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A
s Governor of Queensland, 
Quentin Bryce – pre 
Damehood – was a rural 
frequent flyer, darting 
about the skies in small 

planes buffeted on hot air pockets, 
visiting the far corners of the State. 
And whenever she flew over her 
hometown of Ilfracombe in the 
Central West, “I would ask the pilot  
to fly low and dip the wing in an 
aerial salute and all the locals would 
come out and wave,” Quentin says, 
her eyes actually twinkling as she 
recalls the memory. 

“My heart really does belong to  
the bush. It had such an influence  
on me, it gave me a sense of identity,  
of happiness,” she explains.“A 
Queensland politician once said to  
me, ‘You romanticise the bush’. I was 
annoyed and I found it quite offensive, 
because it’s more than just indulging 

in country nostalgia. My bush 
childhood made me who I am.”

We are chatting on one of those 
small planes, having just taken off 
from Winton after a glorious few  
days during which Dame Quentin 
introduced The Weekly to real country 
life. Back in 1936, Quentin’s mum, 
Naida, was a teacher in the Winton 
primary school – today it’s still a 
vibrant centre of learning for the local 
children. She met Quentin’s dad, 
Norman Strachan, who managed the 
wool scours – now long gone – and 
fell in love. “Winton is the beginning 
of our family’s life,” Quentin muses.

It’s certainly a special town and not 
just for the former Governor-General’s 
family. Winton has a rich and 
poignant history. Banjo Paterson 
wrote Waltzing Matilda in nearby 
Dagworth Station and the first public 
performance of the people’s national 

anthem was made at the North 
Gregory Hotel in Winton’s main street 
on 6 April, 1895. A museum dedicated 
to the song, the Waltzing Matilda 
Centre, is due to reopen a few weeks 
after our visit. Fires destroyed the 
centre in 2015, but the rebuilt $23 
million space heralds a new chapter 
for the bush community.  

But this isn’t all; on 16 November, 
1920, the Queensland and Northern 
Territory Aerial Service (QANTAS) 
registered as a company in Winton 
and held its first board meeting in  
the Winton Club (then a men-only 
establishment) just around the corner 
from the hotel. 

And finally, in 1999, while 
mustering sheep on his property near 
Winton, grazier David Elliott 
discovered the fossilised bone of what 
was, at the time, Australia’s largest 
dinosaur – now dubbed Elliott, of → 

childhood
 “My country
made me

who I am” Dame Quentin Bryce was raised in 
remote, rural Ilfracombe and has a 

deep love of the bush. On a trip 
down memory lane she takes 
Juliet Rieden to the landmark 

town of Winton, where her parents 
met, and talks to the proud locals 
who wouldn’t live anywhere else.
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Dame QUENTIN BRYCE

Left: Quentin (in pigtails) 
with her sisters and best 
friend Peter Forrest and his 
brother. Below: Quentin’s 
mum, Naida Strachan, 
strikes an elegant pose.
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course. This bone was later identified 
as part of a giant femur from a 
Cretaceous sauropod that roamed  
the Winton area 95 million years ago 
and since hundreds of bones have 
been discovered with many more 
lurking in the subsoil. 

David and his wife, Jenny, came up 
with the idea to build a science-lab- 
cum-museum to cultivate tourism 
which in turn would help fund the 
important excavation of this area.  
The awe-inspiring Australian Age of 
Dinosaurs – of which Quentin is the 
passionate patron – is a not-for-profit 
venture and was opened in 2009 on a 
stunning and quite eerie piece of land 
donated by the Britton family. This 
place is incredible – a seat of scientific 
discovery with global significance and 
a cluey tourist mecca which last year 
attracted 32,000 visitors.  
 
Wide brown land 
As we arrive in Winton the country is 
brown, dusty, sunburnt and battling a 
seven-year drought, but nevertheless 

achingly beautiful. “Mum loved 
Winton. When she spoke about her 
years in the central west, it was 
Winton that had a deep appeal,”  
says Quentin, now a 75-year-old 
grandmother of 12. “She spoke 
particularly as she got older, when  
we had time to reminisce, look at 
photographs and talk. And her 
enjoyment of this town held very 
happy memories.The hotel we’ve  
been staying in, the North Gregory 
Hotel, it was certainly part of them.”

Quentin has a terrific photo of her 
mum, statuesque and all dressed up 
like a fashion model in hat and gloves 
with her dad in a smart suit, the 
handsome couple, seemingly immune 
to the punishing heat, on their way to 
the races. “There were lovely balls and 
race meetings,” says Quentin. “When 
you look at the photographs you see 
how beautifully dressed people were. 
It was a very prosperous place, 
particularly during the height of the 
wool industry. When my father was 
managing the wool scours at Edkins 

Marsh, heading a 
lot of the western 
and north-western 
towns, Australia 
was riding on the 
sheep’s back. 
Everybody 
reminisces about 
the times when 
wool was a pound 
a pound. My 

sisters and I think we all have the 
smell of lanoline in our noses.

“It was in 1919 that my dad came 
out to the west,” she explains. “He’d 
been a Sydney boy and was a lifesaver 
at Austinmer, a beautiful beach near 
Wollongong. He rescued a child 
whose family then offered to train him 
in the wool industry. That’s how he 
got into the profession.”

As the wool scour manager based at 
Talmoi-Richmond, Norman Strachan 
travelled around the areas he oversaw, 
including Winton where no doubt 
Naida caught his eye. “My dad was 
the deputy chair of the shire and  
when I went there as Governor of 
Queensland I met some people who 
knew my parents and I used to feel 
when I touched them it was a 
connection with my mother,” says 
Quentin, reaching out as if to connect 
with her late mother once more.  
“My parents loved the west and the 
north-west, and you see in 
conversations here the way 
everybody’s connected somehow. → 

Clockwise from far 
left: Quentin with 
“dinosaur whisperer” 
David Elliott; the 
country feels the 
effects of the long 
drought; Quentin 
meets the children at 
Winton State School, 
where her mother 
was teaching when 
she met her father. 
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People also still have time for 
conversation and time for each other. 
Of course, their lives have got busier, 
but I know the importance of the 
friendships they made in the early 
years of their marriage and the 
formation of our family, enduring 
friendships, as you do when you 
depend on each other. 

“I can see my mother in her nineties 
now, on the phone talking to old 
friends when she could no longer get 
out to see them. The days of those 
trunk calls, ‘it’s three minutes, are  
you extending?’”

Quentin was the second of four 
sisters and she was home-schooled by 
Naida in the tiny town of Ilfracombe 
before later being sent to boarding 
school. “It was remote, much more 
than it is now, of course, because we 
speed along on these fantastic roads  
in fast cars now and they were all 
unsealed, very bumpy roads then. We 
had an old big black car, it was a 1938 
Oldsmobile, we had it for years and 
years; no air-conditioning! 

“Country people make their own 
fun and they have the most wonderful 
sense of humour,” explains Quentin. 
“Mum played the piano, Dad played 
the violin and we would all sing 
Australian songs around the piano. 
My mother would play waltzes and  
I would dance standing on my  
father’s feet as he twirled me round.  
I remember how my father used to 
whistle. He was tall and handsome 
and had four adoring daughters. 

“My mother was the one who had 
to deal with disciplining us and we 
were very well-behaved, seen and not 
heard. But children were included in 
everything in the country.” 

Quentin admits it wasn’t all parlour 
games and happy families. “My 
mother went through some pretty 
tough times, too. The huge issue was 
health and access to good medical 
services. She had my sister Diane in 
the Richmond hospital and then we 
had a brother who died as an infant. 
She really never spoke of it and I think 
it must have been a horrific experience 
for her. Then she went to Brisbane to 
have me and then the next ones were 
born in the country, too. I think there 

must have been scary times and a lot 
of anxiety, waiting for doctors.”  
 
Tennis parties 
I ask Quentin what she thinks she 
learned from being raised on the  
land. “I have a saying that a country 
childhood stands you in great stead,” 
she says. “You’re more resilient.  
More resourceful.”

In Ilfracombe the Strachan family 
home was central to local life and 
their tennis parties became a focus, 
bringing together people from all 
walks of life. “Ilfracombe had the 
most wonderful sense of community.  
I always talk about my oldest friend 
being Peter Forrest. My dad and Peter 
Forrest’s dad, Bill Forrest, built the 
Ilfracombe dam,” says Quentin.

Peter Forrest grew up on a small 
sheep property which he tells me “my 
father selected as virgin country in 
1920. It remained in the family until 
this time last year when it was sold, 
after 97 years.” 

Peter now lives in Darwin, but  
I suggest, like Quentin, has left part of 
his soul in Central West Queensland 
and in 2005 penned the excellent 
history of the district, Vision Splendid, 
with his wife, Sheila. He and Quentin 
are still firm friends, one of those 
unbreakable bonds from country life.

“We were children together, I was 
17 months or so older than her and  
I remember going to her parents’  
place in Ilfracombe and playing with 
Quentin and her sisters,” Peter recalls. 
“Ilfracombe was very much a 

Clockwise from above: Quentin with enterprising 
jillaroo Pip Flower, who has swapped the bustle 
of England’s south west for the freedom of bush 
life; Jim O’Connell is still devoted to farming 
sheep; Naida Strachan, the belle of the local race 
meetings who adored rural life. 

“Everybody 
reminisces about 
when wool was a 
pound a pound.” 

working-class town. People who lived 
there worked in the pastoral industry; 
drovers, railway workers, people who 
worked for the shire council. But the 
biggest employer was the wool scour. 
Norman Strahan employed between 
30 and 40 people so he was a very 
significant figure in the town. 
Quentin’s family lived just on the edge 
of town and their home was a social 
gathering place and the Strachans 
were always welcoming. 

“The occasions they held 
entertained three generations really. 
There would be the older people (the 
parents etc) and then there would be 
teenagers and small children and so 
you would have a tennis party. And 
just about everybody would play 
tennis except the little ones. 

“Norman was a very amiable 
easy-going sort of a bloke. Now his wife 
Naida, Quentin’s mother, was rather 
different. She was very driven, absolutely 
determined her children were going to 
have the best possible education and they 
were going to go somewhere in life.”

Peter says Quentin stood out 
immediately. “There was something 

outstanding about her. There was no 
doubt about it and she was clever. 
It’s wonderful that this person from 
the bush – I say this with some pride 
because she is from the same part of 
the bush as I am – has been so 
conspicuously successful in showing 
that people from the bush can be high 
achievers in any walk of life, 
contributors to the nation.”

Like Quentin, Peter feels his country 
roots provided a fertile foundation for 
his young mind, body and spirit. “It’s 
a testing environment. It makes you 
self-reliant. It makes you versatile. It 
makes you resilient. It trains you to 
develop all of these really important 
qualities. You’ve got to be tough 
because no matter how fortunate  
your position might be, adversity can 
suddenly drop on you at any time and 
probably will and you have got to 
know how to deal with it and you 
have got to know how to deal with  
it on your own.” 
 
Freedom 
Ask anyone you meet in this part of 
the world why they live here and the 

first word they all utter is “freedom”. 
As a frazzled metropolitan I can see 
what they’re getting at. There’s a 
serenity out here, the endless horizons, 
the almost spiritual glow of the light 
constantly changing throughout the 
day, the majesty of the sunsets and the 
millions of stars that punctuate the 
midnight blue skies night after night. 
It all takes your breath away.

But it’s immediately obvious that 
behind the beauty there’s also a 
harshness to life in the bush and 
currently times are exceedingly tough. 

Desperate graziers are driving their 
cattle along the side of the road to 
gnaw on the few blades of stubby 
grass still standing, while transport 
carts fill up with beasts – cows and 
sheep – being shipped out to sell or  
to find richer (expensive) pasture, 
somewhere more fertile, somewhere 
with rain. 

With the traditional means of 
pastoral life under pressure, there’s 
widespread unemployment as 
everyone hunkers down waiting  
for the weather to turn.

On a sheep station half-an-hour out 
of town we meet Jim and Rhonda 
O’Connell who have been forced to 
sell off their stock as the drought has 
worsened. “This country is pretty 
crook,” Jim tells me. “We had about 
7000 sheep and now we’re down to 
about 4000.” 

Jim’s grandfather bought the 
property in 1925 and it’s always had 
sheep on it. While many of his 
neighbours switched to the more 
profitable cattle herds, which in the 
good years brought a tidy return, Jim 
stuck with sheep, and while life hasn’t 
been easy this year, the sheep are 
proving more drought resistant.  
“Sheep live on the lawn. They don’t 
need a lot and when you shear them 
you get some money with it. With 
cattle you only get something out  
of them when you sell them or their 
prodigy. Cattle need more feed. They 
need bulk.”

Like many of the locals Jim doesn’t 
believe the unyielding drought is down 
to climate change. “It’s always been 
unreliable here. We’d normally have 
seven mean years to three good →  PH
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ones in a 10-year cycle. That’s 
pretty average,” he says, standing 
amid his bone-dry hectares.

Living with them on the property 
is Pip Flower, a 26-year-old jillaroo 
who swapped crowded England for 
the isolation of life on the open 
plains. Pip is the perfect 
advertisement for country life – 
friendly, confident with a beaming 
ear-to-ear smile and a clear love for 
the land, the animals and the great 
outdoors. Back in the UK her 
parents and siblings are a little 
astounded she has chosen to move 
to remote Queensland, but she tells 
me that here she feels she’s found 
the answer to true happiness. 

“I like achieving things every 
single day; that makes you feel 
good and you get that from the 
bush. It feels as if you’re on the top 
rung of the hierarchy. There are no 
supermodels, you’re not reminded 
by the societal pressure of getting 
on the career ladder and climbing  
it … you’re just here by yourself 
with your dogs, which is an  
instant gratification.”

Grazier-turned-dinosaur-
whisperer David Elliott feels 
country people are far more 
ingenious than city folk. “You 
know how to make something out 
of nothing. I see it everywhere. 
There’s the bloke who left school 
when he was 13 years old and can 
hardly sign his name but he’s got 70 
trucks because he started off in an 
old busted truck and he’s very, very 
clever and can actually make things 
happen. These people are so 
valuable to Australia.”

Quentin’s friend Penny Button 
was born in Blackall and raised her 
own family on a property in 
Longreach, 180kms from Winton. 
A few months ago she handed over 
Crossmore to her son and moved to 
a unit in Brisbane, but already she’s 
pining. “I’m missing not having the 
Toyota backed up to the back door 
to put all the rubbish in because it’s 
so hard to dispose of in the city,” 
says Penny, 69. “I’ll still go and do 
some mustering and give them help, 
but meanwhile I’m going to do 

things in Brisbane I’ve never done 
before. I’m not too sure what,” she 
says trying to sound positive, but 
clearly a little lost.

Penny, among other things, flew  
her own light plane around the 
countryside. “The fact that it’s an 
inhospitable climate means you’ve got 
to make the best of it. You can’t take 
it for granted. I think it breeds great 
strength of character and because it’s 
a small community everybody is an 
identity. Everybody is known and no 
matter what you do, you’re accepted. 
You’re good friends with the truckie 
and you’re good friends with whoever, 
and we all socialise together at the 
races or wherever.”

Statistics show that fewer and fewer 
people are moving to the bush and I 
ask Longreach mayor Ed Warren how 
we can attract more young folk to 
take the leap. “I think we concentrate 
on the experience, the liveability, the 
openness, the night skies,” he says. 
“It’s beautiful out here, the country is 
just so infectious, particularly in the 
morning if you go walking or riding a 
bike or whatever you do. You hear the 
country coming alive, it could be birds 
or just the smell of the bush.”

Back in Winton, Quentin and I 
return at midday to the North Gregory 
Hotel for a drink and a sandwich.  
In the bar are a trio of locals playing 
pool who immediately ask Dame 
Quentin to join them. Deep in 

conversation she politely declines but 
whispers to me that she’s actually 
pretty handy with a pool cue!

Ever since we have arrived people 
rush up to talk to Quentin, in the local 
store, at the airstrip, out on the land. 
“I think they like to claim her as one 
of their own, like she’s a local girl,” 
explains John Elliott, the enterprising 
Tourism Officer for Winton Shire 
Council who is currently busy 
planning a back lot for film companies 
from America and Japan to shoot in 
this extraordinary landscape.“Quentin 
grew up down the road and even the 
rough and tough country people think 
she’s one of us. Country people are 
harsh judges but they know that she is 
fair dinkum and I think that counts.”

Will Quentin ever move back to the 
bush? “I live in the city in my seventies 
because that’s where my grandchildren 
are. But every time I go on trips, I say 
to Michael [Bryce, Quentin’s husband] 
‘oh, wouldn’t you love to live here?’. At 
heart I’m still an Ilfracombe girl.” AWW 

Left: Quentin joins in a 
tourist party at the North 
Gregory Hotel to sing 
Waltzing Matilda. Below: 
Naida and Norman Strachan 
head to the races. Their 
home was central to local 
social life. 
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