ella believed that if she had known about God as a child she 
would have been able to feel His peace and comfort, even 
throughout the horrible things that happened to her under 
Pin Gin Hill. 
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Born to the sounds of the bush
Born on a cattle station so lush
Born to a mother of the earth
Born to a father of another birth
Oh,  what beauty to behold
My mother of long ago.
Hair so black,  eyes so blue and bold
She is with me even now, I know.

Born as sheep to the slaughter
I see her in the eyes of my daughter
I see her in the earth,  clouds and moon 
as bright as day,
And in the sound of grandchildren at play.
I see her in my blue eyed brother
And in his children just like our mother
When they laugh and speak, I can tell
It is her voice like a tinkling bell.

My mother lives in my heart
So young when her life was torn apart
Taken from her family and home
Never more the bush to roam.

Sisters named Marcey and Fay
All scattered and alone in one day
A brother called Tim 
Who died because of others’ sin
     continued
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Mother left behind so sad,
They said she should be glad 
No more children to clothe and feed
Did they care about their mindless 
deed?
That left her swaying like a reed. 

I was three when my mother died
Life took me on a lonesome ride
Only taken to be used
Given life to be abused.

God forgive those who took part
In giving me a life with a broken heart.
I have my own family now 
May my sorrow to them never show.

To you who look for compensation,
Money can give no restoration
Only God can give you peace
So look to him for release. 
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Brother Allan 

Ella aged 1 year and 
Allan aged 2 years 
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Ella’s Mother, Sarah Helen, holding Ella’s brother, Allan
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Dairy cows - Aunt and Ella on Flossy the horse, in background
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Chapter 2

Losing her Mother
Ella told me she was born in Bundaberg, while her brother 
Allan was born in Rockhampton. They were taken by their 
mother to a cattle station in Queensland called Wadeleigh, at 
Miriamvale. Ella then recited this piece of poetry that she had 
written so that I would get an idea of her mother’s history, 
without going into great detail. It was a painful story and the 
less she spoke about it the less emotional pain she would be 
subjected to. As I read this, I was filled with emotion. I didn’t 
understand. I couldn’t even begin to understand the sadness, 
the horror of this story. I had come from England and I had 
never imagined that these things would ever take place in 
this country that I wanted to call home. She was upset, I was 
upset.

We sat in silence for what seemed quite a good while; the pain 
I could feel in the air was so strong. I felt choked. I had never 
sat in such overwhelming silence in my life. My mind and 
thoughts were screaming so loudly. Finally, I quietened my 
thoughts.

‘I have never felt the pain of losing a mother so young, Ella, I 
can only imagine.’ I put my hand on her arm.
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I took a quick glance at the time on my watch. My husband 
would be worried about me if I didn’t go home soon.

‘I’m sorry I have to go, but please, Ella, I want to hear more of 
your life story. Can we catch up again soon for another chat?’

‘Yes, if you really want to,’ said Ella.

We said our goodbyes and I quickly rushed home so as not to 
worry my husband who might have otherwise thought that I 
got lost in our new country. This can’t be true, my first week 
in a new country, and I meet one of the descendants of the 
original owners of this land. What will I do, will I forget I 
ever met her, be like others and show my prejudice, and not 
have anymore to do with her? But another part of me wanted 
to hear the rest of Ella’s story. I knew there was a lot more. I 
knew that the sadness I saw in her eyes in the park had a lot 
to do with not only the things that were happening in the 
present but also the past. So we made a time to meet again, 
one night, when the children were in bed and Ella’s husband 
was at work.
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Chapter 3

Taken Away
The war had begun in Europe the year Ella was born. Her 

brother had been born 18 months earlier. 

Ella’s first recollection of life was at Wadeleigh Cattle station at 
Miriamvale in Queensland.

She remembered sitting on the rails watching the cattle 
being dipped and her brother being hit on the forehead with 
rocks by some louts, and him running home crying with 
blood streaming down his face. Allan still has the scar. Ella 
remembered her mother taking her to town in the winter 
and the brown flecked coat she had on. She remembered her 
mother lying sick in bed. She recalled the cattle and the men 
on horses, and the horse and dray being loaded up to collect 
water for the big house they lived in. 

Ella remembered her stepfather riding his horse up to the house 
they lived in. He told her not to watch him getting changed, so 
she crawled under the bed. Her brother was taken fishing and 
shooting in the lagoons around Miriamvale by their Uncle, 
who later joined the army, went to war and was killed in New 
Guinea; he is buried in the war cemetery there. His name is on 
the war memorial in Miriamvale and in Gladstone.
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When her mother died, Ella was told that her mother had died 
from TB. But Ella found out more recently that wasn’t quite 
true. She was told that her stepfather was her real father, but 
found out when she was twelve that this wasn’t true. When 
her mother died, she and Allan were taken to live with her 
grandparents, her stepfather’s parents in Gladstone, as by now 
they had left managing the cattle station. Their stepfather’s 
sister heard about the death of their mother and quickly came 
to take them away. Ella remembered that before that, she had 
been taken to a little pond with ducks by two members of her 
stepfather’s family. They tried to abuse her, but her little brother, 
who was always looking out for her, came and found her and 
they quickly dropped her on the ground. Ella was crying and 
saying they were hurting her. Allan took her home and from 
that day he watched over her as closely as he could at that age, 
and not really knowing what was going on. Everyone used to 
say if you knew where Ella was, Allan wasn’t far away. She said 
she owed her life and her nursing career to her brother, Allan. 
Without Allan’s watchful presence and care over the years, she 
was sure her life would have taken a different turn. The love 
he gave her filled in for the life they had without a mother 
and father’s love. His love has been constant and unfailing 
throughout the years and to this present time. Their mother 
named her Lesley Deanna, and called her Deanna before she 
died. However, when they were taken away, whenever her 
brother called her Deanna he got a belting as they wanted 
her to be known as Dell, their Aunt’s second name. Her name 
was Hazel Dell, so that is how she was always known in the 
community as Elle. When she went nursing, she used her name 
as it is on her birth certificate, Lesley, but her friends from her 
past and family still call her Elle, and still do to this day.
Their real life began on their arrival at Innisfail, the day 
they got out of the train. By 1942, Innisfail was a thriving 
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community. The town is situated on the lush coastal belt of 
Tropical North Queensland, in one of the wettest parts of 
the Commonwealth. The area is exceptionally scenic and, 
at that time, produced a large part of Queensland’s sugar 
harvest.
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Beginning Life

And when our mother died
They say for three months I cried
Not by any could I be consoled
I was a sorry sight to behold

So by our aunty we were taken 
Poor grand-pa felt forsaken,
Died of a broken heart 
After we were torn apart 

Soldiers everywhere on that train,
And I can only remember one refrain.
My brother with a voice as such 
Singing ‘Yi Yi,  I like you very much.’

On the knees of a lady he did sing,
His voice a melodious ring.
But I sat and cried,
Not long since mother died

The train to Innisfail pulled in,
Everyone went into a spin. 
In a cloud of coal dust and smoke,
This was no joke.

Ron, Ron,  my aunt did yell, 
I thought I might have been in hell. 
The soldiers and the jostling crowd,
Everything was so loud.

Life began again that day
As we drove away in uncle’s Model Ford A.
Time to put away the past,
And get on with life at last.


