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Thank you to everyone who contributed to this book – the generous storytellers who kindly trusted me with their personal journeys, and exemplify that ‘It’s not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters.’  


I also wish to thank my girls, who would nudge me along with an occasional, ‘Come on, hurry up!’  


As this book was written from my boat, I’d also like to thank my marina mates, Paul Dawson and Cate MacKenzie, for their support.  


 




‘Alone we can do so little; 
together we can do so much.’ 
Helen Keller




Praise for  Campfire for  the Heart 



With Campfire for the Heart, Natalie Stockdale has assembled a broad and thought-provoking collection that shares the often-traumatic experiences of a range of remarkable Australians, including her own. Delivered with humanity, intelligence, compassion and empathy, these stories become more than a record. They form a humbling and inspiring pathway towards a way of being that is elementally uplifting, despite – and in many ways because of – being born of suffering.
Mark Muller – Editor-in-Chief, R.M.Williams OUTBACK magazine 






It has been my personal experience that through candour and the simple sharing of the truth that we can collectively create hope, and change. So, I absolutely commend Natalie on this beautiful project of stories of such hope. 
Shanna Whan – Founder of Sober in the Country, 2022 Australian Local Hero of the Year 






Campfire for the Heart, an amazing book by Natalie Stockdale, is a book for all ages. It is inspiring and resilient. I hope this book becomes a runaway success. 
Dr Arun Gandhi – Founder/President, M.K. Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence, Rochester, NY






The human brain is wired to recite and hear great stories. Neuroeconomist Paul Zak discovered that when you tell a story, your brain releases a burst of the love hormone, oxytocin. Natalie Stockdale has created the ultimate oxy-bomb within her collection of inspirational stories of resilience and perseverance. With the alarming statistics around male suicide, I’m personally grateful to Natalie for bringing the thoughts, feelings and experiences of 30 men and women, to her symbolic campfire. Thank you, Natalie.
Rae Bonney – Vice President, Australian Men’s Health Forum 






When we share stories, spoken directly from our heart, they can have a profound effect on those listening. The ‘campfire’ stories, curated by Natalie Stockdale, expose the raw vulnerability of humans, along with our capacity to conquer our darkest times. Compelling and healing. 
Amber Petty – Author of This is Not a Love Song  






Campfire for the Heart offers rich, diverse, and sometimes raw stories of resilience, which will inspire and perhaps guide any reader. The stories are so effective because they speak to our shared humanity, each in their own way. We are reminded, again and again, how frail we are as a species, but also how extraordinarily capable we are at surviving, and even thriving, against all odds. While some stories may resonate more with the reader than others, all have elements of grace, humility and strength. May the cup of your heart be filled with these.
Dr Jean Renouf – Founder and Chair, Resilient Byron 






Campfire for the Heart provides a gut-wrenching compilation of stories where those who have encountered their worst nightmare are able to not only recount how they survived, but often how they thrived in the face of seemingly unbearable tragedy. 
Dr Alexandra Wake – Associate Professor in Journalism, RMIT University
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  Foreword


  Dr Craig Challen, Co-Australian of the Year 2019





Campfire for the Heart is filled with stories of human trials and recovery.


  We will all face a great test in our lives. This can come in many forms, and there is no telling when it may arrive. It is a personal thing – that which will be a trial for one person may feel mundane to, or even be barely recognised by, another. Some of the plights are common in history and instantly recognisable to most of us: illness in ourselves or someone close to us, the disappointment of failing to achieve a cherished goal, finding yourself in the midst of war or natural disaster. Others will be unique to the person experiencing them.


  The first step in meeting the challenge is understanding that you cannot, by and large, control the circumstances with which you are faced. What you can control is how you respond to those circumstances. The choice you make – whether to succumb to the challenge or to rise to it and look adversity in the eye and overcome it – is what defines you as a person.


  When I meet people that have faced great challenges, I am often impressed that they regard the adversity they have been through as a gift, an event that may not have been pleasant at the time but has ultimately improved them as a person, making then better and stronger. For these people, the high point of their lives has been the moment that they made that decision to overcome and triumph. From that moment on, it all became much easier defeating the challenge, and passing the test was merely a matter of filling in the details.


  Looking at it this way might give the impression of trivialising the experiences.


  However, that couldn’t be further from the truth. 


We have a great deal to learn from observing how others have dealt with their tests. Because of the unpredictable nature of the challenges we face, one might think that we cannot prepare for them. In fact, there is much we can do to make ourselves ready. Broadly, this can be described as increasing resilience. Think of it as your life up to that point being spent in training to equip yourself with the skills, experiences and attitudes that will best prepare you for the task.


To my mind, the most important areas of attention are:


• maintaining your health (both mental and physical) to the highest standards possible


  • learning as much as you can about subjects outside your area of expertise, which you might bring to bear when lateral thinking is required


  • attempting hard things to give yourself the chance to practise in struggle and accustom yourself to embracing failure as a chance to learn, grow and become stronger


  • avoiding the temptation to spend your life evading inconvenience and minor discomfort.


  And above all else, take responsibility for your decisions and your destiny. This is the sine qua non of a successful life. 


The stories to follow also repeatedly talk of the value of gratitude for the gifts that we have and the experiences that are visited upon us. Those are the lessons of the stories in Natalie Stockdale’s book.


  All of this is succinctly summarised in the words of that great philosopher and observer of human nature: Ricky Gervais: ‘You shouldn’t try to pave the jungle, you should put on better boots.’




  Introduction


  
According to an Aboriginal proverb:


  ‘We are all visitors to this time, this place.
We are just passing through.
Our purpose here is to observe,
to learn, to grow, to love …
and then we return home.’


  
Sometimes, while on ‘this place’, we feel so enlivened that we want time to stop. Other times are so unbearable that we may want life to stop.


  Well-known holocaust survivor and author, Viktor Frankl, from Austria, believed that through suffering, we find meaning in life. He said, ‘Suffering is an ineradicable part of life, even as fate and death. Without suffering and death, human life cannot be complete.’


  I wrote this book to explore how people manage their suffering successfully, and to shed light on the various keys to human resilience. By learning how other people have dealt with their hardships, we can learn from their experiences and be better prepared for our own.


  I was once asked by a client, who was suffering with anxiety, ‘How do other people cope? How do other people make the pain go away?’


  These questions are answered in the following true stories, generously and often bravely shared by people who have recovered from ordeals – the death of loved ones, major injuries, diseases, bushfires, droughts, war, Taliban terror, displacement, violence, abuse, bankruptcy, bullying and injustice. Although each story is unique, they all showcase the power of resilience and illuminate pathways to happiness for us all.


  For community and species survival, humans are hardwired to learn from storytelling. It’s through the sharing of stories (traditionally around a campfire) that we pass experience and wisdom through generations.


  Each storyteller shared their story by responding to a set of questions, either verbally in an interview, or in writing. Their responses were then loosely woven into a map of life experience known as the ‘Hero’s Journey’.


  According to Joseph Campbell, an American mythological researcher who wrote The Hero with a Thousand Faces, humans are programmed to transcend hard times. Campbell noticed that every story and myth – spanning every tribe and culture around the world, regardless of geography and time – shared the same structure.


  His ‘map’ of personal transformation not only ‘normalises’ hard times, it gives them value. By understanding the Hero’s Journey, we’re advantaged by knowing that when we rise from our ordeals, we gain more experience, wisdom and strengths – this then empowers us to overcome our next challenges.


  Like the four seasons, the Hero’s Journey is cyclical. The journey begins at the end of what came before. You depart from your comfort zone, set forth into an adventure, sometimes reluctantly, other times by choice. You experience hardships, engage your resources, recover with new strengths and wisdom, then finally return to a new comfort zone.


  The ‘campfire’ storytellers in this book are the heroes of their journeys.


  By learning how other people have converted their darkest times to personal growth and success, you may discover how you too can learn and grow from your hardships, how you can be the hero of your journey.


  While we’re ‘just passing through’ this place, let’s observe, learn, grow and love together.


  Welcome to our campfire.
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Chapter 1


  Wrapped in Love by Australia


  Matt Golinski


  
Rising from the death of my wife and children in a house fire.


  ‘Life doesn’t always follow the script you’ve written, and when it takes a different direction, you’ve simply got to pick up and head in that direction.’


  Rachael Golinski


  


Iwas born to be a chef. I knew that as a young boy. Then in high school, I chose subjects of Art, Home Economics and French to support my culinary ambitions. I completed my apprenticeship in Brisbane and travelled throughout Australia and the world with my wonderful wife, Rachael. 


Together we created an idyllic family life on the Queensland coast with our three young daughters – Sage and Willow (twins) and Starlia – and our dog. Rachael was a nurse, and I had a catering business and was a chef on the television program, Ready Steady Cook.


  My life took a tragic turn in the early hours of Boxing Day in 2011. Our Christmas tree with fairy lights caught fire and engulfed our entire house. Rachel died while trying to protect Sage and Willow. Driven away by the heat, my efforts to save Starlia were also unsuccessful. Two months later, covered in burns to 40 percent of my body, I woke up in hospital from an induced coma. My first instinct was to ask for a phone to call Rachael.


  ‘I’m sorry, mate, they’re all gone,’ my father told me. 


My burn treatments – painful skin grafts and physiotherapy – continued in hospital for another two months. I lost 22 kilograms, could hardly see, and could not talk or eat properly. My elbows calcified and were locked at right angles. My heart, liver, kidneys and lungs were all damaged.


  Although the physical pain was intense, it was insignificant compared to the emotional pain of losing my family. Why, I wondered, did they bother keeping me alive? What makes them think I’d want to still be alive?


  Traumatic as it was, I’ll always remember the hospital staff with gratitude. All the staff, including the cleaners, became my friends. Their support lifted me. In fact, the support I received from the whole country lifted me. I remember receiving a cheque, for example, for $22.50 from a man in Perth who raised funds for me by selling muffins. I’ll always appreciate everyone who showed me that they cared. I felt I was wrapped in love by Australia. I thought that if family, friends and strangers were going to put their love and energy into wanting me to survive, then I was going to work really hard to do it.


  On my first night out of hospital, I stayed at my father’s place and, although I could barely hold a knife, I managed to cook a stir-fry for a few friends. That was an important milestone in my recovery. I thought that if I could cook again, I’d be ok. Cooking for people has always been and continues to be a passion for me because I get to show off and give to people at the same time.


  However, I then spent about four months crying and screaming and asking myself why this tragedy happened. And of course, I did some heavy drinking and all that sort of stupid stuff to numb the pain. Eventually, though, I just accepted that bad things happen and there is absolutely nothing you can do to change it.


  Rachael had begun writing a book about our family, and in it, she said that ‘life doesn’t always follow the script you’ve written, and when it takes a different direction, you’ve simply got to pick up and head in that direction’. These words gave me strength to pick myself up. Accepting what you can’t control and focusing on what you can control was helpful.


  Being creative with music also gave me joy. My mother taught me how to play the guitar when I was eight. I also took up drums and began weekly piano lessons. Music definitely played a role in my recovery.


  I also knew that I’d feel better by improving my physical fitness, so I started setting running goals for myself. The first was to complete a five-kilometre fun run, then ten-kilometre runs and eventually half marathons. It wasn’t easy with all my injuries, but I was determined. Over time, I gradually increased the distance of my daily runs and peaked with a full marathon and a 96-kilometre Kokoda challenge in the Gold Coast hinterland in 24 hours.


  I don’t run in gyms or along streets. I leave my phone behind and run in the bush, breathing in the fresh air and scents of the bush as I go. I practise mindfulness as I run, by focusing on everything that’s around me – the trees, the flowers, the sounds of the birds and the smell of honey in natural beehives. By running mindfully, I connect to the seasons and am reminded that the world isn’t all bad. I always return home feeling better after a run.


  My emotional recovery also involved detaching from my grief by parking the tragedy where it belongs – in the past. The sadness still comes sometimes, but I don’t hang on to it. If I think about my girls for a while, and the times we had, it becomes too sad and takes me backwards.


  Unfortunately, I had to let go of some people in my life because they didn’t or couldn’t detach themselves from the event. They held on to the grief. I hope those people who I left behind understand this.


  For a long time, I was challenged by the milestone days such as birthdays, and by memorable places we shared. I wanted nothing to do with Christmas for five years after the fire and used to fall into a heap when seeing a place by a river where we enjoyed fish and chips. Later, however, I learnt that we have a choice in how to react whenever we’re triggered. We can be depressed by the memories or cherish them. Now, when I see that place by the river, I’m thankful for the great times we had there.


  During my rehabilitation process, I met another kind and wonderful woman, Erin Yarwood. Erin was a fitness trainer, and I noticed the sincere compassion she showed to her clients, who were all in vulnerable situations like me.


  Following a long friendship, our relationship deepened, and we were engaged in 2016. We have since been blessed with a five-year-old daughter, Aluna, and Tillie Rose, who was born on Christmas Day in 2021. My girls are my little rays of sunshine.


  I am blessed now with a rich and fulfilling life with Erin, Aluna, Tillie Rose, and our dogs, Gypsy and Daisy. We have great friends, supportive families, and both love our work. Currently, I’m the Consultant Executive Chef at Peppers Resort in Noosa. I also travel around Australia as a guest chef at festivals and events and write in food columns. I love the Sunshine Coast and the world-class food that is grown here. I could improve my work/life balance, but overall, I feel fit, healthy and happy.


  The various ways I’ve adapted to the tragedy in my life may or may not work for everyone, but my advice to people who are suffering is to appreciate what you have. Appreciate everything around you. This morning, I had toast and a ‘babycino’ in bed with Aluna. I cherished that time. There’s always something to be grateful for. Secondly, find exercise that you enjoy. Move your body. Finally, don’t be afraid to ask for help. Most people give generously when they’re needed.
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Chapter 2


  The Lion-Hearted Nurse


  Robyn Hill


  
Rising from my trauma as a nurse in Sudan and Rwanda.


‘If I can get through Sudan, I can get through anything.’





  Ihave always seen the world empathetically and made important life choices via a snap decision with no fear, just sheer naïve excitement and goodwill. Some of those decisions have led to extraordinary life experiences and others have been extremely hard lessons.


  Growing up in Tamworth, New South Wales, I listened to my father’s travel stories and knew without doubt that this would also be my future. Further inspired by Out of Africa, I decided to be a nurse in Africa. More than a fanciful whim, it became a single-minded dedication.


  My dream was realised in 1996, when I was twenty-six. 


I was amazed and disgusted by Africa in equal measure. Fascinated by its wildlife and landscapes, I was also incensed at the imbalance of poverty and wealth. I could not get my head around it and felt I needed to help.


  While looking for a job as a nurse, I lived in Nairobi and painted overland trucks. After an evening of tall stories around a campfire, I noticed two pairs of eyes fixed to my every word. They were eavesdropping missionaries who told me they were taking six pallets of donated medical supplies from South Africa to Sudan and asked me if I could help itemise the goods. I agreed and started the next day.


  They spoke about Sudan as if it was an untouched paradise. They admitted that the country was at war and had been for over 50 years, but they never saw anything like that. It was a peaceful place and their favourite country, a country too good to miss! Would I join them, they asked – ‘It will only be three days!’


  Naturally, I said yes!


  In Maridi, we went to the hospital where the medical supplies were to be delivered. The hospital was utterly disintegrated. The walls were splattered with bullet holes and fractures. The floor was littered with blood-stained theatre equipment and shells from air attacks.


  One day, upon returning to a compound, we were immediately detained by the Sudanese Peoples Liberation Army (SPLA), and the six pallets of medical supplies were stolen from us. We were then taken to another town, Mundri, and held captive in a compound under armed guard. After a long meeting with the missionaries and the governor of the SPLA – which I was not allowed to attend – it was agreed that the missionaries would be allowed to complete their ‘mission’.


  Until this time, I had known nothing of the true reason behind the journey: to deliver bibles to the frontline of the military activity. The missionaries had bargained off all the medical supplies and me! In return, they could keep their bibles and conduct their ministry to the soldiers. The deal was that I would treat the SPLA’s wounded soldiers by using ‘our’ medical supplies. I was the missionaries’ bargaining chip!


  The average age of these ‘soldiers’ in the SPLA was about 13 years old. Their uniforms engulfed their bodies, which were dwarfed by their rifles. Although I was the only woman there, I strangely didn’t feel threatened by them. When they made lewd gestures towards me, I just ignored them. Whenever I washed myself, I did so with my clothes on and kept my passport in my boot ALWAYS. Food was scarce, so to survive, I stole S26 baby formula (from the medical supplies) and choked down rats and bats caught by the soldiers. As a result, we were all extremely sick.


  At night, I would stare at the moon and ‘talk’ to my mum and dad, ‘willing’ them to know that I was alive and that I would get home. It was a terrifying experience and one that, at that time, had no end in sight. Whenever I asked when we could leave, they said, ‘There’ll be a truck for you tomorrow’ … but the truck never came.


  Thirty-nine days later, one of the missionaries almost died of cerebral malaria. My attempts to treat him were unsuccessful, and we were granted a trip under armed guard back to Maridi to seek urgent help. On our way to Maridi, I saw workers from the United Nations and Medicans Sans Frontier. I figured that this was the best opportunity I may ever have to escape.
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