The Life Of Hannah Francis Langley!
I’ve been in hospital about a fortnight now.  According to the doctors and nurses I am here to die!  I feel a sense of relief from the pain I’m having.  Whatever it is they’re pumping into my veins it must be good because it brings me solitude and peace.  I hear one doctor telling my daughter, ‘There’s nothing else we can do for your mother.  We’ve done as much as we can to make her comfortable.  It’s now only time.’   In my nightmare, I scream out to the nurse every time the pain gets worse. ‘Please help me Nurse!  Please help me Nurse!  I want my life to end.  Let me go!’  Unfortunately, it’s not my time to go, just yet!

I know my two eldest grandsons, Danny and Paddy are standing beside my bed.  I can faintly see them.  What must they be feeling knowing I am dying?  It’s impossible for me to speak to them, but if I could speak to them, I would tell them to remember me after I’m gone.  They have always filled a large part of my heart.  I was hoping to go directly to heaven when I eventually die.  I’ve been a very good person for my eighty-three years and hopefully my GOD will let me join my love ones who’ve gone before me.  I can’t wait to be reunited with my husband Hector who died only three years ago.  I miss him so very much!

So many years ago, it’s far too long ago to remember the exact date, my daughter Peggie died when she was a teenager.  I grieve for her and truly miss the years we could have had together.  I’m looking forward to holding her again in my arms, telling her how much I’ve missed her and love her.  For any mother to suffer the loss of a child is the cruellest heartache anyone can suffer.

I’ll be pleased to see my daughter Ruth, whose life was cut short after she consumed too many bex powders during her short life?  How many times did I tell her, ‘Ruth, those bex powders will eventually be the death of you?’  I wasn’t wrong?  What a wonderful surprise it will be to see my first husband Tom after more than thirty years since he died.

Before I go, I’d better tell you about the wonderful life I’ve lived.  I don’t know how much time I have left so hopefully I’ll finish telling you before I go!  According to the doctors ‘it’s now only time’!  

On the sixteenth day of June 1903 I was born in the Cunnamulla Hospital.  If you don’t know where Cunnamulla is, have a look on a map; you’ll see it is a western town near the New South Wales border in southwest corner of Queensland, on the Warrego River.  

In those days Cunnamulla was considered small as compared with its present population.  The town was only thirty years old when I was born.  Stockyard Street is one of the main streets where most people did their daily business.  On one side of the street were the Police Station, Court House and Post Office whilst on the other side was the Cunnamulla Hotel and other business houses.  Apart from the weekly visit of the Cobb & Co Coach delivering mail to the town’s folk, there wasn’t much else going on in Cunnamulla.  The town is renowned for having the great shearer’s strike about ten years before I was born.  

My father, Joe Gibson was one of the main instigators.  The Police were looking for him when he started the strike.  He changed his name from Joe Ryan to Joe Gibson, that way his real identity wouldn’t be known to other shearers.   Over five hundred Police were bought into Cunnamulla to ‘keep the peace’.  The strike went on for months until a deal was done for the shearers to get better working conditions and wages.  I suppose Joe had a means to the end result.

My mother’s name was also Hannah, the same as my name.  Before I was ten years old my three sisters arrived.  I didn’t know my youngest sister.  Sadly, shortly after giving birth to my youngest sister, my mother died.  I was never told how she died, but it must have been something to do with the birth of my youngest sister.  

I remember the day relatives took her away.  I couldn’t understand why they were taking her away, no one told me anything.  I never saw her again!  I only hope she lived a very good life!  She has always been in my dreams.  I always wondered which of my parents she looked like.  It is a question I suppose will never be answered!

After the death of my mother, Joe my Dad gave Sue and Molly, my other two sisters and I away to different families in Cunnamulla like a ‘litter of pups’.  

Sue and Molly went to different families and I was given to a family who owned the Drapery Shop.  At ten years of age I made a wonderful baby sitter for my newly found family and a slave at the Drapery Store.  My whole family was split up.  I had no option but to ‘do what I was told to do’ by my new family.   

Thinking back to that time, I suppose I should be grateful for a family to take me in and treat me as one of their own.  I later found out that my father was an alcoholic and couldn’t have looked after us in any case.  I still would’ve liked to have been given a chance to look after my three sisters so we all were together, but ‘beggars can’t be chooses’.

Times were tough, or so I thought at the time, but I suppose, if I hadn’t learned to work hard in those early days of my life than I would have never achieved the things in my life that I have done!   At least I went to school and learned how to read and write – that’s one good thing!  If I wasn’t working at the drapery store I was minding children after school.  

Four years on, the owner of ‘Wirrigan Station’, a sheep and cattle station about seventy miles west of Cunnamulla came to the drapery store asking me if I wanted to work at his property as a kitchen maid.  I was delighted at being asked to work, it was a job!  My new family was sad to see me go.  Suddenly life was looking up for a change! 

Working as a kitchen maid on a large property was endless manual labour from daylight until dark and beyond, and I loved it!  I had to split firewood, carry it into the kitchen, and stack it beside the stove in a huge wooden box so the cook always had sufficient wood to keep the large stoves burning all through the day and into the night.  In the middle of summer, the heat in the kitchen was so hot, it was almost unbearable.  Outside in the paddocks it seemed hotter than in the kitchen forcing me to stay indoors.  

At times the temperature in the waterbag rose well above one hundred and twenty degrees fahrenheit.  We always knew what the temperature was by feeling the outside of the canvas waterbag to feel if it was hot or cool.  It was filled with tank water hanging by a piece of fencing wire outside of the kitchen.  Around shearing time was the toughest time for both the cook and myself.  

Shearers in those days wanted their meals on the table promptly at mealtimes, no questions asked.  They ate like pigs in a trough, each grabbing for a piece of damper as they scrambled for a seat at the kitchen table.   

Dipping their piece of damper into either gravy or stew on their plate placed in front of where they were seated.  With the soaked damper, they slopped it into their mouths all in the one action.  At the same time wiping their mouth with the back of their hand, showing utter delight on their faces on having a good meal before letting out this almighty ‘burp’ exploding from their mouth spreading the vapours of cooked stew mixed with stale grog into the kitchen atmosphere.  

At times I thought I would never see past fourteen years old.  One good lesson I learnt from those early days working as a kitchen maid was to ‘keep my mouth shut’, work hard and ignore the Australian colloquial language used by the shearers.

After a couple of years working at ‘Wirrigan Station’ I’d had enough of being a kitchen maid.  Only once had I returned to Cunnamulla for a couple of days break in the two years I worked there.  It was on my Christmas break and I was so pleased to see my sisters again.  I decided to return and live in Cunnamulla.  

First World War finished twelve months before.  Cunnamulla celebrated the return of their heroes back to their hometown and one of those heroes was Thomas Daniel Wilson.  I fell in love with Tom the very first time I laid eyes on him.  It was one of the most wonderful things to ever happen to me in my life?  He’d fought in France and was shot in the right arm forcing him to return home.  The injury to his arm made it completely useless later in his life.  It just swung loosely by his side.

My girl friend and I invited Tom and his mate to an afternoon tea party where we girls cooked up cakes, biscuits and jellies to celebrate their return home.  Naturally, they would have preferred a beer instead of tea, biscuits and jelly.  Anyway, the afternoon Tom came to my home for afternoon tea, wearing his Army uniform showing off his bravery medals, my heart beat ten to the dozen.  I was hoping he was going to like me!   I knew at that very moment I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him!

At that moment I fell head over heels in love for the very first time.  On the 5th December 1922 we became husband and wife.   I was nineteen years old!  We had the most wonderful life together sharing our time and producing seven girls in all.  Billy was the eldest followed by Ruth, Peggie, Dora, Barbara, Sadie and Mickey.

Living in Cunnamulla in those days, looking after my husband and raising my seven girls was wonderful.  Tom built me a new home.  It was modest but it was MY HOME!  It’s still standing today after all those years.

My two sisters Sue and Molly married living with their families not very far from where we lived.  Life was going extremely good!  Our children played together.  Sue couldn’t have children but she was loved and adored by all of our children making her their favourite aunt.

Near our home was a huge sand hill.  I always feared that one day a child would be buried alive in the sand while the children played.  From an early age I started to use my mother goose instincts by not allowing my children to play around the sand hill.

After fourteen years of married life with Tom and the girls living in Cunnamulla, we decided to move our family to the coast for the sake of our children to give them a better chance at life.  What is it about parenting and wanting to do the very best for our children?  I survived growing up in Cunnamulla as did many others from my era, but as we grow older we start to think Cunnamulla wouldn’t be as good for our children as would be the city!  I don’t know, we make decisions during our life and fortunately some of these decisions may sound great at the time but who knows!

All through my life, up until this point, apart from working a couple of years at ‘Wirrigan Station’, I’d never lived in any other town other than Cunnamulla.  It was my hometown and the only place I’d ever known.  

Looking back at that time, I can still feel my heart sinking as the train puffed its way out of Cunnamulla Railway Station with the steam jetting from the chimney on top of the engine, heading north to Charleville then east onto Roma, Dalby, and Toowoomba finally arriving at Roma Street Railway Station in Brisbane.

After two days of continual travel there was no doubt in my mind it was an adventure for our children but I can tell you I was absolutely in fear of leaving Cunnamulla to make a fresh beginning.  

My sister Sue left Cunnamulla a couple of years before we decided to leave and thinking back to the time, I suppose it were with her influence that we made the move to Brisbane.  Sue owned a shop on the esplanade at Wynnum Central opposite the wading pool.  

We couldn’t afford to buy a house so we rented a home in Chestnut Street, Wynnum Central.  It wasn’t all bad in those years, Tom leased the wading pool and Wynnum was a holiday spot for visitors from all over Australia.   The girls loved it when their father allowed them to swim in the wading pool anytime he was with them.  It was me who missed the west not liking the sea change to my life.

By the time World War 11 broke out we were worried sick that Brisbane was to be bombed and we’d all be killed.  I kept telling Tom, ‘If we stayed at Cunnamulla, we’d all be safe out there.  They wouldn’t go that far west to fight.’  The fighting was getting closer by the day.  We decided to move our children to Maclagan, to my cousin’s farm near Toowoomba thinking if Brisbane was bombed it would be highly unlikely the fighting would go as far as Toowoomba.  

Tom stayed behind in Brisbane but after about three months the girls and I missed him so very much we returned to live at Racecourse Road, Ascot.  Tom worked at Eagle Farm airport, which wasn’t far from Ascot, only around the corner where he refuelled the fighter plans after completing their missions.  

My sister Sue sold her shop at Wynnum West and moved two doors up the street from where we lived.  Everyday when we’d hear the sirens blasting their warning of fighter planes heading our way, we went to bomb shelters.  Our children thought it was a game but it wasn’t!    Finally in 1945 the war ended, at last giving us victory and peace.  

Not long after the war ended Peggie was burnt to death.  It happened so harmlessly one day at the back of our home.  

Tom used a forty-four gallon drum as an incinerator to burn our rubbish in.  Peggie threw some rubbish into the drum to burn, thinking it would light itself from ashes remaining in the drum from the time before.  Nothing happen!  She doused the rubbish with petrol from a tin, throwing the petrol over the rubbish; suddenly it exploded spewing flames directly out of the drum onto Peggie’s clothing.  The petrol drum she was holding exploded in her hands showering her body with flames.  I can still hear her screams of horror that have haunted me since that day.  I will never forget that moment.

Billy married Teddy Olser, not long afterwards my first grandson, Danny was born.  Tom never recovered from losing our daughter constantly blaming himself for not putting out the fire in the incinerator.  He passed away on the 31st October 1951 aged fifty-six years old.   We were married for almost thirty years.  My life was in tatters!  Tom died from cancer but deep down I know he never recovered from the loss of our darling daughter, Peggie.  I was forty-eight years old.

Ruth married Frank Ritter and not long afterwards their son Paddy; my second grandson was born.  Dora married Bruce Boldero and Mickey married Vivian Glover.  With Barbara married there was only Sadie living at home with me.  Sadie celebrated her twenty-first birthday.  

We didn’t know what we were going to do, until one day we read in the newspaper that ‘Thylungra Station’ a huge cattle and sheep station way out west wanted a cook and a kitchen maid.  We applied for both positions and got them.

In 1952 we boarded the steam train from Roma Street Railway Station Brisbane on our way to Quilpie, reaching Charleville we journeyed onto Quilpie on another train before a mail truck took us from Quilpie to ‘Thylungra Station’.  It was a rough trip from Quilpie to ‘Thylungra Station’ because there were no roads to speak of.  The journey took us about four days from Brisbane until we arrived at ‘Thylungra Station’.  How fortunate to have worked as a kitchen maid, all those years before and learn how to cook.  That experience was now paying off for me.

Life on ‘Thylungra Station’ was great!  Apart from the Manager, his wife and children there were about twenty ringers.  

Ringers are men who muster cattle and sheep on horseback for a living.  My job was to cook for everyone while Sadie did the house work.  The Durack Family first settled ‘Thylungra Station’, early pioneers of the Outback.  This was the Outback with the property spreading over a distance too vast for mention.  One border of the property joined the South Australian border whilst another border joined the Northern Territory Border whilst all of the property was in Queensland.  It was huge! 

Have you ever wondered ‘why’ we make different decisions in our lifetime that lead us to find what or who we are looking for?  Initially I wondered why I was chosen to work at ‘Thylungra Station’ at this time of my life.  Whether it was fate or destiny, I don’t know because I met the person I fell in love with and spent the next thirty years with him.  

Was it wrong for me to fall in love with another man only twelve months after losing my husband Tom?  Whether it was loneliness’, isolation or company for another man, I don’t know but on the 22nd February, 1953 Hector Robert Langley and I were married in Brisbane.  Talk about ‘things happening’!  Sadie met Tommy Davies who worked with Hector at ‘Thylungra Station’ and they too married.  

After our wedding, Hector found work on ‘Glenroy Station’ a couple of hundred miles north of Quilpie.  It seemed south-western Queensland was to be my home again after growing up in Cunnamulla, not far from Quilpie.  I must admit enjoying my time living at ‘Glenroy Station’.  Hector mustered sheep and cattle for the owners, also repaired the boundary fences.  

We had no electric power or any of the modern appliances like we have today.  Our telephone was on a party line and when I heard one ring, I knew it was for me from the main exchange.  A disadvantage to having a party line was that everyone on the same line all knew your business when they listened into our conversation.  

Paddy, my grandson was five years old; he always stayed with us over every Christmas holidays.  The house was high set on stumps because often it flooded and water lapped the top of the stairs.  Near the homestead ran a creek when after heavy rain it often burst its banks and flooded.  

Water went every where.  One time when Paddy was holidaying with us the flood waters kept us indoors for a couple of weeks and completely cut off from the outside world.

Food wasn’t a problem because I cooked enough for everyone.  In those days I made my own bread, puddings, even ice cream and everything else to keep us alive.  I didn’t have greens for Paddy so I picked pigweed to replace his greens.  Pigweed grew everywhere on the property.  It was a green leafed weed, soft in texture with a thick stem in the middle of the plant with leaves full of nourishment.   Cattle and sheep survived on pigweed and grew fat, so why not feed it to my grandson.  Paddy survived on pigweed for weeks until the waters receded enough so I could grow vegetables in my veggie garden again.  We also had an orange and mandarin orchard.  I loved living at ‘Glenroy Station’.

On Saturday mornings Hector delivered mail to the outlaying stations on horse back.  He’d leave early in the morning and return by mid afternoon.  We owned an Austin A40 Utility but he preferred to ride his horse.  He was a wonderful horseman.  The roads were not really roads they were rough sandy tracks.  When he climbed aboard his horse it was like ‘poetry in motion’ as he swung aboard his horse all in the one action.  He was born to the saddle.

By dusk that afternoon he hadn’t arrived home.  I asked Paddy to give me a hand to harness up the old mare and put her into the sulky.  I never learnt how to drive a car so I thought Paddy and I would go and have a look for Hector.  On the other hand I never had much to do with harnessing up of the old mare either because Hector always did it.

By the time we placed the harness onto the old mare and backed her into the shafts of the sulky Hector rode his horse out from the bushes.  He said, ‘What do you think you pair are doing?’  With that he stepped down from his horse looking directly at the old mare in the sulky saying, ‘you pair are lucky she didn’t just walk out of the harness.  It’s not done up properly.’  We all laughed and were pleased Hector arrived home safely.

Sadie and Tommy, after their marriage moved to work on ‘Mount Margaret Station’ south west of Quilpie.

It was about the same distance south from Quilpie than we were north of Quilpie.  They worked on ‘Tookanooka’ an out station of ‘Mount Margaret Station’.

Tommy was employed as a boundary rider, checking fences and doing stock work.  One time when we visited them, Tommy told Hector the owners of ‘Mount Margaret Station’ were looking for a boundary rider at ‘Gumla’ an out station of ‘Mount Margaret Station’.  

We got the job and moved from ‘Glenroy Station’ to ‘Gumla’.  It was totally different living at ‘Gumla’ because all we lived in was a boundary rider’s hut.  When comparing the homestead we lived in on ‘Glenroy Station’ to the boundary rider’s hut, it was like chalk and cheese.  It had one bedroom with a kitchen-lounge-dining room combined.  On the front veranda was enclosed by a fly screen with a smooth concrete floor.  

When Paddy visited us on his Christmas holidays he was only six years old. To keep him cool, I’d make him strip off all of his clothes and he’d slide along the concrete floor on his bottom after I sprayed the floor with water. It was the only way to keep him cool.  

The heat in the middle of summer in the boundary hut was so hot you could fry an egg on the roof without using dripping.  Isolation and loneliness was a problem for me.  I hated every moment of being alone.  Hector was away most days, sometimes from daylight until dark either mustering cattle or sheep, or riding the boundary fences repairing them where they were broken.  My days were taken up cooking, washing our clothes on a scrubbing board in a tub and ironing the clothes with a Mrs Potts Iron.  Mrs Potts Iron has long since been thrown onto the scrap heap unfortunately.  

At the time they were the only iron to use after sitting them on top of the stove, to heat them up.  Those stoves we put wood into, that is, not the electric ones you have today, and when they were hot, and to see if they were hot enough to iron you tested them by touching the bottom of the iron with your finger.  If you pulled your finger away suddenly you knew it was ready to use.  Shirts or trousers pressed with a Mrs Potts Iron were as good as if a professional person had ironed them.  

We had no electric power only used carbide lights at night time.  Carbide lights became ‘a light for that time’; everyone had one or two of them.   At times they were dangerous and were known to explode if the carbide didn’t have enough water mixed with it.  I’ve only ever heard of one exploding and it made a mess, I can tell you!

One of my greatest joys while living at ‘Gulma’ was when a drover past through ‘Mount Margaret Station’ visiting us.  Blinker Bill Easton was one of the drovers of that day and it was a pleasure to share a yarn with him and his mates.  I think he got his nickname from the way he blinked his eyes every time he spoke.  He kept us entertained about his days of droving painting a picture in my mind in such detail that I wished in my dreams I could have be there with him.

Clarry Langley, Hector’s brother lived in Charleville and worked on the local shire council.  He suggested we move to Charleville where we could live in his shed at the back of his house.  We agreed!  Soon we were living in a corrugated iron shed with a dirt floor and had sugar bags as floor mates.  Hector worked on the local shire council with Clarry.  

Ever since Hector and I married we seemed to be steadily going backward at a very fast rate of speed.  First of all living at ‘Glenroy Station’ and then ‘Gumla’ and now in a corrugated iron shed, behind Hectors brother’s house with a dirt floor using sugar bags as floor mates.  Life had to get better!

Ruth and Frank settled in Roma a town east of Charleville.  Frank worked for Queensland Railways as a fettler.  We all celebrated Christmas together at Roma one year when Frank mentioned to Hector if he wanted to work on the railway line as a fettler.  Hector took up the position and we moved to live at Roma.  Living in a one bedroom flat behind the Roma Railway Station for a short time, it was an improvement on Charleville and I was closer to my family.  We had someone to visit.

Queensland Railways saved our lives because Hector had at last permanent work and a future.  Looking back to that period of the late 1950’s and early 1960’s many other people who’d worked as shearers, drovers, musterers, and ringers left the properties gaining work with Queensland Railways.  We were one of those lucky people.  

For the next fifteen or so years I enjoyed my life as a Fettlers Wife moving from railway siding to railway siding like a shunting train never staying in one place long enough to become a local.

Over the years Hector and I met many wonderful and amazing people working on the line.  Characters who you shared your stories with of your life experiences and they too shared their life stories in a way only Railway Fettlers would know.  Like the time when a goods train smashed into their railway lorry without them hearing the train coming along the track.  

The men didn’t have time to move the trolley and the next thing they knew was the engine of the train smashed into their lorry taking it to the next town before the driver knew he’d hit it.  The men had a long walk home plus a ‘please explain’ to the Railway Inspector.

Our final days with Queensland Railways were in Brisbane.  Fettlers were fast becoming an endangered species because of improvements made in laying railway tracks suddenly became mechanical.  At the end of his time with Queensland Railways he was so proud to be handed a Gold Watch for Services Rendered.  We retired in Queens Parade, Brighton into my second home since Tom built my first home back in Cunnamulla back in the 1920’s.

Sadly I lost Hector in July 1983 and I suppose since then I have been slowly dying myself.  I miss him so very much and it shouldn’t be long before we will be together again.  

Looking back over my life, I wouldn’t change a thing.  Or perhaps a couple of things I might consider.  Most of my life I have only had ten percent of my vision.  When I read the newspaper I needed to hold the paper close to my face sometimes touching my nose.

My sight faded from a very young age making me concentrate on reading words aloud so I could understand them.  Smoking was a problem for me.  It’ll kill you people kept telling me!  I’ve outlived two husbands and two World Wars.  Danny my grandson returned from service in Vietnam and I have been fortunate enough to have had seven wonderful daughters who have produced for me grandchildren and from their children great grandchildren.  I am a very lucky person!

I have enjoyed every moment of my life from those early days growing up in Cunnamulla until now that I haven’t got very long to go!  It’s now my time to go!  I feel a huge relief in sharing my life with some of the most wonderful people I have ever known, especially my family whom I unconditionally love and adore and have loved for all of my life.

If I can sum my life up into a few words, before I go, I would like to say I have woven many threads of love, hope and honesty through the minds of all my loved ones, knitting those threats so finely into my own tapestry of life.  My final thread is now woven to complete my journey of life making it a solemn and everlasting memory of me.

It is now my time to go!  Faintly I hear a voice telling Danny and Paddy, ‘She’s gone!’ 
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