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LOTHIAN







My childhood was spent taking care of my brothers and sisters, playing with my friends and falling in love with the land I grew up on. I was happy on Killarney. I couldn’t imagine a better place to live, or a better life to lead, even if to most people’s way of thinking it would have seemed as though we had nothing.


That ‘nothing’ was rich with love and adventure. It was everything!




Introduction


Hi. My name is Toni Tapp Coutts and the story you’re about to read is a real one. It’s about how I grew up with my nine siblings on a cattle station in the Northern Territory. I always knew I wanted to write my story because I realised my childhood was quite different to a lot of other Australian kids’ childhoods growing up at that time.


A lot has changed since I was little, but I know there are still hundreds of kids around Australia attending classes through School of the Air in remote locations, growing up in similar circumstances to the way my brothers and sisters and I did.


For everyone who reads this, whether you live in a brick house and attend a big school in the city, or you live on a farm with sheep or cows for company in the bush, I hope that you enjoy the many stories of the ups and downs my family and I had living on the beautiful, harsh and rich land that was Killarney Cattle Station.




1 Alice Springs and Me


In 1955, I was born smack bang in the middle of the country, in a dusty desert town called Alice Springs in outback Australia. The hot, harsh climate in the centre of the country has a roller-coaster of temperatures ranging from minus seven to a super-hot 45 degrees Celsius. It’s where kangaroos, wallabies, mulga snakes and the occasional thorny devil have made their home for thousands of years.


The red desert in Central Australia is as flat as a pancake, with mountain ranges popping up at intervals to create ancient gorges that whisper the stories of the Indigenous Arrernte people who have walked the land for the last 40 000 years. The sky is a million light years away and yet, at night, feels so close you could just stretch your hand and touch the Milky Way.


The Aboriginal name for Alice Springs is Mparntwe. Back when I was born, the Aboriginal people lived on the banks of the Todd River at the fringes of town in humpies made from paperbark trees and scraps of rusty corrugated iron. They were forbidden to live together with white people.


At the time of my birth, Alice Springs had been gripped by a devastating drought for ten years and red sand hills were piled around the town, right up to our front door, covering suburban fences, roads and footpaths, old cars and gardens. Alice Springs was a tough place for anyone to live in. With a population of just 1500, it was a simple outback town without television or telephones, where few families had washing machines or a family car.


My mum named me Toni because she loved a Hollywood actor called Anthony Quinn. She loved to tell me the story that on her first day out shopping after my birth, she left me asleep in the pram at the butcher shop while she caught a taxi home. She arrived back at the house with the groceries and no baby, so she had to return to town in the taxi to pick me up – finding me none the worse for wear, fast asleep in the corner!


My brother Billy was born in December 1957 and my baby sister Shing two years after that, in August 1960. Billy and I slept in the one bed and Shing in a rickety wooden cot. Shing’s official name is Kristen; however, she was called ‘Little Thing’, which became ‘Little Shing’, and that finally became Shing. Shing was a tiny thing who sucked her thumb and everyone loved her, including me.


I spent the first five years of my life in Alice Springs, but I think my real adventure began once Mum took Billy, Shing and me with her further north, back to Katherine to live with her mum. Although our dad stayed behind, he had never been a big part of our lives and I don’t remember missing him. Our mum, June, was everything to us, and as long as she was going somewhere new, we’d be going with her. She’d decided she didn’t want to stay in Alice with her husband, and that her life was going in a different direction, which meant my life was about to change in a big way too.




2 Katherine


In 1960 it wasn’t easy for a woman to leave a marriage, especially a mother with three small children. There were no government or welfare benefits to support women if they left. The men controlled all the finances and did not have to support the family.


Mum didn’t receive any payments to help her with living costs. She packed everything she needed into a couple of suitcases and, along with her three babies, flew the 1200 kilometres north to live with her mother, Gladys, in Katherine.


I loved living with my nana. The house was full of people coming and going, so there were always extra people at the dinner table and plenty of laughter.


The town’s European history started when an explorer named John McDouall Stuart found himself in the area in 1862 and he named the Katherine River after the daughter of John Chambers, a wealthy South Australian landowner who helped finance Stuart’s exploration of the north. In the 1960s it was still home to the local Aboriginal people, the Jawoyn, Dagoman, Dalabon and Wardaman peoples, and about 300 white people. It was a busy, vibrant town with a dusty main street and a railway station that serviced the massive outback region from Darwin to Birdum, just south of Katherine. Katherine has always owed much of its livelihood – and its recent history – to the pastoral industry and the railway.


Katherine’s streets were full of the red dirt that is typical of that part of Australia. It gets on cars and people, and is embedded into the asphalt on the roads. The red landscape is punctuated by large frangipani trees covered in deep green leaves and small clusters of blossoms; there are poincianas with their flame-red flowers and mango trees laden with heavy fruit, and lots of other tropical trees that provide homes and shelter for all sorts of insects and animals.


In the dry season the searing heat of the day is barely broken at night and in the wet season the whole region grows lush and heavy with humidity. While I was growing up, air conditioning hadn’t been invented and the best we could hope for was a ceiling fan to shift the air around, although it didn’t make it much cooler. The dirt, the heat and humidity were just facts of life.


When we moved to Katherine it had a post office, two pubs, a hospital, police station and church. There were two garages and two cafes, along with Cox’s Store and Katherine Stores, both owned by the Cox family. There was a picture theatre in the main street where the white people sat in canvas chairs up the back and the Aboriginal people sat on a cement slab with their blankets at the front. There was a tin roof over the seated area that leaked buckets of water when it rained, the noise drowning out the sounds of the movie.


The factory where my grandmother worked was a huge, noisy corrugated-iron shed right next door to her house. Nana’s best friends owned the factory. Nana worked long hours making the fizzy soft drinks that we called lolly water, so we used to say that she worked at the lolly water factory. I thought it was pretty special that Nana worked there, because lolly water was such a treat – and she had access to it every single day!


Nana’s job was to load the thick cordial base into the machines. The bottles rattled along conveyor belts and were filled with bubbling soda water, then topped up with sticky, sweet, coloured syrups. The bottles were then juggled along another large clunking machine where the caps were clamped onto them. They were manually packed into wooden crates and delivered to the local shops. There was sarsaparilla, raspberry, orange, lemonade, lime, creaming soda, banana, pineapple, cola, ginger ale and ginger beer, and large quantities of plain soda water.


The factory later supplied shops with the specially designed soft-drink fridges that allowed you to insert a coin into the slot in the side of the machine to release the cold drink. These were very modern pieces of equipment for a town that didn’t have telephones or televisions. The shops would clean the empty soft-drink bottles, put them into the crates and return them to the factory, where they were placed into vats of caustic soda for a final clean and then refilled with lolly water.


In 1969, the lolly water factory was bought from the Scott family by my uncle Jim Forscutt, who expanded the business to supply soft drinks as far away as the mining town of Tennant Creek and the roadhouses of Barry Caves to the south and Adelaide River in the north.


When Nana started working at the factory my grandfather Nick was still alive, but he had died before we moved to Katherine, so I never knew him.


An Aboriginal couple, Maudie and Smiler, helped Nana with the children, the washing and looking after the garden. I suppose our arrival in Katherine just meant more people for Nana to look after, as Mum’s three younger brothers and sister were there as well as our Great Uncle Bill, plus there were friends, and friends of friends who stayed for weeks and months at a time. But we all fitted into the old corrugated-iron house with its rough cement floors and rickety doors that were never closed. There was plenty of room for everyone at the big wooden kitchen table where we gathered at lunchtime to listen to the ABC radio news and a long-running radio serial called Blue Hills.


My nana’s house was pretty basic, with a big hot water ‘donkey’ out the back of the laundry. This donkey was a 44-gallon drum set on four metal ‘legs’, with a fire lit under it to boil the water for the house. We liked climbing through the woodheap full of snakes to gather wood to stoke the fire. The bedrooms at one end of the house were separated by curtains strung on fencing wire from steel beams. Large, wispy, white mosquito nets flowed over the wrought-iron beds with their bumpy mattresses. The beds were high off the floor and wooden soft-drink crates were kept underneath so we could climb up into bed.


I hated going to the corrugated-iron toilet down the backyard. The toilet itself, made from a cut-out 44-gallon drum, was too high for small children, so we had to climb up onto the seat and squat over the hole, which revealed a massive black glob of poo mixed with the magazines and newspapers that were used as toilet paper. In the hot weather the stench was horrible!


The rickety door was heavy and didn’t close properly either. The tin walls were recycled roofing iron that was dotted with nail holes to peek through and see if anyone was coming. The spider webs rustled around your ears and the toilet creaked in the wind and sighed with the heat. I was terrified of the toilet at night, because I knew that not only were there snakes, lizards, frogs and goannas but also a scary boogie man who would kidnap me, for sure. There seemed to be boogie men everywhere in Katherine, as my little friends and I were always hiding from them under the beds in the house or when playing games in the huge mango trees. Happily, I never saw a boogie man!


It was a happy, rowdy house where my teenage uncle and aunt and their friends practised rock ’n’ roll dancing to a bumpy record player in the lounge room. The rough, pitted cement floor did not stop them from rehearsing their routines over and over. I thought Aunty Sue was a movie star with her gorgeous blonde hair, as she twirled in her large skirts and fancy shoes under Uncle Jim’s arms and around his body; changing direction in the blink of an eye, she slipped under his legs and spun around and around, skirts swishing up to her thighs. Uncle Jim was a lovable, boisterous and bumptious character, and he called my grandmother ‘Tango’ when he was in a cheeky mood.


There was never a dull moment at Nana’s house for me, Billy or Shing. There were so many people there at times it felt as though we were being raised by a village – and we liked it that way. It was good for Mum too, to have lots of people around to help with us kids. If she ever had a moment of missing our father we would never have known.




3 My New Dad


The first time I saw Bill Tapp I was five years old and he was standing in the doorway of my nana’s house. He was hard to miss: he stood six feet and two inches, sported a big black moustache and a ten-gallon hat, dark moleskin trousers, a blue long-sleeved shirt and riding boots. Around his hips he had two leather belts – one a bull strap for catching wild bulls and the other a bandolier with a row of silver bullets – and a black Luger pistol jutting out of a holster, just like in the cowboy movies.


No wonder my mother fell for him straightaway.


It was 1960 and Bill Tapp had come to town with my two uncles, who worked for him at Killarney Station. They invited him to stay at my grandmother’s house whenever he was in town.


‘Hello, M-M-Mrrrsss F-F-F-Forscutt,’ Bill Tapp would stutter in his deep voice. He always called her ‘M-M-Mrrrsss F-F-F-Forscutt’ no matter how many times she said, ‘Oh, Bill, for goodness’ sake, call me Glad.’


Katherine did not have a motel or boarding hostel at that time, so anyone who was visiting town had to find someone to stay with. More often than not, it seemed, that someone was Nana. She always had a meal and a bed out the back for the boarders who would come and stay for as long as they needed to.


Born Charles William Tapp in Sydney in June 1929, Bill Tapp was an only child. The Tapps lived in a grand, sprawling house with a tennis court and a housekeeper. Bill Tapp never lost his taste for the finer things in life. He attended a private school, The Scots College, in Bellevue Hill. In his senior years at school Bill Tapp became a full-time boarder, as his father was ill with cancer and his mother travelled overseas for her work buying homewares. Bill Tapp was good at everything he applied himself to, representing his school in swimming, rowing, cricket, boxing and football. He played tennis with Australian champions Ken Rosewall, Lew Hoad and Frank Sedgman during his school years. Though tall and good looking as a teenager, and accomplished at so many things, self-confidence was not one of Bill Tapp’s strong points. He was shy and the stutter that was evident when we met him in Katherine would stay with him all his life.


His lifelong schoolfriend was David Brockhoff, who went on to become one of Australia’s great rugby union identities, playing eight Tests as flanker between 1949 and 1951. He also coached the Australian team for several years in the 1970s.


Bill Tapp’s life in the Northern Territory was completely different to his Sydney upbringing. It began as an idea when, as a teenager, he read the book The Cattle King by Ion L. Idriess, the story of Sir Sidney Kidman, who had started with almost nothing after running away from home at the age of thirteen and ended up owning an empire of cattle stations across the north of Australia.


Although Bill Tapp had a comfortable life, there was clearly something about this story that clicked with him. Most of his school holidays were spent with his school mates who had cattle and horse properties in country New South Wales. A friend from those days said Bill Tapp immediately had a rapport with the animals and quickly became a good horseman and confident in handl ing livestock.


Bill Tapp wrote to his mother from boarding school, telling her that he wanted to leave Sydney as soon as he finished school to go to the Northern Territory. By chance, his mother had met a Mr H.E. Thonemann, who owned the sprawling, isolated cattle property Elsey Station in the Northern Territory, near the tiny township of Mataranka, 400 kilometres south of Darwin; Elsey Station was made famous by Jeannie Gunn in her book, We of the Never Never. Young Bill got a job as a jackaroo–bookkeeper, starting at Elsey Station in 1947.


Bill Tapp soon settled into station life, learning everything he could, and the manager and his wife looked after him well. Bill Tapp said to me much later that when he arrived at Elsey Station he was upset to discover the difference in conditions between the white workers and the Aboriginals. The Aboriginal people lived in humpies and were dished out limited food and tobacco for smoking, with no access to toilets, showers or a laundry to wash their clothes, and they were not invited to eat anywhere near the white people. He’d never experienced anything like it and he didn’t like the injustice of it. He felt it wasn’t fair, even though he lived in only slightly better conditions, a shed when he was at the station and swags most of the time. He thought the Aboriginal people should be treated the same as him.


After a few years at Elsey Station, he and his boss began their own droving business in the early 1950s, moving cattle from Alice Springs through Tennant Creek and Elliott and along the Murranji Track to the Kimberley in Western Australia. The Murranji, one of the most notoriously treacherous stock routes in the Northern Territory, was known for its long distances between waterholes through hot, dry lancewood country. The drovers needed to have a very good knowledge of the distances, the pace they could push the cattle and what waterholes would still have water by the end of the dry season.


By 1960, Bill Tapp was able to buy his own cattle station, his childhood dream come true. For the sum of £90 000, a record price for a Northern Territory cattle station at that time, he became the proud owner of Killarney. This gave him the freedom to implement and develop his own ideas and plans – his transformation into a Territory cattle king was now underway. The signing over of the property took some time but this did not stop Bill Tapp from working day and night, mustering and building fences to contain the wild cattle that roamed the area. He finally received the title to Killarney in 1962.


Bill Tapp’s empire began under a bough shed at Mayvale Bore on Killarney. He led a frugal life, working with a stock camp that consisted of my teenage uncles and three other young men. They slept in swags, moving around the station with pack horses carrying their swags, shoeing and fencing gear and all the supplies, and their food – flour, salted beef, sugar and tea. They rarely went to town or indulged in luxuries such as a warm shower or a beer.


Bill Tapp told my uncles that he fell in love with my mother the first day he saw her, and that he was going to marry her. He was thirty-one years old by then and he had never had a girlfriend – which was hardly a surprise, given the life he’d been leading: there weren’t many unmarried women to be found on the cattle stations of the Northern Territory.
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