Weekend In Cunnamulla
Returning home after spending a weekend in Cunnamulla, I felt sick!  Not a sickness like the flu or any simple illness like that, but a feeling of despair and disappointment.  An empty feeling in my stomach!  To tell you the truth, I didn’t know how I was feeling.  It was something I couldn’t put my finger on!

Before leaving home I felt excited about visiting Cunnamulla.  It had been almost two years since my last visit.  The town means so very much to me.  Both my parents were born there, their parents as well.  My wife was born there.  It is my heritage.  My roots!  I have many happy memories of the town and its people and the life I lived there.

Why then does Cunnamulla mean so much to me?  This question spun around in my head throughout the weekend of my visit.  Why do I always regard the town as mine?  Yes!  I’ve lived there from time to time over the past forty years and each time I couldn’t wait to leave.  It sounds ludicrous, doesn’t it!

Ever since I can remember I’ve always experienced a tug-of-war between the feelings I have for Cunnamulla that pull me back into its womb each time I drive into the town together with the thought of ‘Why’ do I keep coming back?   It’s so compelling!  I’ve spent a lifetime trying to resolve these feelings.

Is it because my great grandfather instigated the shearers strike in 1890 which lasted two years almost crippling the Australian wool industry?  

Or could it be because Cunnamulla is the birthplace of both my grandmothers who was born early in the nineteen hundreds?  I don’t know!

Mum and Dad were born there in 1926.   How about this for another coincidence!  More than thirty years ago my wife and I married in the Church of England at Cunnamulla.  Sadly she lost her fight with cancer only three years ago.  Her parents married in the same church years before.  They are now resting peacefully at the Cunnamulla cemetery near to where my great grandparents rest in peace.

Memories from the past play havoc on our minds at times; remembering how things used to be, instead of taking a reality check of the present and future.

Remembering back!  My first visit to Cunnamulla was with my parents when I was twelve years of age.  It was Christmas and the town was all hustle and bustle with a population of almost four thousand people.  I learned to do the ‘Australian Wave’ brushing away thousands of little black flies from my face stopping them from savaging my eyes.  

Seeing Cunnamulla through the eyes, after brushing away the flies, of a twelve-year-old youth seemed like fun and games at the time.   In another decade I returned to Cunnamulla as a Police Officer.  

Until that time I didn’t realise how many relatives I’d suddenly acquired.  Cousins I’d never before heard of!  I wonder why!  Cunnamulla seemed no different to me than to when I’d visited it as a twelve years old youth.  

This time I was more mature and began to understand and see for myself how endearing the town grew on me, tantalizing me with her wonderment, history and heritage.  How laid back everyone seemed to be in a stress free environment, as if their world suddenly stopped and each were contented with what they had.  

For instance, seeing the house my mother grew up in, made me feel warm inside.  Listening to strangers who grew up with my father, sharing their life stories of him with me, gave me a sense of belonging and a hunger to know more about the town and my family.

It was a time when I romanced my wife-to-be, meeting her family.  They were drovers and knew my uncle Peter who’d worked with them on droving trips.  He was a wag, they told me.  Before long I was introduced to another side of Cunnamulla.  My future father-in-law fantasized his dreams telling me that one day his dream was to own his own sheep station.

Unfortunately that was all they were, Trojan dreams of want, instead of doing!   Soon after reality stepped in, of actually succeeding on owning a sheep station, the dream vanished into thin air.  It was too high a mountain for him to climb.  Returning to earth with a thud, the vision of hope that a fairy godmother would drop in and grant them their wish.  It never happened!

Each night, we’d sit on the lawn in front of their home, listening to his droving trips, driving cattle and sheep across the lands of southwest corner of Queensland, wishing life would return to that era.   There was nothing better than to ride the night horse, singing to the cattle while they rested in a mob.

He told the story of receiving a visit from the Premier of the day at his campfire one night.  He told Fred ‘I’ll take you away from all this.  It was over!’  Fred didn’t believe him.

On the Saturday of my visit in Cunnamulla, my son and I drove around the town.  For me it was like sharing a time with him of a by-gone era when the town was alive and prosperous.  Today it is a far cry from the helicon days of the sixties and seventies when drovers bought thousands of sheep into town to sell at the sale yards.

‘See those old broken down yards over there!’  I pointed out, barely recognising the remains while I could still see in my mind thousands of sheep yarded, buyers from all over the country, waiting anxiously for the Auctioneer to start the bidding.  

‘Don’t worry about it Dad!’  He interrupted  ‘you’ve got to move on.  Get over it!’

Harsh words coming from a descendent of the town, his remarks would have made his forbearers turn over in their graves.  Could he be right?  Should I get on with my life and ‘get over it’ as he told me?  Or, should he know the history and the hardships our ancestors endured?   It wouldn’t matter in any case because that was years ago and who cares about how things used to be!  I do!

I also had dreams to revive Cunnamulla!  In early 1991 we were making our annual pilgrimage to the family home for Christmas.  An opportunity to purchase twenty acres of land next to the Show grounds became available.  It would have been an ideal position to build a caravan park.

The more I thought of the idea, the more I wanted to do it!  ‘It would be ideal!’  I told my wife with excitement in my voice and passion in my mind to carry out what I wanted to do!  I could see the caravan park instantly develop in front of my eyes.

Alas, my wife’s rejection of the idea dampened my enthusiasm to the level of zero.  Perhaps it may have been fate my idea didn’t materialise!  Or, it wasn’t meant to be!  In any case it didn’t happen and for a good reason.  On our drive around the town with my son, we drove through the local Council caravan park to find there were only four vans on sight.   

The night before, we’d celebrated my sister-in-law’s fiftieth birthday, in the Cunnamulla fashion of a barbeque.  We sat around a fire bucket.  It’s a forty-four gallon unused fuel drum with the top taken out.  
Holes are punched with a crowbar around the base of the drum to let air inside and fuel the fire.  Wood is thrown into the top and a fire generates heat, heating the steel drum and radiating heat.

Watching the flames licking the top of the bucket, we shared yarns mixed with the latest goings-on in the town.  It’s a far cry from the early days, a different generation.  

Being a tribal elder, I looked upon the younger generation so differently to when I was their age sitting around a similar fire sharing yarns with my elders.  Only as children we didn’t contribute very much conversation.  

Today they all own the latest new model motorcars, have large bank accounts, and wisdom so great, they needn’t worry about anything!  Their lifestyle is so simple!  Their talk was strange, as if they’d experienced everything in life and most of them were half of my age.  

At least it was a cheerful crowd, not worrying about tomorrow, when or if it was ever going to rain again; whether the price of wool was going to rise or fall.  It was serene!  Why would they need to worry about what happens to Cunnamulla?

Stories of the drought mixed in with the conversation, where many graziers have closed the front gates on their properties and walked off waiting for the rain.  Cousin John had been employed as a Station Hand for seventeen years on one of these properties.  His employment was terminated immediately.  ‘No loyalty there!’  I thought! 

Price of fuel raised another concern, but paying such an exorbitant price a thousand kilometres from the city didn’t faze anyone.  Life had to go on, they commented.  I truly found it difficult to understand why people still want to remain living in Cunnamulla?  What’s out there for them?

Two years before, the rail link to Cunnamulla ceased and only one goods train services the town once a fortnight.  In my era the Westlander visited Cunnamulla twice a week carrying passengers from the city and the coast.    Cunnamulla Railway Station was one of the modern stations of its era and now is practically falling down around its ears resembling nothing of its former glory.

Population of Cunnamulla is around twelve hundred people, and that is the whole shire, not people actually living in the town.  
There are seven hotels still operating, how, I don’t know!  If the government or local authorities do not employ you, there is very little work to find in the town or surrounding properties.

Shearing has decreased to a number barely comparable to the olden days, even when shearers shore with blade shears.  Kangaroo shooting is another means of employment, but this is limited because of the shooting permits made available to the shooters.

I suppose there is one good thing I saw which gave me a small amount of hope for Cunnamulla.  It was a bronze statue of the ‘Cunnamulla Fella’.  It stands in front of the Shire Community Hall in its entire spender.  

It represents a stockman sitting on his swag.  The song ‘Cunnamulla Fella’ was a hit country and western song by Slim Dusty.  The story of the ‘Cunnamulla Fella’ being a womaniser who could ride any horse is well known throughout the country and western population.  It is now a landmark for the town and hopefully can attract tourists to the town.

Reminiscing in the past certainly has clouded the future of this bush town dating back to eighteen-seventies where among the first settlers were my family.  It’s amazing to think that the town has over the years almost died!   What can be done to make Cunnamulla what it used to be?  How can people be coaxed to return to the west?  Why have so many people left the west?

These questions and many others like them not only refer to a town like Cunnamulla but most of the western towns throughout Australia.  

‘There is nothing to keep the youth of the town here.’  Is the catch-cry from parents and grandparents who have lived in the town for generations?  Commonsense will tell us, that for any community to survive, there needs to be employment!  Apart from a few shearers and kangaroo shooters, there is little evidence to show ‘how’ a person is going to earn a living.

Tourism has played a small part in helping Cunnamulla to survive.  Speaking to the locals, apart from the bronze statute of the ‘Cunnamulla Fella’, there is very little to attract the grey nomad parade and to induce them to spend their money in the town.

One idea has suddenly rushed to my brain!  It’s as if a light bulb has suddenly been switched on in my head!  What if, our Prime Minister, Mr Howard, instead of sending refugees off to a Pacific Island, paying $20,000,000.00 to keep them, he could send them to live in Cunnamulla!

I’m certain the Cunnamulla Shire Council would accept them with open arms together with the payment of $20,000,000.00 and make them welcome!  I know I would!

Now I’m being silly, a bit like my father-in-law Fred, God rest his soul, wanting to own a sheep station.  It’s a Trojan dream, which will never be realised.

In 1970 when I was a Police Officer in the town, Aboriginals lived on reserves.  Two kilometres south of Cunnamulla surrounded by sand hills, they camped in half one thousand gallon water tanks.  

They were happy living their way of life.  No electricity, water, rates to pay; only knowing their way of life was what they wanted.  Free and easy!

At the south of town was one camp coined ‘Hollywood’.  Why I don’t know!  North of town about a similar distance from Cunnamulla was another camp coined ‘Paris’.  Neither camp mixed with one another.  They were happy living in their own camps.

Until, the white man had something to say about it!  Christmas of 1969 saw the television programme Four Corners produce a documentary on these camps and how our people lived like a third world country.

The documentary tore at the heartstrings of many Australian forcing the government of the day to take action.  Overnight new housing was built in the town to house the aboriginal population from ‘Hollywood’ and ‘Paris’.  Ideally, it was a wonderful idea, but unfortunately along the way no one thought to ask the Aboriginal ‘what they wanted’.  

Moving from a safe life, which they were used to living in their own environment, to an environment thought to be ideal, was a fairytale!  Aboriginals were used to cooking on an open fire.  They didn’t know how to switch on an electric stove.  Before long most of the houses were destroyed by fire.  

Instead of switching on the electric stove they pulled the wooden palings from the beautiful white fences surrounding the house, burning them in the oven of the stove.  This caused many of the houses to burn destroying their homes.

Acting seriously for once, truly Cunnamulla, through my eyes, has seen its day!  I truly don’t know what the future will hold, but at this stage I’ve given up the fight.  

One certainty is that when we drove across the common grid leaving the town I quickly shut the steel safe door in my mind, spinning the combination of the safe door shut and instantly forgetting the number, NEVER TO RETURN!
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