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Foreword
COTA NT wanted to mark 50 years of operations in the Northern Territory by celebrating some  
of the seniors it works to support. We could not think of a better way to do it than to collect  
50 stories from our seniors throughout the Northern Territory and share them with you.

“50 Seniors, 50 Stories” offers an insight into NT seniors’ lives: their thoughts, their histories and how 
they enjoy the lifestyle of the Territory. I found reading the stories enthralling and I know you will too.  
We have many more stories to share – so we might even produce a second edition! We tried to gather 
stories from every region, but realised that most of our storytellers had lived in many parts of the Territory, 
and experienced each region's unique landscape and hospitality.

The Territory definitely has an allure that attracts people and keeps calling them back. For those of us  
who call the Territory home – and will continue to do so – we can relate to these stories, which explain  
why so many seniors want to call the Territory home too. It is our unique lifestyle, the welcoming of all 
cultures and the opportunities here, but most of all, it’s us. The Territory people who are proud to call 
themselves, “Territorians.”

All our seniors, who help bind the social fabric of the Territory, have contributed to this wonderful home  
of ours. To have a future we must acknowledge the past, and this small but important publication does  
just that!

Enjoy

Sue Shearer 
CEO, COTA NT
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Dedication
This book is dedicated to all senior Territorians who have helped to create  
simply the best place to live in Australia. The Northern Territory. Home.
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Doris Stuart Kngwarreye
Central Arrernte Senior Custodian, Doris 
Stuart Kngwarreye was born under a tree on 
her mother’s traditional lands at Hamilton 
Downs, west of Alice Springs in 1943, a  
middle child of a family of 10 children. She  
has lived all her life in central Australia. 
Mparntwe (Alice Springs) is her father’s 
traditional grounds.

Doris’s father was a boundary fencer at Hamilton 
Downs and the family had gone there for safety 
after the bombing of Darwin when Doris was born. 
She grew up in Alice Springs, but used to return to 
Hamilton Downs for school holidays. “We would go 
and spend time with family, so we had both worlds 
y’know.” Doris stayed with her grandparents, her 
mother’s parents and she remembers that, “Those 
old people, they got their rations. We would line  
up on Saturday morning with the little billy cans 
in our hands. It was hard for them, but they were 
honest old people. They just worked hard.”

Doris was still quite young when she started 
to realise that she had special responsibilities 
to the land. “I had no choice really, I have to do 
the right thing by the place otherwise there are 

consequences. I know people that have gone 
before me who also had responsibilities, because  
I inherit, whatever, I walk in their footsteps.”

This responsibility did not fall on all her siblings 
only herself and a brother. Her sisters always 
understood that, “They would say, don’t ask  
me you’ve got to talk to Doris.” Doris explained  
that it is not always easy to be the custodian, 
especially with a town built on the traditional  
lands and she has had to learn to respect both 
sides. “Some people are just one sided in their  
own culture, but we have to look at it from both 
sides and we both have needs. But somehow you 
get some inner strength, you have to maintain  
and not compete with the two sides.”

Doris grew up in a part of Alice Springs called  
the Gap Cottages, but before that, when she was 
three or four, she lived at Ah Hong’s market garden. 
Ah Hong was one of the early Chinese residents in 
Alice Springs and was her grandfather’s stepfather. 
Late at night, when they lived at the Gap Cottages, 
she could hear the men conducting ceremonies 
on the eastern side of the river which she was 
forbidden to see, but she could hear the singing 
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wafting across the river. Her father, Donald Stuart, 
had been educated by Ida Stanley and made sure 
his children went to school and “stuck to hard 
work.” He was proud of the fact that he could  
work in two worlds and earn a living and provide  
for his family.

Doris carried on that ideal in her life. When she 
was young, she used to help her sisters at work in 
the Cavenagh Cordial Factory, walking barefoot 
from their home near Heavitree Gap. Later she 
worked in a bakery and later still at the catering 
kitchen at the airport for many years. She has 
always worked hard.

Doris has a special connection to several stories, 
among them the dog (Kngwelye) who is associated 
with Mount Gillen and his sacred site in Alice 
Akngwelye Thirrewe. Also, the three local 

caterpillar species stories Yeperenye, Ntyarlke and 
Utnerrengaty. She also has a connection to the 
White euro which has appeared at various times in 
her life to warn her of imminent events. 

Doris was a key spokesperson in the Alice Springs 
Native Title Claim in the early 1990s. What was 
so special about the determination of Native Title 
over Alice Springs was that it was the first town 
in Australia to have that decision. It was largely 
because the Arrernte people could still prove 
connection to the country and still had sites in 
Alice Springs.

Doris considers that the greatest influence in  
her life was her grandparents, her mother’s 
parents. “They spoke no English, but they were  
the kindest people, they had nothing, but we learnt 
a lot from them.”

I’m not a traditional owner 
– I don’t own anything:  

the country owns me, and I  
have to do what the country  

needs to keep it strong.
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Ann Richards
I was born in the Territory in Tennant Creek 
during the war. As Tennant Creek was not 
evacuated, my family remained and I spent 
the first seven years of my life growing up 
there. My father worked at the time in the 
Department of Mines; his work subsequently 
took him to different parts of the Territory – 
Darwin and Alice Springs amongst them. He 
originally came to the Territory by ship, as a 
‘drover’ bringing cattle to Wave Hill Station. 
My mother's family moved from Wyndham in 
the 1930s.

My mother came to the Territory first as a 
teenager and later met my father when she was 
home from nursing training in Melbourne.

When we came to Darwin I stayed here with 
my family until I went to university in Adelaide 
where I studied science and obtained my teaching 
qualifications. All I wanted to do was come home 
to Darwin! I returned here to teach in 1963 –  
I was never interested in going anywhere else.  

Over my four years in Adelaide, one of the things I 
really hated was the winters. I never wanted to go 
through another winter. All my friends and family 
were here and I loved working in education. Darwin 
was home and I have never felt any inclination to 
go anywhere else. 

The more informal laid-back lifestyle here is most 
comfortable for me – the way people are here 
is very different to down south – here you are 
accepted for yourself. 

I made friends from my sporting activities – water 
polo, hockey, basketball and softball. We initially 
played water polo in a very small pool at the army 
base, then graduated to the Parap pool. I also 
played with Darwin High School teams in water 
polo and softball, both as a student and then as a 
teacher. Our girls' water polo high school team won 
premiership in one season. 

I have two children and two grandchildren who all 
live in Darwin. It is with much pleasure that I claim 
Darwin as my home. 

Ann played water polo at the 
Army base – and the team 
she helped coach won the 
High School premiership.
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(Aunty) Bilawara Lee
I was born in Darwin. I am a local Larrakia 
person and this is my country.

I grew up with a big extended family near what is 
now known as Stuart Park. We had no electricity 
and lived in corrugated iron huts which we used  
to hose out to keep them clean. Everyone knew 
each other. As children, we had a very free and 
happy childhood. 

Back then in the Fifties, we all had to go to a 
catholic school, and we had a good life. At that 
time, they were still taking children away, but 
because Dad was in the Army, he made sure they 
didn’t come near us! 

I remember Mrs Lumloy with her basket of Chinese 
vegetables. Our mob used to go out hunting and 
fishing to supplement our diet. The community 
was very supportive. During those years, nobody 
locked their houses and I felt very safe.

I have never thought of living anywhere else, 
although I did live in Canberra for a few years  
while I did my studies. 

I am an Elder of the Larrakia people and work  
in the community as an advocate for my people, 
and work within communities for traditional 
ceremonies and welcome to country. I am also  
an authorised Celebrant.

Bilawara is an Elder 
of the Larrakia people 
and conducts many 
traditional ceremonies. 
She is also a highly 
respected authorised 
Marriage Celebrant  
in the Territory.
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Melanie Chin
I am a born and bred Territorian. My 
grandfather came here in the 1880s, so we 
are five generations strong in Darwin. Not 
Australian born, but Darwin born – and very 
proud of it. I am heavily involved with the 
Chung Wah seniors’ group, and we were in 
the museum there and a lady visitor from 
interstate asked me if I was DBC. I didn’t know 
what she meant (I thought she was swearing 
at me) and she said, “DBC means Darwin Born 
Chinese.” I asked “What’s the difference?” 

The visitor continued to say that the Chinese 
worked very hard in developing northern Australia. 
This is true of many Chinese – initially many came 
for the gold, but also many branched into business.  
My grandfather had Kwong Hai Laundry, just 
around the corner from the Anglican church which 
faces the water. Wouldn’t it be nice if our family 
was still there!

I loved my childhood in Darwin. I’m a Parap  
kid and grew up in Charlie On Store. My Mum  
(who emigrated in 1953 from Hong Kong) and  
Dad worked there and we lived in the residence 
behind the shop. This is now Parap Road Store.  
I actually worked in the shop at four years of age. 
I didn’t know that I was that clever back then, but 
apparently, I was! They didn’t have cash registers 
at that time, and I would stand on a box and add  
up the cost as we went along. One person tried to 
fool me – she had given me a $10 note, and argued 
that she had given me a $20. My cousin stood 
up for me because she knew I wouldn’t make a 
mistake. Besides which, the money was still sitting 
there! Working in the shop gave me both business 
and people skills. I formed a lot of friendships 
which I still have today. 

I have been a volunteer at the Chung Wah  
Society for many years. We also had dance  
nights and we got together with other groups, 
particularly the Timorese. 

I was the Chairperson of the Chinatown ’42 
exhibition, recollections about the bombing of 
Darwin. This is now displayed within the NT 
Chinese Museum. My father helped me with a lot 
of information on life during the war years. The 
Seniors Group started as a result of that display  
in May 1992… This has been very rewarding.  
There is nowhere else like Darwin – it is home.

Melanie is a DBC – she discovered 
that this means “Darwin Born 
Chinese” – and she is proud  

to be 5th generation DBC. 
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Don Lockley
October 1957 saw me and Nancy, my wife, 
arrive in Darwin. The RAAF had posted me 
to 5 Airfield Construction Squadron (5ACS) 
where I worked out on the airstrip, the 
radar station, swimming pool and built the 
cabinetwork for the control tower.

Because I come from a bush and country town 
background, I felt at home in the Territory.

I recall that the 'done' thing on a Saturday morning 
was to go into Smith Street East and socialise. In 
those days, you could leave your camera on the 
back seat of your unlocked car and nobody would 
touch it. If you went away on holidays, you could 
leave the key in the front door and nothing would 
be taken. Everyone was friendly and very nice.  
The population was around 10,000 at that time.

Things have changed since those days, but it is still 
a much better place than anywhere else.

Whenever I have to go down South, I find the city 
traffic rather daunting!

I do prefer Darwin where the people are still very 
friendly even though with modern progress it has 
changed. Overall it's just a great place to be.

The weather in Darwin is unique – you either 
like it or you don't. In the early days, I remember 
some wives could not take the heat and many men 
had their Territory careers cut short. However, 
with air-conditioning these days that is no longer 
a problem. In fact, I think some places, like the 
supermarkets, are too cold!

I resigned from the RAAF in Sydney in 1961.

In 1965 I came back to Darwin as a national  
YMCA program director to establish the YMCA  
in the Northern Territory. I continued in this role 
for five years.

In 1981 I joined the Northern Territory government 
as an Occupational Health and Safety Officer.  
On reaching age 65, I was compulsorily retired, 
only to be called back to work seven years later.

I finally retired from work aged 80 but continue 
to contribute to the community through Prostate 
Cancer Support, scouting, sport and other groups.

My sons, Leigh and Ian are Territorians. They 
and their families are also contributing to the 
development of the Northern Territory.

Don arrived in a town that 
felt like home in Darwin, 
similar to his bush and 
country background.
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Sister Magali of Jesus
The Little Sisters of Jesus are a French  
order of nuns founded in the desert in 1939  
in French Algeria. Initially they were to live  
as nomads in the Sahara, sharing their lives 
with Islamic people and living in extreme 
poverty. Their founder, Little Sister 
Magdeleine, wished the nuns to live with  
the people they served, to work in the 
factories and workshops and to be a bridge 
between classes, faiths and races. The order 
gradually spread to other countries but always 
the nuns worked among factory and craft 
people, with the sick, shepherds, gypsies  
and those who worked the land.

Little Sister Magali was born in France in a  
rural area and as a child she spoke a dialect  
related to Catalan.

She grew up on a farm with her grandparents 
during the years of the Second World War and 
German occupation when many local Jewish 
people were deported to German concentration 
camps. The Germans also tried to take many  
young French men for labour in Germany.  
When they refused, they had to go into hiding 
or into the French resistance and Sister Magali, 
like all the local children, was coached into not 
answering questions. 

Sister Magali was not really interested in 
traditional religious life but she had read books 
about the teachings of Charles de Foucauld 
and the founder of the Little Sisters, Sister 
Magdeleine. At the time Sister Magali joined, 
Sister Magdeleine was planning the spread of  
the fraternity.

Sister Magdeleine came to Australia in 1954, 
invited by the bishop of the Diocese of Darwin.  

In May 1956 the first two sisters came to  
Alice Springs and lived in a small flat in the  
centre of town.

Sister Magali was 20 when she and another nun 
set out for Central Australia. It was a long trip by 
plane and cargo ship. They hitchhiked through 
snow to Paris and arrived in Australia in Darwin 
in December. She remembers it was the middle 
of the night, very hot and with a cyclone on the 
way. When the passengers were sprayed with 
insecticide before they got off they wondered  
if they should turn around and go home! When 
they arrived in Alice Springs in January 1957 it 
seemed the whole of the small community was  
on the tarmac when the plane arrived just to see 
who got off it.

They stayed in the town and worked mainly 
cleaning jobs. For 14 years, they cleaned Heenans 
Milk Bar and later Egar Pharmacy. They also sorted 
eggs on the Kilgariff’s poultry farm. Slowly other 
nuns arrived, all young and newly joined. They built 
a convent against the ranges near the rubbish 
dump, doing much of the labouring themselves 
while men from Santa Theresa made the bricks. 
The building had no electricity or sewage but had  
a good bore. People collected around this site and 
it eventually became “Little Sisters’ Camp.”

Sister Magali said their lives were dedicated to 
helping aboriginal people and they had to find a 
way to integrate themselves into their lives.

The hospital at the time had a “Native Ward” 
and the Matron, Sister O’Keefe told the nuns 
they could come and help the women who did 
the linen. So, they met some people in that way. 
Many aboriginal people were still at the Bungalow, 
north of town where they were running classes 
for family groups that were camping around the 
buildings. Each family group had their own humpy 
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so everyday the nuns went on their pushbikes  
to spend the whole day, taking their lunch with 
them. It was hard at first, “Everyone was friendly, 
but when we stopped to talk everyone except the 
dogs had disappeared.”

There was no reticulation so the nuns had to learn 
essential skills such as getting water from the 
soakage in the river without collapsing the sides. 
Sister Magali said, “We tried to make a little fire to 
cook our lunch and we were not very clever making 
the fire and an aboriginal woman came – sent by 
the matriarch close by – to help us with the fire.” 

“The matriarch called us “her daughters” so 
instantly we were adopted and no one ever 
questioned the kinship. We were part of the  
family from then on.”

The nuns were for the aboriginal people. When  
the people shifted from the Telegraph station to 
the new township of Amoonguna in early 60s  
they wanted the nuns to go too. However they 
were not permitted to live in a tin shed provided  
by the Government and were expected to 
live among the non-aboriginal people. The 
Administrator, Harry Giese told them it was not 
safe, the aboriginal people protested and finally 
won out. However, Mr Giese refused to provide 
them with anything, so the two of them lived  
in a caravan. Eventually, it was realised that  
there was no problem with security, so they  
stayed there, although life was hard.

After a certain number of years, Sister Magali  
had to go back to Europe and when she got back,  
a few years had passed. Land rights had arrived, 
and everything had changed. Previously in 
Amoonguna life was very regulated and people had 
to go to the canteen to eat, but now the houses 
had water and stoves and the housing was better. 

After a few years in Amoonguna, they went back  
to the novitiate. Sister Magali worked in the 
hospital for three years in the gastro ward, doing 
anything, cleaning, patching clothes, feeding 
babies, changing nappies. 

When her father was ill, she again went back to 
France. By the time her father had died, and she 
came back to Alice Springs, aboriginal people 
had citizenship which completely changed the 
situation. Sister Magali promptly applied for 
citizenship too.
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People started to move everywhere, started fringe 
camps and the nuns bought a little caravan and 
moved around too – “under the dark eye of the 
police” as Sister Magali says. They had 10 years 
going from camp to camp. “We were always moving 
the caravan and were under the care of the family 
we knew in the town camps.” They slept in swags 
in the caravan and used the ablutions at St Mary’s 
Children Village who were very supportive.

Eventually Sister Magali had to go back to  
France again as her mother died and she had 
to care for her grandmother. When she came 
back the novitiate had been closed. It took ten 
years and was a very complicated process, as 
it was on aboriginal land and the nuns had only 
wanted “rights of usage.” The Pitjantjara people 
had started a nursery and Imparja Television also 
moved there. 

Little Sisters wanted to be with the people in  
the Gap area, so they obtained a Housing 
Commission house in the Gap area. The sisters 
worked their employment around being able  
to respond quickly to the needs of aboriginal 
people when they were needed out bush. 

They still had the caravan and, “Went all over the 
place, Papunya, Yuendumu, many communities.” 
Once, near Papunya there was a big downpour, 
their large group of mainly women and children 
were cut off and had to survive on bush tucker 
for two weeks. Once during that time, the women 
chased a kangaroo on foot, caught and killed it, 
but it was too heavy to carry back so, “They found 
a broken bottle and each carried a quarter of the 
kangaroo back and we had a good feed.”

People were starting to move back out bush again 
and this started a 27-year stay of Sister Magali and 
the Little Sisters in Yuendumu in 1989. She went 
first to Yuendumu to find a house for the sisters to 
use. All that was available was a place with walls 
and a roof, but no doors, no windows, and again 
they slept in swags. 

They spent the next month getting organised  
and managed to find a neighbour with electricity 
who would allow them to run a cord from his home, 
so they had some power.

Sometime later, a Baptist workgroup who came  
to the community were horrified at their house – 
still no doors or windows, except for the obstacles 
the nuns dragged across the open doorways at 
night, so the bullocks didn’t come into the house. 
They assisted the nuns in making the house a little 
more habitable.

One of the local women asked how long the 
sisters would be staying in Yuendumu and they 
replied, “Until we run out of money.” On hearing 
this, community members went to all the local 
organisations and told them to employ the sisters. 
They then worked at the school, the shop and 
many other places.

Sister Magali was a pensioner still living in 
Yuendumu when the Intervention happened.  
She has vivid memories of how having her pension 
paid into a controlled Basic card affected her life 
and those of the people around her that time,  
“I was not able to use my money for my needs.”

Now Sister Magali and Sister Claire live in 
Alice Springs, the only two of their order left in 
Australia. The General House in France is worried 
about them being so far away, but Little Sister 
Magali says, “We won’t go to the General House, 
we’ll stay here in Alice Springs.” They are still 
interested and active in the community of  
Alice Springs, especially the aboriginal kids.

“We wanted to live in the 
same conditions as the people 
we were there to support.”

50 Seniors. 50 Stories.  14



Katrina Fong Lim
I have a very big family history here in the 
Territory. The family came out in the 1860s 
from China. I am 5th generation on my 
mother’s side of the family and 4th on my 
father’s side. I was born here in the 1960s. 
I had a wonderful time as a child in Darwin, 
it was a very multicultural and cosmopolitan 
society. It was a small dusty town (no 
sprinklers back then) and a very easy time of 
living; relatively safe and we didn’t have to 
come home until dinner time. I only realise on 
reflection how lucky I was to grow up here. 
There were no class barriers and you weren’t 
judged – people didn’t mention your race or 
your skin colour, for example. It was very 
relaxed and we all had a lot of fun. It really  
was an amazing place to grow up in.

Life for my family became divided into “before” 
and “after” the cyclone. It was a life-changing 
experience for everyone. We were actually in 
Sydney visiting family when it happened and our 
family of eight was split straight away.

We children all went to school in Sydney and 
Adelaide. It was during my time in Sydney that I 
experienced racism for the first time when I was 
called a “chink.” I had no idea what that was. I felt 
that I had entered a weird and hostile world. I was 
so happy to return to Darwin in 1976 to finish my 
schooling here. I realised that you have to live away 
from Darwin to really appreciate the difference.

In my teens, I travelled to USA as an exchange 
student for a year and then in my early twenties I 
lived down south for four years. When I returned,  
I vowed that I would never leave again.

I entered the workforce first in public service for 
13 years and then moved to community service. 
At this time of my life, I was looking for something 
to do with my life. Watching TV one night I was 
unhappy about something the council did and my 
husband remarked, “You know, you could do that 
job.” It got me thinking and I decided to stand 
for Mayoral Office. I was very grateful that the 
community voted for me in 2012 and I went on to 
serve for five and a half years as Lord Mayor. It was 
an amazing job; still working for the community but 
at a higher level. At times it was challenging, but 
also rewarding and I loved it so much. I am back in 
community work again where I feel I belong. Even 
though we live on Asia’s doorstep and while it is 
lovely to visit other countries in this area, my heart 
belongs to Darwin. This is my permanent home. 

Katrina moved from working in public 
service to community work. Until, in 2012, 

she served the community as the Lord 
Mayor of Darwin for over five years.
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“We used to keep a cow in the 
cupboard... to tide us over sometimes.” 

Ron James
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Toshi Manolis
I first came to Darwin in 1960 for a holiday. 
I did not know quite what to expect – friends 
had told me that Darwin was like Hawaii, so 
I packed accordingly. I brought lots of lovely 
clothes, shoes and handbags. Imagine my 
surprise when I landed at Darwin Airport in the 
dark. It was unlike any other airport I had been 
to – a tin shed, and very rudimentary. However, 
it was dark, and I couldn’t see very much, so 
I reserved judgement until the daytime. Over 
the next two weeks or so, I was treated to the 
most generous and warm welcome I have ever 
received. I didn’t want to leave and so I stayed.

I briefly married and soon had two children, then 
I returned to Japan. After a time, I decided to 
return with the children to their birthplace. Some 
time after I returned, in 1975, I started a business 
in Knuckey Street called ‘The Salad Bowl’. It was 
very busy. I kept this business until 1982, when 
I leased it out. Unfortunately, the leasee let me 
down and I lost the business. In the meantime, I 
married again, and we decided to start a business 
together in fish and chips. This business was also 
very busy. We called it the ‘Barra Bar’ and we had 
a lot of fun with our customers. Our next venture 
was a gourmet deli which also had take-away. We 
expanded to the shop next door, and opened an 
Italian restaurant, which we called ‘Giuseppe's’. 
We sold the gourmet deli and in the upstairs 
of ‘Giuseppe's’ we opened ‘Tuxedo Junction’; 
with dinner, dancing and shows. Later we sold 
‘Giuseppe's’ and my son opened a nightclub where 
Tuxedo Junction had been.

We thought that Darwin presented a good 
opportunity for sushi, as there was no Japanese 
food outlet here. We travelled Australia to 
research sushi restaurants. We came back 
and opened what would turn out to be a highly 

successful venture, ‘Go Sushi’. For many years we 
worked hard, with increasing numbers of staff.

Now, I am retired in Darwin. We have left for 
holidays here and there, but always I return to my 
Australian home in Darwin. 

A quick holiday in 
Darwin gave us one of 
our most dynamic 
businesswomen.



Cesarina 
Gonzadi
I was poor in Italy, very poor. Coming to 
Australia was a chance for a better future  
for me.

I met my husband in Perth – he was a bootmaker 
there. There was more call for plumbers than 
bootmakers in Darwin so when we arrived here, 
that’s what he became. I loved Darwin right from 
the start when we arrived on the 15th March, 
1960. We met such beautiful people. Although 
we didn’t know many people before we arrived, 
we were welcomed so warmly, it was like being 
embraced by a big family.

I started working at Pauls factory, working hard. 
I was the first woman working there and that’s 
where I learned my English. My boss was very  
good to me. When Pauls expanded to include  
soft drinks, part of my job was to make  
sure the bottles were clean. 

For Cesarina, Darwin was  
a door of opportunity  

and the place she found  
a future filled with 
promise – and now  
a beautiful garden.

I was successful in my job and felt very valued as  
a worker. I could work faster than the machines! 

When my children started to come and my son 
was born, my boss came to see me. He offered  
to pay for a babysitter if I would come back to 
work, but I declined. I wanted to be at home with 
my children.

Over time, we expanded our home. My family  
was the most important part of my life.

When we travelled interstate and visited the 
company, my former bosses made me very 
welcome in their homes. I worked in the new  
ice cream factory for three weeks.

Darwin has continued to be the best place for  
me and my family. I have a great interest in 
gardening and enjoy my life here. My son lives  
very close to me and my family remains the 
cornerstone of my life. 
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Valerie Hristova
My first taste of the Territory was in the  
early 1960s. I had been sent from Canberra  
to collect information on agriculture as part  
of a project to open up the coastal plains to  
the pastoral industry. 

The red centre was unlike anything I had seen 
before, very vast. After my return to Canberra 
to report on my findings, I was again later sent 
up here as an Agricultural Economist with the 
Northern Territory Administration in 1965. At that 
time, Nightcliff was considered the outer suburbs, 
the Stuart Highway was a one-lane stretch of 
bitumen with the tall grass and trees close on 

either side. Driving was hazardous with cattle, 
buffaloes and wildlife also using the road corridor. 

I enjoy the heat and warmth of the Territory, as 
well as the colourful characters, especially those 
I met in the early years. Prominent on the list of 
those characters is Ted Egan – I was amazed and 
amused by his choice of “instrument” – an empty 
beer carton! Tiger Brennan also features in my 
memories of those times.

I recall the excitement of those rare times when 
we would dress up in Darwin to attend a ball.

After my marriage in the late 60s, we obtained 
a pastoral block outside of Katherine, but 
the collapse in beef prices led to my return 
to Government work in Katherine to help 
administer assistance to the pastoral industry. I 
moved to Darwin in 1993 and, after an eventful 
and interesting working life as an Agricultural 
Economist covering much of the Territory, retired 
from the NT Public service in 2004.

These days, I remain active in the community, 
singing with the Darwin Chorale, dancing with the 
Grey Panthers, swimming with Darwin Stingers 
and plenty of overseas travel. 

Valerie remembers the Stuart Highway 
as one lane closed in by trees,  

back in the days when Nightcliff  
was an outer suburb.

50 Seniors. 50 Stories.  19



Joe De Luca
My introduction to the Territory was as a 
seven year-old child immigrant from Italy 
accompanied by my mother and sister. We 
were joining my father who had arrived five 
years previously from Sicily. He had built us 
a raised house, with two bedrooms, which to 
me was luxurious. My home in Sicily had earth 
floors and a very simple lifestyle. Australia 
offered us a future that was not available in  
my home country. 

In those days, the airport was very different. My 
father was waiting on the tarmac and collected us 
from the stairs of the BOAC plane after it landed. 

My first recollections are of the heat. I went 
outside at midnight and reeled from the heat. 
This was in the wet season, so as you can imagine, 
the heat seemed suffocating to me at the time. 
However, I soon adjusted. 

As did many immigrant children, I soon picked up 
the language and became the family interpreter. I 
learnt responsibility very early and this has carried 
on into my adult life. 

I was working for the Dept of Commerce in 1974 
when Cyclone Tracy hit. At the time I was on leave 
– after the cyclone I was rushing around, repairing 
the family homes when my boss told me I had to 
return to work and help those people who were in 
distress, also to help business recommence.

I spent a lot of my adult life working with youth, 
particularly in the schools and the immigrant 
community. In 1982 I worked with the Italian 
school and on radio, developing programs to send 
back to Italy. I still do this work as well as being on 
the board of The Italian Club. 

I enjoy the lifestyle here in Darwin, very laid  
back, with friendly people and community in my 
adopted home.

Joe arrived as a seven year old 
from Italy – to a life which 
was luxurious to him. The 

only drawback was the heat – 
but this was outweighed by the 
lifestyle and opportunity – 
and he adapted quickly.
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Ron James
In 1965 we were living down south in the  
cold and not very happy with the weather,  
so we decided to set forth for Darwin –  
me, my wife, three kids, canary and cat in 
the car. Of course, I needed to work and have 
a home for my family to live in. The first 
challenge – the work, took me three days to 
secure and housing was solved with Territory 
housing – a comfortable two bedroom dwelling 
in Winnellie. 

My first job was with the government as an 
engineering technical officer, working on building 
dams and roads. In those days, Bagot Road was 
a dirt road – I was the engineer who certified 
it suitable to bitumise. After I was confirmed 
as a permanent public servant, we moved to 
a government house in Jingili which we later 
purchased. I am still there today – (it was a bit 
battered after Tracy, but some of it survived.  
I recall having to kick the door down to get out 
when the whole house twisted).

What really struck me about Darwin was the  
free and easy lifestyle. I had never encountered 
this before. The laissez faire attitude was – “If it 
doesn’t get done today, there’s always tomorrow – 
or next week!” 

I remember the trailblazing in Rapid Creek, 
shooting red or grey beasts, i.e. red = unbranded 
cattle, grey = buffalo, wild dogs and pigs which 
would be shared around with our friends. You  
had to be careful with the pigs and stab them in 
the stomach to make sure they didn’t have TB.  
We used to run out of flour, milk, bread and 
vegetables. Goods came either by road (which 
could get blocked) or ships (which could run into 
storms.) We used to keep a cow in the cupboard  
(a couple of tins of Sunshine powdered milk) to 
tide us over sometimes. 

There was a small shop in Daly Street, where  
you could buy a forequarter of beef for 25 cents 
a kg, or a hindquarter for 27 cents. The butcher 
would cut it up for you into sections. The old shop 
is still there.

I remember us coming into Smith Street on the 
weekends with our shopping list and we would stay 
in town and eat from the pub menu as a treat. In 
those days, you never locked your car or house. 
These are some of my memories from the early 
days, fun times in Darwin.

Ron’s early experiences in 
Darwin included trailblazing  
in Rapid Creek, shooting red 

and grey beasts.
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Dawn Sanders
In 1969, my girlfriend and I took off for an 
adventure – we were on our way to Brisbane. 
When we got to Rockhampton, we saw a sign 
to Darwin. We had heard of Darwin so we 
changed our destination. We didn’t know what 
we would find, but we hadn’t liked Brisbane,  
so we just decided to head to Darwin.

When we got here, my first impression of Darwin 
was that I saw green everywhere. Darwin was a 
town, not a city. We met up with people who told 
us where to go and what to do. We were young 
and life was good. At this time, the rage was for 
motorbikes, so we sold our car and bought two 
motorbikes. We didn’t work for quite a while and 
settled in the Government Caravan Park at Skewes 

Corner where Truck City is now located. We had 
no air conditioning, just a little fan. The only place 
that was airconditioned then was Woolworths, but 
we didn’t care. We were young and just enjoying 
the Darwin experience.

We then decided to move into luxury to a house 
in Darwin with six other people. I worked for Jack 
Veal Motorcycles for a while, then I got a job selling 
petrol. It was not too long before I met my husband 
and we got married. Then the children came along 
and our lives were here.

I am very happy in Darwin and have my business, 
Warehouse 73 in Cavenagh Street. All my friends 
are here, along with lots and lots of acquaintances.  
I am not sure that I would fit in anywhere else now.

Dawn’s zest for adventure was taking her to 
Brisbane, but then she saw a sign to Darwin… 

50 Seniors. 50 Stories.  22



Otto Dan
I was born in 1946 at Beagle Bay mission  
in Western Australia, which is north of 
Broome. I was part of the “stolen generation”. 
At that time the Aboriginal Welfare Act was 
still in force, and you had to have permission 
to leave the mission. In 1959 I came out from 
Beagle Bay to St. Joseph’s hostel in Derby. 
I had two years training there so I could get 
a job. In those days, it was very hard for an 
indigenous person.

At the age of 16, I got a job as a labourer digging 
sewerage tanks. I was young and fit and I wanted 
to work. If you didn’t have a job or means of 
support, the police could pick you up and if you 
could not prove that you had money and a job,  
you would be charged for vagrancy and end up  
for three months in prison. This was back in the  
old days. 

Since then, I have worked all over WA and the 
Territory in Broome, Port Hedland and other towns 
– doing all kinds of work for different companies 
and departments. I worked for the Department 
of Civil Aviation where I was able to gain more 
experience and thus live a good life.

In 1969 I applied for my citizenship so I could  
vote, obtain a driver’s licence and get married.  
I came to the Territory, to Darwin and worked  
for the PMG Department. I later worked at Tindal 
on the airstrip.

My father is still alive in Katherine along with my 
brothers and several relatives and I am close to 
my family. These days I spend a lot of time helping 
both my family and the community.

Otto had a difficult start  
to life, but went on to 
become a valued worker  
in many industries.
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Marian Cox
I arrived in Darwin in February 1969 at the age 
of 15 for a couple of weeks to help my sister 
with her two children. Alighting from the 
plane, I thought I had stepped into a furnace! 
I had never had much experience and as this 
was in the wet season it was a bit of a shock, 
especially with the storm that happened 
that night. I have since learned to love those 
storms. I didn’t return to Brisbane until 
Christmas but then returned to Darwin one 
month later in January 1970. 

I returned to the Territory to a Darwin which in 
those days was like a big country town. One of 
the economic mainstays was the meat works. 
I remember the walk down Smith Street (now 
the mall) always took a long time as it meant you 

would meet lots of people you knew – all of whom 
wanted to say hello. That doesn’t happen so much 
today. There was no TV, but you didn’t have to go 
far for entertainment – maybe to Berry Springs 
for a picnic or drive down to Katherine for a day or 
two. In those days the Stuart Highway ran through 
the hills, not straight through like it is today – and 
it was a free and informal way of life.

Apart from evacuating for six months after 
Cyclone Tracy I have been here ever since. 

I stay in Darwin because it is different. You don’t 
have to drive miles to be in the bush – it is still on 
our doorstep. The quality of life is still unmatched 
and we don’t have to spend hours in traffic. Darwin 
is the home of my heart.

Marian remembers a time when  
a simple walk would take a very 
long time as people stopped to 
chat. Times may be changing,  
but the heart of Territory  
life remains the same. 
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Steve Allen
My wife and I were a young married couple in 
Mt Isa when we discovered that my wife was 
pregnant. We decided that we did not want 
to raise children in Mt Isa, so I started looking 
around for a job that would suit me elsewhere. 
My background was marine engineering, as 
well as in power station operations. I applied 
for a job in Darwin’s Stokes Hill Power Station 
and was appointed. We drove up in our Land 
Rover in 1971 and settled in.

These were pre-cyclone days with no traffic  
lights and no television, so it was very different. 
We were young and Darwin felt like a very vibrant 
place with a frontier spirit. The weather was no 
challenge for us. I do remember the first wet 
season rain – very exciting.

We bought a house in 1974 and when Cyclone 
Tracy hit at Christmas that year, our first child  
was nearly 3. When the house began shaking, we 
took shelter in the downstairs store room and our 
house blew away over our heads. After the cyclone, 
we moved into the power station where I worked 
and set up camp there – it had both power and 
water. My wife and daughter were then evacuated 
to Melbourne. 

We had no relatives in Australia. I remained at the 
power station and lived in a run-down caravan that 
had survived Tracy. I was interviewed for a job in 
Melbourne, but we returned to Darwin and lived  
in a new caravan next to our demolished house.

In due course, I was offered the job in Melbourne, 
so we moved there and stayed for four years, then 
spent two years in Papua New Guinea, followed  
by two years in England when my father died. 
Once my mother had re-adjusted to the loss of  
my father, we decided to return to Australia.  
My wife wanted to return to Darwin (we had three 
children by this time) and we arrived back here 
in 1983 where I resumed my previous job at the 
Power Station. We are true Territorians with kids 
and grandkids all over Australia, but we’ll never 
leave Darwin. 

 

After Cyclone Tracy, Steve 
and his family lived in 
the power station until 

Steve’s wife was evacuated.
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“We were young and Darwin 
felt like a very vibrant place 

with a frontier spirit...”
Steve Allen
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Allan Mitchell
In 1971 at 23 years of age, after working 
in New Guinea as a Reserve Policeman, I 
decided to come to the Territory and join the 
Police Force here. I felt that the Territory 
would be an adventure – and I was right! My 
thinking was that I would join the force here, 
get some real police experience, and return 
to New Guinea and join there as a full-time 
policeman. Europeans in the police in New 
Guinea automatically become officers. I hadn’t 
reckoned on the Territory though… like so 
many others, I came for a couple of years…  
and the Territory grew on me. 

After our initial training at the Police College  
(in those days in Cavenagh Street), I was posted 
to Katherine. Part of my duties was to act as 
a relieving officer for the bush stations in the 
Katherine district. This was a very large area 
indeed. As a single man, I was sent out to relieve 
the married men who manned the bush stations. 
Our annual leave at that time was seven weeks a 
year and by combining two years’ leave we could 
take three months – and also at that time, every 
two years we were given air fares – first class, 
nonetheless! This was the norm for public servants 
in those days.

At that time, the population in Katherine was 
3,500, and there were 11 serving officers. It was 
very much a cattle town then, with a major meat 
works and mines in Pine Creek.

I spent two years in Katherine, then went on 
secondment to Cyprus. Another adventure. I was 
away for nineteen months – and consequently 
missed Cyclone Tracy. I was very sorry to miss it,  
I would have liked to be part of the team. 

I returned to Darwin and once again joined the 
force. I spent many years filling many roles within 
the force – and am still here to this day. It’s home. 

After several adventures 
in his life, Allan found 
Darwin the best place to 
make his home in.
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Ida Anderson
Work in the Territory? Now that seemed like 
an adventure, especially when I knew where 
it was on the map! I imagined swaying palm 
trees, cool breezes and a life of luxury. I had 
heard of the Humpty Doo Rice Project but 
very little else!

We made the move in October 1971, secured 
work and learnt only by experience the way of 
this isolated town of Darwin. We lived in the new 
northern suburbs where government provided 
a house and rented furniture. A bed would cost 
you 25c a week – a great deal! When you visited 
friends, everyone would have almost the same 
house and the same cane furniture.

In Pine Creek, I worked in the Preschool and 
started a Brownie Guide Unit. There was only 
radio communication (no TV), powdered milk and 
a general Ah Toy store that sold everything from 
gold pans to rat traps. Back in Darwin again, after 
Cyclone Tracy in the new suburbs of Wanguri.

Katherine was the next home and more community 
work for me with Keep Australia Beautiful, a 
Brownie Guide Unit and Clyde Fenton School, 
plus fishing, swimming, children and friends. My 
greatest accomplishment here was public speaking 
for the first time, which I got through with a glass 
of wine.

I didn’t consider that travelling and living in 
regional areas was difficult. It was exciting to me. 
Palmerston became the next move and provided 
opportunities and new experiences I would never 
have dreamed of. With a new local government,  
I became an Alderman and a Deputy Mayor. 

I currently live in the rural area and love collecting 
all sorts of treasures and participating in local 
markets. Travel is always part of my life whenever 
there is an opportunity to explore and meet new 
people as we all have a tale to tell! I started a 
local seniors’ group where we share stories of our 
experiences in the Territory and further afield.

Ida Anderson has lived in 
Darwin, Pine Creek, Palmerston, 
Katherine and Berry Springs 

raising her children, working in 
education, for local government 

and for community. 
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Denise McEwan
Denise McEwan came to Alice Springs in 1971 
where she took up a position with the Animal 
Industry Branch in the Department of Primary 
Production as a Field Veterinary Scientist. 

Part of her role was visiting cattle stations where 
stock, mainly horses, had contracted Birdsville 
Disease, caused by eating a plant called Indigofera 
linnaei. Indigofera is considered an Australian 
native plant but is more prevalent on the red soils 
south of Tennant Creek than anywhere else.

Denise remembers being called out numerous 
times when dogs were being baited with strychnine 
at a time when there were no private veterinary 
services for pets available.

In 1977 Denise took up a position at Arid Zone 
Research Institute. The laboratory in Alice Springs 
was the only one in the Northern Territory until 
1992. It was where Denise particularly enjoyed 
both the variety of her job and the comradeship, 
as she worked closely with Parks and Wildlife. 
They had an enclosure for dingoes and endangered 
animals, such as mala and bilbies. They were also 
brought in for breeding programs and later released 

into the wild. In the 1980s, brucellosis was 
prevalent in the Northern Territory in both cattle 
and horses. Denise recalls when female cattle 
from Yambah Station’s mustering yards aborted 
their calves due to brucellosis. The Brucellosis 
Eradication program was an enormous effort to rid 
Territory herds of the disease and many thousands 
of animals were put down. Tuberculosis in cattle 
was also a problem in the 1980s. Both brucellosis 
and tuberculosis have been eradicated and are now 
considered to be exotic diseases.

Denise also took on the role of Quarantine Officer 
and vividly remembers the air exportation of 
hundreds of camels to the United States. Getting 
the reluctant camels up a ramp and onto the 
aircraft proved quite difficult and Denise had to 
resort to a little help from a forklift. 

Denise loves “The Alice”, its people, climate 
and scenery, especially the waterholes and the 
Western MacDonnell ranges. Denise also enjoys 
bridge, sudoku, exercising, crosswords, and golf. 
She and husband Keith were married for over  
40 years and were active members of the Lions 
Club. Denise is still active in the Lions Club today.

As a Government veterinary scientist, 
Denise helped protect the Territory’s 
wildlife and animal population 
from poisoning and disease 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s. 
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Frances (Bobbie) Lea
I was born in Victoria in 1933 – my father, 
who was a Captain in the British Army, retired 
when I was four years of age, and we relocated 
to Tasmania. The climate there was closer to 
the English climate, which suited my parents.  
I spent most of my childhood there. 

At age 18, I moved to Melbourne, where I learned 
to type and do some shorthand and was soon 
employed. However, wages at that time for juniors 
were very low and it was a struggle to manage 
financially. I decided to join the Air Force, where 
food and accommodation were provided with the 
job. I was posted to the Territory but didn’t stay 
in the Air Force for long. I moved up to Darwin 
and immediately found employment working in 
the Commonwealth Public Service in the Prices 
Branch. I moved into accommodation in a hostel. 
At that time, Darwin was a very small town, 
consisting mainly of public servants.

I married and my husband was a surveyor with the 
Public Works Department. Housing was in short 
supply back then, so the department constructed 
houses on stilts to accommodate the public 
servants. Our little house on stilts was located on 
the corner of Wood and Knuckey Streets. I was 
a young married woman with four children and at 
that time my life was rather lonely. I didn’t make 
friends easily. My mother in law was very kind to 
me and helped me learn how to cook and sew. 
Sometimes we would go to the movies to watch 
the Westerns my husband was very fond of. 

My son Ian still lives here and my daughter who 
is a nurse visits from time to time. I enjoy going 
to exercise class and meeting people at COTA, 
also taking my dog (she’s very smart and great 
company) for walks every day.

Coming from Tasmania 
to Darwin was a move 
that Bobbie made as 
a young adult – away 
from the cold in Tassie!
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“Cyclone Tracy came and  
blew us away, but Darwin  
kept calling us and we  
just had to come back.” 

Pam Watson
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Pam Watson
In 1972, my husband was an engineer, working 
overseas. He returned from his latest contract 
and asked me how I would like to go to Darwin 
to live. He had been offered a position working 
in football, so we decided to move over with 
our children and start a new life here.

On our arrival in October we walked right into the 
build-up for the wet season – with its spectacular 
electrical storms such as we had never seen. In  
those early years relief from the heat was delivered 
through louvred windows and pedestal floor fans. 
Air conditioning had not yet come to the Top End.

We became involved with Nightcliff Club and  
were quickly accepted into this vital community.  
At the same time, my husband accepted a position 
with the then Commonwealth Department of 
Water Resources.

We had great neighbours and our involvement in 
sports gave us a wide circle of friends. Sports is a  
great way to integrate into the community and  
become part of the fabric of life. The kids also 
grew up involved in sports.

Cyclone Tracy came and blew us away, but 
Darwin kept calling us and we just had to come 
back. We discovered that after four years away, 
my husband’s position was still open. He applied, 
was reinstated and resumed his role, where he 
remained until his retirement. We flew back  
and as I looked down at Darwin from the sky my 
eyes filled with tears. The hostess saw me and 
remarked, “This is your first time back after the 
cyclone, isn’t it?” 

We were coming back home. 

Sport was the initial draw for  
Pam and her family, then  

Cyclone Tracy blew them away. 
But they just had to return…
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Brian Pepper
Brian Pepper (aka Pep) was born in  
Thebarton, South Australia. In 1968 he  
moved to Melbourne to undertake an Air 
Traffic Control Course graduating in 1970, 
but before he could start work in his chosen 
field he was called up for National Service. 
On completion of “nasho” he commenced 
in Air Traffic Control in Adelaide Tower. In 
November 1972 just four months later he was 
transferred to Darwin. He departed Adelaide 
on the Ghan and three days later he arrived  
in Alice Springs and then drove to Darwin.

Of the many memorable moments in his career, 
one will definitely not be forgotten. It was 
Christmas Eve 1974, people were socialising 
and getting ready for Christmas. Pep was at 
work tracking Cyclone Tracy as it increased in 
strength and headed towards Darwin. He tried to 
alert as many people as he could to this looming 
disaster, but unlike today’s instant communication, 
there were only landline phones. He distinctly 
remembers driving into town after his shift and 
was passing Parap when he saw the Emergency 
Services shed start to disintegrate – a sign of what 
was to come. Ironically when he reached the tower 
the following day the radar screen was still intact. 
In the following days, weeks and months, Pep 
assisted with the clean up around Darwin.

While living in Darwin, Pep indulged in his love of 
sports – tennis, basketball, squash, golf, baseball 
and fishing. He was founding President of East 
Darwin Sports Club which shared facilities 
with Tracy Village. He was honoured with Life 
Membership in 1980.

Leaving Darwin in 1980, Pep returned briefly to 
Adelaide and in March 1981 was posted to Alice 
Springs. It was on the flight to Alice that he met 
his wife, Deb. In Alice, Pep continued to enjoy 

Pep was on the front line 
watching Cyclone Tracy 
approach Darwin with  
only landline phones  

to alert people.

sports and got heavily involved with the Alice 
Springs Golf Club. He was elected to the position 
of President in 1990. During his term he initiated 
several events including the first Professional 
Golfers tournament and the Australian Junior  
Boys Championship in which a young Adam 
Scott and Aaron Baddeley played. In 1997, Pep 
was awarded Territory Sports award winner for 
Administrator of the Year and in 1998 he was 
honoured to receive Life Membership of the Alice 
Springs Golf Club. His involvement with golf 
administration continued after his retirement in 
2005 as a member of the Board of Golf NT. Brian 
is still regularly playing golf several times a week.

50 Seniors. 50 Stories.  33



John and Toni Bonney
Toni: I came to the Territory in 1974 from Bowral  
in NSW to teach in Oenpelli, just east of the 
Alligator River. My first thought on arrival was 
“What have I done?” I couldn’t believe this tiny 
community in the middle of this vast outback  
land. The scenery was absolutely fantastic and  
the people were so friendly. When I received my 
“skin” name, I really felt accepted. 

John: I came from specialised training at the 
Australian School of Pacific Administration  
and was posted to the Territory in 1970. I have 
always liked the bush, so I felt really comfortable. 
The isolation didn’t worry me at all.

Toni: There were challenges living out there –  
the food was so different – many things were 
tinned, eggs were powdered and so on. We 
arranged with the Education Department to  
send us food… and we ate a lot of buffalo!

John: The housing was great. The biggest 
challenge was the heat, which reflected off the 
ground. In those days, the power was switched  
off at 10pm and back on at 6am. Fuel was  
rationed. In the wet season we were cut off,  
as all the roads were intersected by rivers.  
When the rivers came up, we were cut off –  
so we had to be self-sufficient.

Toni: We were often relocated around the  
Territory in Arnhem Land.

John: The Education Department would move  
us around every few years. Out-station teaching 
saw me living in a tent and conducting lessons 
under the trees.

Toni: Once we finished teaching, we had  
to get used to our own culture again, so  
we moved first to Batchelor and later to  
Howard Springs. Probably the biggest  
adjustment was that when we were in  
those areas, we no longer knew everyone.

Toni: We did try a year in Queensland, but we 
missed the Territory too much so we came back 
and retired in Darwin.

John: Before the cyclone, Darwin was a frontier 
town. After Tracy, Darwin transformed into  
a family town – lots of southern ideas came  
here. Dress styles changed and air conditioning 
changed lifestyles. We are both very comfortable 
here in retirement.

 

John and Toni came to 
the Territory to teach and 

experienced the outback – and 
the lifestyle there beyond 

modern conveniences.
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Mary Yee
My father was born in the Territory in 1887. 
He went back to China when his first wife 
sickened, then died. He married my mother 
and I was born in China. We then came back 
to Australia, initially to Broome. I attended 
many schools, firstly in Broome with aboriginal 
children, then Perth and later in Geraldton.

I moved to Darwin to marry, and came to  
know the people here. Darwin was so much  
more civilised than Broome, which was a bit of a 
rough-house town.

Darwin has been very good to me. 20 or 30 years 
ago, you could leave your keys in your car and 
house. These days things have changed and you 
need to make sure your home and cars are locked. 
I have had two successful businesses here and am 
now retired. I don’t want to go anywhere else.

I was here during Cyclone Tracy. At the time, I 
was quite traumatised, but on reflection it’s part 
of life up here. It was actually an adventure to live 
through and survive – something one never forgets. 
The important thing is that we didn’t lose anyone 
we loved, only possessions. Our PM at the time, 
Gough Whitlam, was very generous. It was a time 
of reconstruction, building stronger houses and 
homes that took better advantage of our climate. 
People took the opportunity to build smaller 
houses and air condition them. In the early days, 
there were not even fans. We slept under mosquito 
nets and prayed we did not need to get up in the 
night to use the bathroom, because our backs  
were immediately covered with mosquitos which 
would follow us under the net! 

In Darwin, we welcome everyone and if you  
walk down the street, everyone smiles at you.  
I don’t want to be anywhere else – I’ll be here  
until I turn up my toes. 

Mary was at first terrified 
by Cyclone Tracy, but later 
came to realise it was 
actually an adventure!

35



Franca Finocchiaro
I arrived in Darwin as a teenager at the end of 
my studies, at my brother’s invitation. He had 
a business here and as I had finished school, 
he suggested that I come and spend Christmas 
with him here in the Territory. I arrived on an 
MMA DC3 plane after what seemed a very 
long flight.

He came to meet me at the airport and was 
surprised to see me, dressed to the nines with 
hat and jacket. His wife laughed and said, “Here’s 
another southerner!” I remember how the heat 
slammed into me – and very quickly I divested 
myself of my coat and hat. 

Initially I lived in the area now known as  
Stuart Park. Darwin seemed to me like a big 
country town. I was fascinated by how friendly 
people were. There was such a mix of people here 
– Chinese, Italians, Greeks, Aboriginals, eastern 
Europeans – we all mixed and had a great time 
together. I remember that a walk down Smith 
Street could easily take two hours by the time 
you spoke to everyone. We all knew each other. 
Right from the beginning, I saw Darwin as a very 
multicultural town. Everyone was so genuinely 
friendly you created a bond with them.

My brother asked me to stay and work with him for 
a year, so I did. Over time, I met my husband and 
with my marriage, Darwin became my home, as it 
is until this day.

Franca soon found out 
that you didn’t need to 
dress warm for Darwin!
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Faye Hartley
At age 15, in 1969 I came to visit my Uncle and 
Auntie who were living in Fannie Bay. I just 
loved the Territory and instead of staying only 
six weeks, I stayed here for six months. It was 
coming up to my 16th birthday, so I had to go 
back home for the party.

I returned and worked at home and endured the 
cold. I kept thinking of Darwin – it was my kind  
of climate and I yearned to return. Eventually,  
in 1974 I did return, just six months before Tracy.  
My first visit had been in the wet season which  
I had already liked; this time I returned in the Dry 
and was further seduced by Darwin’s weather.  
The Dry was exceptional.

Then Tracy happened and we were evacuated, 
however, I was only away for two weeks and 
returned to work in Essential Services. This was  
in the infancy of computerisation and I was 
compiling information on the populace. 

Later, I spent three years in Alice Springs and  
then Katherine as a Traffic Officer for TAA, but  
I was struggling with the cold. I had to get back  
to Darwin. 

I have a lot of friends and family here and just  
love the lifestyle, the weather – but most 
importantly, the people. I am a Territorian. 

As a visiting teenager, 
Faye fell in love with 

Darwin – its lifestyle, its 
climate and its people 
– returning to settle 

permanently just before 
Cyclone Tracy in 1974.

50 Seniors. 50 Stories.  37



Homer Coderre
Homer Coderre was born in Canada and at the 
age of 30 he decided that he had to escape the 
snow, rain and cold weather. How it was that 
Alice Springs became his last destination is 
rather an unusual story to say the least. 

A piece of fibre board with a map of the world 
attached to it and a dart thrown. This was how 
it all came about – even though it was New 
Guinea he was aiming for, mainly because it was 
warm there. Homer arrived in Australia in 1966 
nonetheless and spent eight years in Perth. Here 
he worked as an architectural draftsman and went 
to university to study his other passion, art.

In 1974, he arrived in “The Alice” where he just 
loved the climate, the people and the way of life, 
He took up work as an architect with Andrew 
McPhee & Associates. A lot of Homer’s time was 
spent designing homes for aboriginal people and 
he also designed and built a few homes in the 
Sadadeen area. He had a couple of larger projects 
where he designed Our Lady of the Sacred Heart 
Catholic College (Sadadeen Campus) and Gillen 
Seniors Village. Homer paid attention to the 
Territory’s climatic conditions, trying different 
ideas with roofing, windows, different materials 
and anything he could think of to make his designs 
as best suited as possible to our harsh conditions. 

Homer’s love for art remains his hobby along with 
bridge. He had two exhibitions in Alice and at one 
stage, won the Arts Society People’s Choice award. 

In 1986 he met his wonderful partner Margaret in 
“The Alice” where they live and intend to stay. 

Architect and artist, Homer arrived in Australia 
in a most peculiar way, but stayed to fall in 
love and make Alice Springs his home for life.
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“People are great up here – 
everyone shares the common 
language of the tropics.”

Steve Thomas
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Jose Casimiro 
The circumstances that brought me to the 
Territory were those of war in my country of 
birth, East Timor. Following the brief Civil 
War, there was the Indonesian invasion of 
East Timor in 1975, so my family and I arrived 
here on the 25th August as refugees. Not all 
my family arrived at the same time, only my 
mother, some of my sisters and myself as  
a teenager. My brother and father arrived  
here three years later after they had been to 
several refugee camps in both Indonesia and 
Europe, as part of the family reunion program. 
We have lived here for 44 years now.

We arrived not long after Cyclone Tracy. On 
reflection I realise that arriving here at that time as 
the first refugees from South East Asia helped us 
tremendously. Because the people of Darwin had 
gone through Tracy, they understood the trauma 
of loss and tragedy. There were many displaced 
families and they could identify with our sense 
of loss and upheaval. They were so very kind and 
welcoming and that experience has had an amazing 
impact on my family and myself personally. I felt 
welcome in both this country and the Territory 
from Day One. My sense of confidence became 
very strong and we became part of the re-building 

of Darwin. When we were given accommodation in 
the first three months, we actually lived alongside 
people who were still living in caravans. As life was 
getting back to normal, we were very much part 
of that. We feel very grateful that we came to the 
Territory. We never felt threatened here, rather 
we felt very embraced. I work with refugees and 
migrants in my professional life and I can see that 
it is not always the case for them these days.

We never faced the challenges and social  
reaction people now do. The political leaders  
at the time, Whitlam and Fraser, were very 
committed to human rights, and the policies  
were very compassionate. 

When I left Darwin to further my studies 
interstate, I encountered racism for the first  
time. I did not let it upset me, and this I believe  
was due to the situation and my experiences in 
Darwin. I knew that this did not need to happen. 
I cannot speak too highly of Darwin; it is a very 
special and unique place. I will always remain a 
Territorian, for the term of my natural life. 

Jose came to Australia and Darwin as  
a war refugee. His family discovered  
a warm welcome and a new life in  
a truly egalitarian community.
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Dr Vino Sathianathan
In 1976 I arrived from Sri Lanka with my 
husband. I had come to the Territory to work 
in Alice Springs sponsored by the Department 
of Health to work as a Medical Officer in the 
hospital. At that time, Alice was a very small 
town and we quickly came to know lots of 
people. We were very happy to be there – we 
thought forever. However, the department 
where my husband was working underwent 
restructuring and, as a result of that, we had  
to move to Darwin. 

We relocated to Darwin in 1985 and I worked  
as the Deputy Medical Superintendent at  
Royal Darwin Hospital for the next 22 years, 
retiring from my full-time position in 2007.

My main interest is in listening to music and 
playing the piano and the violin. I have been  
with the Darwin Symphony Orchestra for  
the past six years and have been the pianist at 
several churches.

I am an advocate for the elderly by serving the 
COTA board as a member and being on the 
national committee on aged care. My main areas  
of concerns are ageism and care of the elderly in 
aged care facilities.

I am very comfortable in Darwin now – it is a quick 
and easy commute within the city and suburbs, 
unlike the big cities. I also feel very safe within my 
community. At one time I considered moving south 
where my grandchildren are, but on consideration 
chose to stay. I have a lot of friends here now and 
am involved in many activities. The weather is 
warm and comfortable and life is good.

Dr Vino Sathianathan 
arrived from Sri Lanka 

to settle in the Territory, 
initially in Alice then  

later in Darwin, working at  
Royal Darwin Hospital.
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Steve Thomas
I retired at age 55 – I was living in Perth at 
the time. My wife and I decided to sell up and 
travel for a while as “Grey Nomads”. So, we 
sold our house, purchased a caravan and a 
boat and set off. I always had a soft spot for 
the Territory, unlike my wife. In our twenties, 
we had done a big road trip and in 1977, we 
landed in Darwin. This was only four years 
after Cyclone Tracy and there was still a lot of 
buildings gone and many signs of destruction. 
However, we set up our tent – and stayed 
about 48 hours. This was the middle of 
October and the build-up to the wet season 
was in full swing. The heat and humidity were 
just too much for us. My wife pronounced “We 
are leaving – and we’re never coming back!”

Now we were back on the road again. We had  
lived in the tropics before in Townsville and had  
a hankering to retire in the tropics. After several 
grey nomad experiences, I said to my wife – “Let’s 
go back to Darwin. You will love it there – lots of 
facilities and it has everything we are looking for.”

 We arrived here in December 2007, stayed  
at the Hidden Valley Caravan Park through the  
wet season – and this time she adored the place. 
After a month we decided to stay. We bought five 
acres and commenced building our home, a shed 
and a driveway.

The lifestyle here appeals to us. I’ve lived in 
Melbourne, Sydney and Perth. During my time in 
Townsville I really enjoyed the tropical lifestyle, but 
the job finished there. Now, going back to live in 
the cold and the wet and the windy aspects of the 
southern climates have no appeal. 

Darwin is much warmer, slower and doesn’t 
have the traffic snarls. People are great up 
here – everyone shares the common language 
of the tropics. I’m a Territorian now – just born 
somewhere else!

First time around, Steve’s 
wife was not impressed with 
Darwin – but 30 years later 
she changed her mind.
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Janette (Jan) Jewell
My husband and I first came to Darwin in 1971 
for a holiday and to visit relatives. We came 
back again in 1976 for another holiday and 
decided that we liked the town. We came back 
again in 1977 for a two-year work transfer for 
my husband – 42 years later I am still here.

I worked at Homecrafts/Chandlers for 16 years 
and watched Darwin become a modern town.  
I watched as television programmes went from  
a couple of hours a day to what we now are familiar 
with. I was at work and we were trying out the  
first television with subtitles and found the ABC 
doing a check of their equipment sending out  
the signals. They were excited to get a phone call 
from Homecraft staff to say we had seen their 
subtitled broadcast.

I have visited many areas around the Top End 
following old army maps and came across many 
lovely pristine waterways and lagoons in which  
we have swam and enjoyed many a picnic.

The Top End fishing both on sea and inland is 
fantastic and I have spent many hours fishing for 
barra. My biggest fish was a 30lb cobia caught 
off Dundee Beach. It was a great game fish fight 
before it was landed.

I lived in Darwin for 17 years in various suburbs  
and have seen the town grow to allow for the influx 

of people coming here. I moved to Dundee Beach 
and enjoyed a leisurely lifestyle of fishing and 
crabbing around the area.

I have lived at Lake Bennett now for nearly 17 years 
and enjoy the calm bush life with lots of birds, 
kangaroos and wallabies coming to the lake to 
drink. The fish life in the lake is exciting and I can 
feed them from my balcony, and I enjoy looking  
at the different types: Black Brim, Long Tom, 
Angler Fish, Rainbow Fish and many others.

My sons grew up here being only two and four 
when we came here to live, and I now have four 
grandchildren born in the Territory.

After my husband passed away, I become 
interested in COTA and joined the organisation. 
I am now Chair of COTA NT as well as COTA 
Coomalie. I also volunteer at the Batchelor 
Information Centre and Batchelor Area School. 
I am a member of several NT Government 
committees working for the betterment of life  
for senior Territorians.

I enjoy the casual lifestyle here and when I go south 
for conferences for COTA, I cannot handle the 
traffic and fast lifestyle of the southern capitals 
and I am glad to get back to our casual lifestyle.

I will be here for the rest of my life as I cannot 
think of any place better than here.

Jan has lived in the Top End for over 40  
years and enjoys its waterways and lagoons.  
She especially enjoys a calm bush life  
and some wonderful fishing opportunities.
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Sally Thomas AC
I was in partnership with my husband in a 
Pitt Street Sydney law firm, when I was 
invited to come to the Territory and work as a 
Magistrate. My husband was ready to retire, 
so when I was offered the job in the Territory 
I thought, “Ooh, that sounds exciting.” I was 
interviewed, accepted for the position and 
arrived here in 1978.

At first, Darwin was a shock after Sydney. It 
seemed like a small town in comparison. It was 
also difficult at first to walk outside the court and 
see the people I had just dealt with. This never 
happened in Sydney. I found it very confronting  
for a while, but I did get used to it. 

I used to go to court in Sydney a lot and we had to 
be well dressed, it was rather formal. In Darwin, 
there was not the same expectation. Litigants 
would come to court in shorts and thongs, and 
sometimes only one thong! The emphasis on 
clothing in Sydney simply didn’t apply in the 
Territory. It was an aspect of Darwin I delighted in, 
because there was no judgement of a person by 
their dress. 

Probably the most wonderful experiences I have 
had in Darwin were the 14 years I worked as a 
magistrate and the opportunity to travel to so 
many communities. I felt very privileged to be 
there. There was a lot of diversity among these 
communities and I met so many lovely people 
while I saw a lot of wonderful country. Sadly, some 
communities were not as well run as others, but 
these experiences were fascinating. 

I have really enjoyed my life here and although 
I was offered a job as a magistrate in NSW, I 
preferred to stay in the Territory because of the 
diversity of work here. I covered the whole range 
from mining warden to criminal work. When 
I became a judge that was also fascinating. In 
2011 I was very honoured to be appointed as 
Administrator for the Northern Territory. It was 
a marvellous experience. I particularly enjoyed 
meeting school children and the many people who 
work passionately over many years in support of 
their particular organisations.

My life is well and truly enmeshed in the Territory 
– my two sons grew up here and I have many, many 
friends. This is my place now. 

Appointed the first woman Judge in the 
Territory, as well as the first female 
Administrator, Sally has many fond 
memories of travelling the Territory  

far and wide amongst  
the communities.
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Sandra Clyne
Sandra Clyne was born in Bairnsdale,  
Victoria in 1944. She learnt independence 
from an early age as she was sent to boarding 
school aged five. After leaving school, Sandra 
trained as a nurse at the Royal Melbourne 
Hospital and then worked in various medical 
roles including a stint in the emergency 
department of a busy Chicago hospital.

In 1978 Sandra came to Alice Springs to visit 
friends. She fell in love with the country and the 
lifestyle and decided to move to Central Australia. 
A change of location turned into a change of 
career. With a couple of friends, she opened  
“The Pines Homestead Lodge.” Their restaurant 
became well-known for gourmet tucker.

Putting her nursing skills back into practice in 
1980, she helped set up the Hetti Perkins Nursing 
Home – the first aboriginal nursing home in 
Australia. However, she had caught the hospitality 
bug and in 1982 became the licensee of The Inland 
Motel at Ayers Rock. It was here that her nursing 
skills would be put to the biggest test of all when 
Douglas Crabbe drove his truck through the bar 
killing five people and injuring others. Luckily 
there were other nurses on the staff who provided 
medical assistance until the RFDS arrived the 
next morning. As Sandra explained, “We all pulled 
together, and a few lives were saved that night.”

When Yulara opened in 1985, the Inland Motel 
owners purchased Glen Helen Lodge. Within 
a short time of owning this property the main 
building was destroyed by fire. Undaunted by this, 
trading continued and rebuilding began. However, 
in 1988 another disaster – the Finke River flooded 
the premises and guests and staff just managed to 
escape to higher ground. Another refurbishment 
but followed by a reward – Glen Helen’s unique 
restaurant “Cloudys” won the Australian Tourism 
Award in 1989 – a proud moment for all.

In 1992 Glen Helen was sold as one of the 
owners was terminally ill. Sandra helped care 
for Di and it was her wish that Sandra should 
lobby for palliative care services in Alice Springs. 
Sandra met with Federal Health Minister 
Carmen Lawrence and started the ball rolling. 
As well as her ongoing interest in palliative care, 
Sandra continued her nursing career as the first 
Continence Nurse Adviser for Central Australia 
until her retirement. She continues to lobby for 
palliative care in her role as President of Palliative 
Care NT and as a result the purpose-built 
Palliative Care Facility opened at Alice Springs 
Hospital in 2018.

In her ‘spare time’ Sandra plays golf, enjoys 
travelling and has a love of the arts.

Sandra's nursing and hospitality 
careers met in memorable fashion in 
1983 during one of the most horrific 
scenes ever encountered by Territorians.
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Penni Tastula
Back in 1978, Jonas and I were running the 
Town Caravan Park in Kununurra after we 
left the mining industry. When our contract 
finished, we decided to relocate. We looked  
at both Broome and Darwin – where did we 
want to go? We already knew Darwin fairly 
well from shopping trips and we also had 
friends here. So, as much as Broome called 
with the ocean and arty lifestyle, the deciding 
factor was that Darwin had cappuccino and 
Broome didn’t.

We arrived in Darwin with our caravan and two 
kids and settled in Shady Glen Caravan Park in 
Winnellie. We stayed in Darwin because within 
six hours of our arrival, people were knocking on 
our door – “Do you want to work?”, “What skills do 
you have?”. Employers were desperate for people, 
because three years after the cyclone there was 
no accommodation and nowhere for workers 
to live. The recovery in Darwin from Tracy still 
amazes me and we have grown along with Darwin’s 
development. After the cyclone it was all back to 
square one and everything took so much longer to 
get set up.

I initially moved into the tourism industry with 
Frank Lyons at Burns Philip Travel to run the 
several General Sales Agencies (GSAs) they held, 
including Jetset Travel which was in its infancy at 
that time. Several years later I moved to Garuda 
Airlines and from there to the first Mindil Beach 
Casino Resort. In 1987, I met Jimmy Tan and Tony 
Loh, Singaporean travel specialists, and we set up 
our own company, Northern Gateway. It operated 
for over 20 years and employed 65 staff across 
three states (NT, QLD and WA) in its heyday and 
was the GSA for Royal Brunei Airlines for most of 
that time.

In 1997 Northern Gateway won the Australian 
Tourism Industry award for the Best Inbound 
Operator in Australia, which joined the stable of 
NT Brolga Awards along with a selection of other 
prestigious awards from Australia and Asia.

For my funeral, I want my kids to buy a good bottle 
of Shiraz, drink it and then send it to sea with 
some of my ashes, $10 and a note: “Penni Tastula 
is still travelling. Please use the $10 to send us a 
postcard at.... and toss her back into the sea to 
keep travelling.”

 

Some life-changing decisions can 
be based on a simple choice of 
where to live, based on “Do they 

have cappuccino or not?”
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Robyn Wardle
My arrival in the Territory happened by 
accident – it was not a planned career move. 
A girlfriend and I had just completed our 
registered nurses' training and decided to 
travel around Australia – anti clockwise.  
We decided to fly from Brisbane to Darwin  
on our first leg before moving on down to WA 
and then travel on to SA. We had no jobs at 
this stage and thought we would try our luck 
when we arrived. 

We arrived in Darwin in January 1980 – and fell 
in love with the place. We are still here – we never 
did make it to WA.

My girlfriend had family in Leanyer, which was a 
brand-new suburb at the time. Lakeside Drive  
was considered a country trip, suitable for 
camping. Anyway, the next day, a Friday, we set  
off to the hospital in Myilly Point and applied for 
jobs. They told us we could start next Monday.  
We then decided to stay six months.

During this period, the new Royal Darwin  
Hospital was almost ready for occupation and  

we were involved in setting it up on the way to  
full completion and the transfer of patients.  
The army also helped with the project. When  
we saw the lovely new village for the nurses – all 
self-contained for independent living, we decided 
to stay a little bit longer.

Coming from tropical Queensland, we had no 
issues with the weather, in fact we felt right at 
home and we just loved everything about Darwin. 
The warmth of the people, their friendliness  
and the whole atmosphere of forging a new life 
here. We were invited to everyone’s barbecues 
(there was a lot of gate-crashing back then, but  
no one minded).

I’ve now moved out of the hospital world and into 
the NGO world; I really enjoy working in an arena 
where I can participate in the decision-making.  
The support in NGO is superb in Darwin – much 
more so than in larger states and territories.

Darwin to me is a “calm city” and I love the lifestyle 
here. But we never did make it to WA! 

Robyn began a trip around 
Australia in Darwin but 
stayed to be involved in  
the new hospital – and 
because she fell in love.
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John Pollock
I came to the Territory in 1980 as a career 
move to become Superintendent of Curriculum 
with the NT Education Department. This was 
the sort of work I had been doing in Papua New 
Guinea during the 1970s. It was a particularly 
exciting time in the history of education in  
the Territory with the NT leading the other 
states and territories in many aspects.

My first impressions were favourable. I already 
knew some people here, neighbours from NSW 
and colleagues from PNG, so it was a very 
welcoming environment – although very different 
from southern cities. It struck me as rather like a 
big country town. The people here were very warm 
and friendly. I was initially in Darwin for seven 
years, then went to work in Victoria and WA for 
five, after which I returned here, vowing never to 
leave again. The Territory had become home.

John came to the Territory 
after working in New Guinea 

at the forefront of change in 
the Education Department, an 
exciting time in the history 
of the Territory. He didn’t 

think he would stay here – 
but life doesn’t always go  
the way we think it will!

During the 1980s I was very involved in age 
group swimming in Darwin with my teenage 
children. Since my return to Darwin, and now 
my “retirement” I have become more involved in 
Masters Swimming, which caters from adults  
18 years of age and over. Along with all age groups, 
I particularly support elderly people and offer 
them a way to be active that’s enjoyable. One of 
the satisfying things about Masters Swimming 
is that it has something for all ages – the oldest 
competitive member in Australia is 100 years old 
and our oldest in Darwin is 90. I find that not only 
do older people benefit from the exercise, but the 
social interaction is also very beneficial for them.

Much to the surprise of many, they actually find 
themselves competing, something they would 
never have imagined they could do. It’s very 
beneficial to join in the swimming activity, with  
low impact and excellent results.
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Robyn Burridge
I was working in Sydney for the NSW  
Society for Crippled Children, as their  
Public Relations Officer and one day in 1980  
I had a phone call asking me to consider  
co-ordinating the International Year for 
Disabled People (IYDP) in 1981, for the 
Northern Territory Government. Initially I was 
flown to Brisbane to meet with the Director of 
Community Welfare, with the Department of 
Community Development, Bruce Alcorn.  
It was a very long meeting and I was not 
pleased when we sat in a coffee shop and all  
I was offered was copious cups of coffee. 

I subsequently accepted the position of 
Coordinator and moved to Darwin with my 
husband Ron. This was in August 1981 (Darwin 
Cup Season) and accommodation was in very short 
supply, so we ended up staying at the YWCA. 

One of my first projects was to make sure the 
Chan Building was accessible for the Official 
Launch of the International Year, which was to  
be broadcast on radio Territory-wide. I consulted 
with the then Chief Minister, Paul Everingham  
and pointed out that there were steps into the 
building and no wheelchair accessible toilet. 

At this time, there was little awareness of the 
needs of people with disabilities. Paul was a 
wonderful support and immediately facilitated 
the structural changes that needed to be made 
to the building. I also had to write my first speech 
for Paul. It was then “We” found out he also had 
a disability. Yes – his Queensland drawl. My 10 
minute speech took him 15 minutes to read! This 
became a standard joke. In subsequent years I 
continued to work with him, other Ministers and 
members of the NT Government, the Darwin 
City Council and the general public to improve 
access and facilities throughout the Territory. 
For example, disabled street parking was made 
available and access to both public and private 
buildings began to be introduced.

Initially the general opinion was that there were 
“not many disabled people in Darwin”. My response 
to that was, “How would you know, because 
they can’t get out and about?” Ramps started to 
appear and as a result of my work and the work of 
many others, much greater awareness grew and 
developed. During the year we broke down many 
barriers. At Rapid Creek Preschool, the children 
built a symbolic wall with shoe boxes which we 
smashed through!

People in Darwin are still very supportive and 
friendly. I just love Darwin – it’s been home now 
for nearly 40 years and I have many great friends 
and memories – and most of all Ron and I were 
accepted as Territorians! 

Robyn discovered Paul Everingham’s 
disability when she wrote  

a speech for him.
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“In those days, you didn’t lock your house 
or car. It was a very relaxed and open 
lifestyle, like part of a large family...” 

Ken Cohalan OAM
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Clare Martin
I was working for the ABC in Sydney as a 
reporter on Current Affairs radio and I had 
always wanted to host a morning talk show. 
Caroline Jones in Sydney was a hero of 
mine. My opportunity came when the ABC 
approached me and asked if I would like to 
come to Darwin for six months to host the  
first radio talk show in the Territory, so of 
course I said yes! It was as simple as that.

So, in 1983 I arrived in Darwin. I figured I had 
nothing to lose and much to gain. If it didn’t  
work out, I could always return to Sydney.  
People in Darwin are prepared to step out of  
their comfort zone though and prepared to look  
for opportunities. I see this as a fundamental  
truth of Territorians.

Initially I found the weather surprisingly hot. 
I knew of course, that it was the tropics, but 
it takes a while to get used to the heat. I was 
enjoying my work with the ABC and not long  
after arriving I met a man on a tennis court.  
We’re still together and still living in our first  
home. All of this kept me here. I did have to work 
hard to deal with the weather (air conditioning 
helps a lot) and I eventually overcame dreading 
October and November and just got on with it.

The reason I went into politics was due to a lunch 
with several women friends, one of whom was  
a very strong Labour supporter. She mentioned 
that the party was looking for a candidate to  
stand for a seat in the next election. She went 
around the table one by one and everyone 
declined. When she came to me, I said, “All right,  
I’ll think about it.” All of a sudden, I went from 
being a journo to a political candidate. Even 
though I lost that first election, I did not regret 
my decision for a moment. I stood the next year 
for the Fannie Bay by-election and I won. I won’t 
pretend that politics is easy, however, if you think 
about the people who voted for you and what  
your party represents, it is a privilege to serve.  
As Chief Minister for over six years, it was 
an enormous privilege to have a key role in 
determining the future direction of the Territory 
and to help the rest of Australia think differently 
about us, our strengths and diversity.

I find the people and society in Darwin truly 
egalitarian. I remember seeing Austin Asche  
(the Administrator at the time) in shorts, T shirt 
and thongs at the Parap markets, and I thought 
at the time, “That is the Territory, this place is 
fantastic!” We don’t have pretension here. 

I do think, when I look 
around Darwin, that  

people who come here are 
prepared to take a chance.
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Jenny Messell
The first time I arrived in the Territory was 
in 1983 with my husband who was posted up 
here with the Air Force. Over the next few 
years, we had two children here, and I realised 
what a great place the Territory was in which 
to raise them. All year round they played 
outside happily – and in the wet season the 
rain helped to cool them down with their heat 
rash! It’s such a fun place for kids to grow up…
trampolining in all weathers and free and easy.

We lived here very happily for some years, then we 
were posted back down to Sydney.

After we were posted back down south, I realised 
just how much I missed the Territory – the open 
friendly lifestyle and the weather! I was down there 
with the traffic, the hustle and bustle and the cold. 

I was so relieved when we were posted back up 
here again. Down there, everyone got dressed up 
just to go shopping, but back in Darwin, it was  
fine to go out in your thongs and really casual gear  
(I’ve even seen a lady in her nightie). I was so  
happy to be here.

My boys are here with the grandchildren. I now  
live out at Wagait Beach which is just paradise,  
so quiet and peaceful. It's just a short ferry ride 
from Darwin each day to work, also if I want to  
go shopping, or out for some entertainment.

Darwin has everything to offer – the lifestyle,  
the happy open people and the best of weather. 

I’m here permanently now – working for the past 
24 years at Juninga and loving both the wet and 
dry seasons. 

Early days with the 
Airforce introduced Jenny to 

a lifestyle that was very 
different – and one she 

missed when she left.
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John Carriere
I originally came from Canada to Sydney –  
a city I found too big, crowded and noisy. 
My son had travelled to Darwin and waxed 
eloquently about how beautiful Darwin was. 
My wife and I thought about it over the 
weekend and made the decision to come over 
to the Top End. We arrived here in 1984 after 
taking a month to drive up.

We really liked what we saw here – the look  
and feel of Darwin. Our arrival coincided with the 
wet season – we had not experienced anything like 
this before, however we quickly acclimatised to  
it and settled in. When we arrived, Darwin was  
still a one-story town basically. There were not 
really any “outer” suburbs, but over the past  
35 years we have seen it expand and grow, 
particularly Palmerston.

There was a relaxed feel of “manana, manana.”

At that time, Casuarina Shopping Square was 
expanding to stage three and I started working 
there when construction was in progress. I worked 
for some time as promotions manager, and retail 
manager. After a while, I was transferred to 
manage some office buildings, however this was 
not enough to fully occupy me, so I started building 
my own business in Body Corporate management 
and management of residential apartments.  
The business grew very rapidly and I had  
several offers to buy it. I postponed that  
but eventually sold to Whittles.

I am now retired, and I have no plans  
to leave Darwin. It is home.

From cold Canada to  
busy Sydney, John finally 
found what he was looking 

for in the Top End.
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Sue Firth
I was born in post war England and always  
had a dream of wanting to sing. But I was very 
shy and would not sing in front of people. As 
soon as I left school though, I went to work  
and paid for my own singing lessons. Later, 
I joined an all-girl singing trio, and we went 
overseas to sing to American and Australian 
troops in Vietnam.

I emigrated to Australia in 1980, met my husband 
and moved to Darwin in 1985. I worked at Henbury 
Avenue with handicapped children using music  
in the classroom, for shows and performances.  
For the last 20 years, I have been working at the 
Royal Darwin Hospital School, and music plays a 
big part of the children’s time there. 

In 2015, I reached retirement age and became 
quite low and lost, trying to come to terms with 
being a senior, not doing as much music with the 
children, and the fact of being too old! I wondered 
if other older people out there were feeling the 
same way as me.

With the help of COTA NT, I started a morning 
musical group. Many people come and go – but all 
are uplifted by music. 0ne lady in her 80s learnt to 
play the ukulele for the first time. 

Another lady is now learning – it gives her 
something to look forward too, as her husband  
is in a care home. Another lady comes along too 
and is part of The Senior Sunshine Band. Both  
are helping her with the loss of her husband.

I started The Senior Sunshine Band after someone 
heard us play at COTA. We play for charitable 
events, nursing homes and the hospital. Anywhere 
that needs some uplifting, happy music. All the 
band gets a buzz after playing and seeing people 
happy. I am very proud of the band and their 
achievements; and I have learnt how to organise 
gigs, deal with people and lead a band on stage.

I intend to keep shining out happy uplifting  
music and helping people feel joy and realise  
their dreams.

Sue’s love of music and singing 
kept her going through the ups 
and downs of life. She has shared 
her joy of music for over 50 years.
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Jayne Rothall
I first came to Darwin in April 1986, 10 days  
before my first niece’s first birthday. I 
remember it well because of that. I came  
to work on the computer conversion for the 
ANZ bank, changing from the existing manual 
systems to computerisation. At that time,  
I had been involved in this work in Adelaide. 

On the last day of my work here, I was called into 
the office where I was offered a full-time job. I had 
experienced such a lovely time in Darwin, that I 
took the offer immediately. So really – I arrived 
here 34 years ago on a 2-year contract.

I just loved Darwin for the people and the fact  
that there was no class system (unlike Adelaide). 
The mix of cultures, the weather and the food  
all combined and I embraced it wholeheartedly.  
I met people from all walks of life.

I came from a country town in South Australia 
where I am convinced the climate was the coldest 
in all Australia, so the weather here seduced me 
and I have loved it and felt at home here from way 
back then to the present day. 

I have found that the friends you make in Darwin 
become your family. Both my friends and the 
climate combine to keep me firmly ensconced  
here – the lifestyle in Darwin is just amazing.

A two-year contract for 
Jayne computerising 

banking systems turned  
into 34 years in the 
Territory, where her  

friends became her family.
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Ian Willis
I came to the Territory looking for a bit of 
adventure. I was a member of the Army 
Reserve down south and saw in our monthly 
newsletter an article on Norforce. Through my 
civilian employment in the ANZ Bank, I was 
able to secure a transfer to Darwin branch. 
Part of me had always thought I’d come to the 
Territory and get a job on the oil rigs or similar, 
make heaps of money and retire! That never 
happened – and I am still here.

I arrived in October 1986. It was a bit difficult for 
me at first, as I only knew one person here – and 
he was leaving within the week. Initially fellow staff 
members at the ANZ regarded me with suspicion 
on my arrival. I didn’t feel that I fitted in with them. 
This didn’t really matter though, because at that 
time in Darwin there was “The Endless Barbecue”. 
There was always a barbecue and a beer at 
someone’s place every night.

At Norforce we got on very well with the Navy 
personnel, fishing, drinking and generally running 
amok. Norforce is made up of regular and reserve 
personnel and also has an indigenous squadron. 
The area we covered stretched from Broome to 
the Queensland border – a lot of country to cover. 
We did a great deal of work with Customs (now 
known as Border Force), as Customs at that time 
did not have training as extensive as we did. 

Life here in retirement is good. I keep myself 
busy working with seniors and also the veteran 
community. I have married and now have an 
extended family I greatly enjoy.

Ian came to the Territory 
looking for adventure –  
and a way to become rich. 
Along the way there was 
plenty of excitement.
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Suzanne Stewart
I arrived in the Northern Territory during the 
build up of 1989 by Hercules to RAAF Base 
Tindal. I had been in the RAFF for almost  
five years mostly at Richmond NSW. I was  
so excited to begin an adventure in the 
“outback.” I had never really lived in a  
place where there was strong presence of 
indigenous culture and this too, I was excited 
to learn and experience more of. 

Tindal had just been built, but the dental unit 
where I was to work as a Dental Hygienist was  
still under construction. I worked out of an old 
caravan type clinic and it still had the dental old 
pump up hand adjusted chairs. I was horrified,  
but I quickly settled into life at Tindal. My little 
brother was a jockey in Darwin, so on weekends I 
would travel to Darwin to see him. I would knock 
off work on a Friday at 3pm and be in Darwin by 
6pm just in time to join in the fun. Then I would 
travel back either on a Sunday evening or 4am 
on a Monday morning. Some of the sunrises were 
spectacular and I learnt how to avoid hitting 
Brahman cows or wild horses on the side of the 
road. Through my brother I met my husband.

Love and a RAAF posting brought me to Darwin 
the following year. A beautiful son arrived and my 
husband and I were enjoying our life and little family 
in a house we had bought in Ludmilla. Unfortunately, 
the RAAF had other ideas about where I was 
needed, and we were sent on our way to Wagga 
Wagga NSW. We tried our best to fit in down there, 
but my husband had trouble breaking his way into 
the racing industry. Our love of the Territory life  
and culture, friendships, weather saw me discharge 
from the RAAF so we could return to Darwin. 

We were so excited to be back within the NT 
especially the racing industry. Our adventures of 
going to country race meetings like at Pussy Cat 

Flats at Pine Creek are treasured memories. On 
the other side of the track, they didn’t even have  
a running rail on the outside – many a time you saw 
a jockey go missing when a horse would take off 
into the scrub.

Pretty soon we were blessed with a beautiful 
daughter and I went back to work within the 
private dental clinics. After a tragic event I 
returned to my other “family” the RAAF Reserves. 
It was like being put back together.

I then moved forward into oral health and  
palliative care. After a few years off, due to  
health issues, I wanted to be able to get active 
again and spend time helping others. A friend 
suggested that I talk to COTA NT about a 
volunteering opportunity. Well I started and 
haven’t looked back. It has been a very, very 
rewarding experience and I love meeting and 
assisting seniors throughout the NT. 

I have had a pretty wonderful life so far in the  
NT and there is no way I am leaving it.

Suzanne came to the Territory 
with the RAAF – and stayed 
because she just loves it!
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Marguerite Baptiste Rooke
Marguerite was born in the Seychelles Islands 
and attended schools in Seychelles until  
Year 12, and university in Switzerland and 
England. When she first arrived in Alice 
Springs in 1989, she asked her husband in 
a whisper if people were joking when they 
referred to the sandy bed she first crossed  
as a “river.” 

“You don’t have to go overseas 
to meet the world, you can 
meet them here.”
Marguerite is currently the Manager of the 
Multicultural Services of Central Australia, a 
position she has held for many years. She is a 
larger-than-life character, colourful and full of 
energy. She speaks three languages and has an 
enormous commitment to ensuring people that 
come to Australia from another culture are  
settled and can lead happy and prosperous lives.

Marguerite attended university in Switzerland  
then England, studying law. When she returned 
to the Seychelles, she was employed as the 
first woman working full-time with the trade 
unions there. Her children were born there, and 
Marguerite recalls they were spoilt and cossetted 
by a group of her female relatives.

Eventually, she arrived in Brisbane via England 
and New Guinea with her hydrogeologist husband 
and three children. In 1989 they all came to Alice 
Springs during the middle of the Pilots’ Strike, 
and immediately became involved with the 
migrant community. She volunteered with the 
Migrant Resource Centre, becoming President 

for seven years. She was instrumental in the 
Migrant Resource Centre becoming incorporated 
and later growing into the Multicultural Services 
organisation it is today. She held the position of 
Community Settlement Officer providing advice 
and support for migrants. She was a member of 
the Federal Migrant Advisory Council for several 
years advising the Minister on migrant issues and 
lobbying for legislative change.

She has seen many changes in the demographic 
mix of migrants in her time. When she first arrived, 
there were no Sudanese people in town and now 
there are close to 500, likewise the number of 
Indian people has risen to around 2,500 which 
is significant. Marguerite estimates that in Alice 
Springs’s population of 27,000, about 20-22%  
of the population were born overseas.

Marguerite assists migrant and refugee families 
in many ways. Some need settlement services 
and other groups need assistance in setting 
up their own incorporated associations – now 
16 cultural associations exist. She advises 
people on integration and Australian processes 
such as serving on a jury, electoral rights and 
responsibilities. Vaccination is also an important 
health issue where education is necessary.

She feels that her greatest achievements have 
come from her work in helping people. “I always 
want to empower people and make sure they get 
a fair go to make sure they know where they are 
and that they can achieve. Empower men, but 
especially women.” She recalls people she has 
assisted into business, helping them to get a loan 
and navigate the various legal processes. “I watch 
people when they have nothing, and I empower 
them and when they don’t need me anymore, I say, 
bring another one!”
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She has a special interest in assisting women who 
are victims of domestic violence and who may not 
know their rights in that situation. Because of that 
work she has received death threats and has had to 
take out restraining orders over the years.

It’s probably not surprising that the biggest 
influence in Marguerite’s life was her father, who 
taught her to stand up for herself and not to let 
people push her around. In one example, she was 
being bullied by the girls at her top private school 
in the Seychelles. Her father took her by the 
hand, and they went to the school to confront the 
problem head on and resolve it. She has never 
forgotten that approach to resolving problems.

In 2004, she was elected as an Alderman on the 
Alice Springs Town Council and served in that 
position until 2011. In 2017 she was awarded a 
Northern Territory Human Rights Award in the 
Diversity section in recognition of her contribution 
to the welfare of migrants and refugees in the 
Northern Territory.

Marguerite’s advice to new Territorians?  
“In the Territory, if anyone wants to work, you  
can get a job tomorrow. Hang in there, you can  
get prosperous and have a start to life.” 

Marguerite has lived in  
Alice Springs for over  
30 years and is a 
champion and courageous 
protector of migrant  
and refugee people, 
especially women.

50 Seniors. 50 Stories.  59



Ken Cohalan OAM
My first experience in the Territory was a 
road trip to Alice Springs. We travelled along 
the Plenty Highway, which was about 10km 
wide, so everyone took a different track. Fuel 
was scarce along the way and we met some 
interesting characters. One of them was a 
fellow who pulled us up and asked us to check 
if there was money on a gatepost for him. 
Apparently, his employer had said he would 
leave his wages on the gatepost, but he didn’t 
say which one. We never did find it – there 
were a lot of gateposts! We didn’t see too 
many locals and by the time we got to Alice, 
we needed a new set of tyres.

I moved to Darwin on the 1st of April 1994, working 
for QUF Industries, supplying the Territory with 
Coca Cola and milk products etc. I come from a 
farming and rural background, so I was comfortable 
with smaller populations. 

One of my first challenges came when I was 
appointed Chair of the Food Emergency Group 
to prepare for the possibility of another Tracy 
cyclone. We had to make sure that all food 
wholesalers had stores behind lock and key for 
security against looting.

In 1994 it was very easy to make yourself known. 
We always tried to buy local. People accepted us 
very quickly and were open to discussion. In those 
days, you didn’t lock your house or car. It was a 
very relaxed and open lifestyle, like part of a large 
family, also a multicultural society. Our company 
had 18 different nationalities in our employ. To this 
day, Darwin is still very happily multicultural.

We retired here because we loved the multicultural 
aspect and the warmth of Darwin – both in the 
weather and the people. We feel that everyone 
here is our friend, part of our larger family.

Ken spent part of his trip 
to the Territory looking for 

money on top of a gatepost, 
but it never did turn up.
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Fay Miller
In December 1989, my husband was 
transferred from the Port Pirie Branch of the 
ANZ Bank to manage the branch in Katherine. 
We had not been further north than Alice 
Springs before, and we flew into the old Darwin 
Airport. It was very humid, but I could not  
stop smiling. It reminded me of what I would 
expect to find straight out of Casablanca! 

All I could see were dozens of ceiling fans all 
madly whirring, smiling faces and sweaty people. 
We flew to Katherine the next day and I found 
that in adjusting to the heat, I needed a siesta in 
the afternoon for the next two to three weeks. 
However, I adjusted and after three years we 
decided that we did not want to leave. My husband 
started looking for an opportunity so we could  
stay – and he found it very quickly.

I had been a teacher in South Australia and also 
wanted to work when we arrived in Katherine. 
It was not easy and I found many closed 
doors. However, I obtained a job with Semrite 
Constructions. This was a new world for me and  
I underwent a huge learning curve as this was the 
first time I had worked with a lot of men. They 
were very hard workers and we entered them into 
the Telstra Business Awards, which they won.  
My husband then proposed that we manage  
Red Gum Caravan Park, and six weeks later he 

left the bank. We had a fantastic experience there 
for the next 11 years, with many ups and downs, 
especially in the floods, when we lost everything.

The Northern Territory is a place of opportunities 
and I have certainly had those. For seven years,  
I was the Chair of the Tourist Association; we had 
many challenges over those years, but I just loved 
the work.

My next challenge was to stand at a by-election  
for the seat of Katherine. I was elected in 2003 
and again in 2005. I really enjoyed representing 
the people of Katherine. However, in 2006, I  
had a serious car accident and resulting health 
problems brought my political career to a close 
in 2007. I became a Civil Celebrant in 2009, 
but sadly soon after that my husband developed 
cancer and died very quickly. 

At the end of 2011, I was again approached to 
stand for office, this time as Mayor. Another 
opportunity. I was elected in 2012 and again in 
2017. I feel very privileged to have represented 
my community both in the Legislative Assembly 
and also as Mayor. I would never have had these 
opportunities had we not come to the Northern 
Territory. A new door is opening in my life, and  
next year I will marry again. I am a confirmed 
Territorian and I would never leave here.

Fay Miller came to the Territory and 
found that she didn’t want to ever leave, 

she wanted to stay here and carved  
an extraordinary career in doing so.
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Neville Clements
Neville is 89 years young and has lived in 
Darwin on and off since 1968. He was born  
in Auckland, New Zealand to an English 
mother from Kent and an Australian father 
from Swansea in Tasmania.

He spent most of childhood in Rocky Hills, 
Tasmania and enjoyed a rich and varied working 
life throughout Australia. His first job was as a 
telegram boy in Hobart. He worked on various 
ships as a bellboy and then, as a first-grade 
steward. His first ship was The Duntroon, a 
passenger ship built for the Melbourne Steamship 
Company, that later saw military service as a 
troopship between 1942 and 1949.

Neville spent many years working around Australia, 
working as a general hand, pick and shovel and 
cleaner. He also spent time with the Salvation 

Army in Redfern in Sydney. In the early years of 
his time in Darwin, Neville was a regular visitor to 
COTA NT’s premises at Spillett House. He played 
‘old time’ music on the upright piano, which is still 
there to this day. He was never taught to play the 
piano, but it was in his blood. His mother played 
the piano from an early age and Neville reckons 
this is where he got his interest from. 

Neville now shares his time with his cats and his 
collection of chime clocks, in which he has had 
an interest since early childhood. His favourite 
pastime is sitting outside his unit enjoying the sun 
and taking in the fresh air. He also likes to have a 
good conversation with any prepared to listen. If 
asked how he is in conversation, “correct weight”  
is his favourite response.

Many thanks to Josephine, his home visitor 
volunteer to whom Neville told his story. 

Neville has had a full and 
busy life and is enjoying his 
later years in Darwin with 
conversation, his cats and 
clocks, sunshine and fresh air. 
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John Whyte
I lived in Sydney for 56 years, but it was 
always too cold for me. I dreamt that one day 
I would retire in Darwin. I had spent some 
holidays here and really loved it. In 2003,  
I invited my brother to come to Darwin with 
me. I wanted to find some property there in 
preparation for my retirement.

After our arrival, I immediately began my search. 
By the end of the day I had made an offer on a 
property in Darwin. We celebrated by going to the 
Deckchair Cinema and while we were there my 
phone rang – it was the property agent to let me 
know that my offer was accepted. All achieved in 
one day!

I returned to Sydney and at age 56 I retired. I 
have never been happier than I am here. Darwin 
was like a big country town, with all of the things 
I liked (the climate and the lifestyle) and none of 
the things I didn’t like about Sydney (the traffic, 
congestion and the crowds) and I fitted in very 
easily. I have always loved the outback.

One thing I did bring with me from Sydney was 
the idea of OMNI (Older Men, New Ideas). This 
was an organisation for men to get together and 
share their ideas and talk. Men don’t often share 
their thoughts and especially not their feelings. In 
Darwin, this became my retirement project. I came 
to Spillett House and met with Kit Holtham and 
we worked on forming OMNI. Also, via this avenue 
I became involved with COTA. 

Although OMNI did not succeed as I hoped, I 
remained in Darwin. I am captured by the climate  
and the whole lifestyle Darwin gives to me.  
I’m involved with many community projects  
and over the years Darwin has embraced me. 

John dreamed of living in 
Darwin – and dreams do 
sometimes come true! He 

escaped the crowds and the 
cold and now lives in the 
warmth of the Top End.
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Fran Smith
My first experience of the Territory began 
in the early 80s when I came on a visit to a 
very dear friend who was living here. I was 
fascinated by the atmosphere of Darwin –  
it was almost like a time machine and a walk 
back to a big country town from the 60s.  
The TV ads reminded me of early ads down 
south, and there was an old-fashioned 
courtesy and friendliness from people that  
I hadn’t realised I was missing until I was here. 
The warmth of the climate was reflected in  
the warmth of the populace. 

Over the years I kept coming back, and each visit 
revealed more development and growth, but the 
basic values were still the same. 

I was living in Perth when I was diagnosed with 
severe arthritis when I was in my 60s and was 
disinclined to resort to pharmaceutical treatments, 
however, I was practically crippled. I could not work 
and was in receipt of the disability pension. My 
doctors advised me that a warmer, more stable 
climate would be beneficial. My friend encouraged 
me to come to Darwin and house share with her, 
so that is what I did. I joined the osteoporosis and 
arthritis society here and benefitted greatly from 
several presentations they facilitated.

I have been here for over 10 years now, and while 
I am not free of the arthritis I am in much better 
shape and have discontinued the disability pension. 
I have made many friends here (as one does in 
Darwin) and am part of the volunteer community. 
I love living here and especially appreciate the care 
and support given to seniors in the Territory. I have 
had family members come to visit and they have 
been impressed also by this care. I am now a proud 
Territorian and very content here. 

Fran came to the Territory 
for health reasons –  

and not only found a well 
spring up of help and 

support, but became actively 
involved in community  

life as a volunteer.
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“I know people that have gone  
before me who also had responsibilities, 

because I inherit, whatever, I will  
walk in their footsteps.”

Doris Stuart Kngwarreye



COTA NT (Council on the Ageing Northern Territory) Inc.

Spillett House, 65 Smith Street, Darwin NT 0800

  (08) 8941 1004

 www.cotant.org.au

ceo@cotant.org.au

/COTANorthernTerritory
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