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SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I came out to Australia in 1984 for a year's working holiday. I was 24 then. I came to probably have just a bit of an escape and a challenge and a new life. I came in September/October 86 to live here permanently. Life was good in England and it was fun and easy and I decided I just wanted a bit more of a challenge. It certainly is a challenge now yes, probably a lot more challenges than I ever bargained for. I didn't really expect to have our own place ever. I was just going to try and work on a place and see what they were like and so no, there are plenty of challenges still out there. And still hitting us in the face. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: I first met Sophie here at "Annalara". I said hello and that was about it. But I do remember saying to my mate on seeing Sophie "gee she's a bit of a heifer isn't she?"


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I thought he was pretty awful too because he was rude. So that's how we met but obviously relationships must have got a little better than that. And we've got two boys of nine and seven, Matt and Jack. Both boys have got motorbikes and they work on the property with their bikes as well and they both beat me hands down riding. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: When we get sick a animal it's always call on Soph to find out what the problem is or what she thinks. She does nearly everything when required, from helping with stock to schooling the boys, doctoring animals, to helping neighbours that are sick, and she has the will to succeed. Yes she likes the isolation. 
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The nearest major town or business centre is either Broken Hill or Cobar and they're at least two and half to three hours away. We don't get to town a great deal. We could be isolated for four - six weeks during flood times. Our property's about 23 thousand hectares. We're currently running a bit over ten thousand sheep, and a couple of thousand goats, and a few cattle and so it's full time all the time. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: At the moment it's really green here. It's looks superb. But at times it's very dry, dusty pretty flat country with a big burst of river going through the middle of it. 


TV News Footage
Vast areas of Queensland and New South Wales are desperately dry after missing out on the recent drought breaking rain. But they're also missing out on Federal drought relief.


STEVE CRESSWELL: The drought went from somewhere in '90 through about '95. There was no cover no feed cover the ground was just bare; practically nearly desert yeah. This was as bad as what some of the older people had ever seen it. 


APRIL 1996

STEVE CRESSWELL: The Federal Drought assistance for drought that we've presently been excluded from, that would be a great help to start with. That's to be drought declared an exceptional drought area, which we certainly, clearly are and have been for some time. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: At certain times it seemed to be raining up to our boundary and then stop and it would rain all around you and you'd look out and there'd be clouds north, south, east and west but nothing over you. And that was really heart rending because you'd think, oh please rain here and it didn't. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: Sophie was a complete support especially when things were crook. Like some days she'd go out and have to put out twenty or thirty dead sheep and some days she'd have to do it. Sophie couldn't possibly have had any idea how bad it can get. I think she always knew that apart from the bad times there are good times as well and that's what we both kept saying to each other "well it's only going to get better shortly". Pretty rough days and she'll work at it until she pulls through it type of thing, whatever it is. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: If anybody's asked me what has happened in the past, I've always been really open and most people know what has happened. I don't have anything to hide. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: It was pretty traumatic for her and it wasn't the nicest thing especially when she was practically named a murderer in court.

Sophie found it very offensive being named or called a racist and she knew she wasn't. And she's had lots of support by everybody including the aboriginal community. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: We have a couple of radio lessons a week so it's all pretty well planned out. We just have to try and get the children to do it and teach it and understand it ourselves. Sometimes there's grumpy old mum in the schoolroom. She's still a bit snaky by the time she's come out. No I'm not a natural born teacher so yeah we do have our moments. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: White Cliffs gives Sophie a break from teaching. She loves nursing. She's got to keep doing it to keep her hands in the job. Sophie's been working at White Cliffs on and off ever since we were married. Sometimes it can be two or three month stints and other times it could be only a couple of weeks or several days. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I just do casual relief for a single nurse post in White Cliffs, which is 170 kilometres away from us. A hundred kilometres north of Wilcannia. The kids come along with me which enables them to socialise with other children and learn what a proper school is like and learn to get on with their peers the same each day they have to still greet the same people which is something we don't do at home. 
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White Cliffs is basically an opal mining town. There's two shops and one pub. Most people live underground. There's a lot of people that live in anything from quite small to pretty elaborate dugouts. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: There's no veterinarians, it's pretty isolated. If anyone has animal problems, Sophie's the instant veterinarian. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: So we have anything from gold fish to camels and just me to do for the patients so things can take quite a long time. You're doing everything from making the teas to resuscitation to ECGs to community health work. There's quite a few older people in White Cliffs. They'll either come to the clinic or we'll visit at home. So we're on call for 24 hours. 

I'm fairly fussy in my work but yes I like to be that way especially when you're working on your own. You have to be. 

The responsibility of working on your own is quite heavy but there's a good network that we can contact. We have a close working relationship with the Royal Flying Doctor Service so we consult them all the time. 

They come four weeks out of five to do a clinic at White Cliffs. Prior to the landing we have to do a roo run because it has happened in the past that the plane has hit an emu. Quite a number of years ago, and that's quite an expensive episode. So we just have to chase the kangaroos and emus off the strip. 

Certainly the RFDS provides an exceedingly good service and we're really fortunate to have them and a lot of the people that we have coming through White Cliffs say they get much better care here than where they've come from.


DOCTOR WALTER DIETZ, RFDS: She tells me quite often what to do. She's a really good Sister. 

She lives in the bush and I think to be able to work here it's best to relate to the local people you have to live in sort of the same environment to understand what people want and what their expectations are.


JENNY REDSTON, friend: Obviously with her life choice about where she lives is very different from how we grew up. If anyone can do it, it would be Sophie. 

Well she was never a city girl but I think some of us thought she was taking it to extreme. She really loves it though. She just really loves the bush. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I grew up in the Cotswolds where it's a very picturesque hilly green sheep country with little villages with little stone cottages and tiny little pubs and it's a very pretty place. 


JENNY REDSTON: We've known each other since we were about three or four years of age and lived two and a half fields away from each other and that's how we judge the distance. Very much revolved around ponies and riding and country pursuits. We shared a lot of things; a lot of highs and a lot of lows. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I never wanted to be a nurse. I couldn't bear blood and injections and cuts and stuff. My mother suggested it for a joke and I did it. And that's how I got along. I really enjoyed it once I got there but I certainly never thought that no.

I saw my first hernia and I fainted. I spent most of my time in the theatre throwing up. In England I worked in Oxford and went from Intensive Care in a 700 bed hospital and came to Australia and ended up at Goodooga which was a little five bed place and really enjoyed that and came to Wilcannia which is another bush place and then now in a hospital with extensively no beds except waiting beds. Yes it's very different but it's challenging and I like responsibility. It's not lost in administration and there's an awful lot of people contact. 

White Cliffs is a reasonable clinic but there's a fair bit of building that needs doing. Reasonable accommodation would be wonderful. At times when the Flying Doctors Service come, we're trying to squeeze four clinics into probably two rooms, one of which is part of the house. So I'm shooing my children out of their bedroom and the clinic is running in the bedroom which isn't really top quality clinic style. 


JENNY REDSTON: Situations can happen and particularly in remote nursing areas. Situations that you probably couldn't imagine in a month of Sundays in a place like Sydney or Melbourne in a major hospital.


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: Yes I do think back and I get the odd twinge. It just makes me think steady up and just have another look at something from a different point of view. When you've been put through the grill fairly well, often you can begin to have a few self-doubts. It does weigh occasionally I do still have the odd worry about it. But I think that's probably part and parcel of what's gone on.

In June 87 a young man, Mark Quayle, came into me at the hospital, I think about ten past two in the morning. He was brought in by two other men, one of which was his brother. They said he was seeing things and he was in the 'dings' which I took to be as having a withdrawal effect from alcohol. I was to look after him. At the time I couldn't keep him in the hospital because I couldn't get him to stay. And we can't lock doors on people we can't shut them in a room or keep them in a safe place, and I had other patients to look after at the time. He was wandering fairly uncontrollably in and out of the hospital and I phoned the police to go and look for him because he went wandering off again and then the police found him outside and he was in the panel van. 

I thought that he would just be with the police, not in a cell but in the police station so they could just keep an eye on him then so at least he could be with somebody.


"FOUR CORNERS" - ABC TV 
At 2.45 a.m. Mark Quayle was taken from Wilcannia Hospital to the local lockup. He was placed in cell number 2. Half an hour later the police went off duty leaving Mark alone in a cold darkened cell. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: The next morning I went down to the Police Station after I'd finished work to see how he was. And was told when I got there that he'd hung himself and would I look at him to see if he was dead. Which I did.


"FOUR CORNERS" - ABC TV 
His body was found suspended from the porthole of the cell door. Two strips of woollen blanket around his neck. Less than five feet from the ground. He died of asphyxiation. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: It was ghastly yes. I'd never seen anyone like that before.


JENNY REDSTON, friend: Sophie was obviously terribly distressed when she heard that Mark Quayle had died. The cell situation was very much, you're put in a position whereby you're trying to protect the other patients in the hospital, Mark himself, with very limited resources to do it. I mean there's no facilities up there for safe containment of people with problems. You can't help the element of feeling personally responsible when in fact you're not. I mean your choices are so limited. I mean she was devastated about it. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: It's a very harsh way to die. Terrible way to go. It has a huge affect on his family, had a huge affect on me. There was a time when I thought, gosh am I going to end up in jail?


JENNY REDSTON: I stayed with her up in Wilcannia for the Coroner's Inquest. She had only recently established herself up in the country and met Steve. It was a really horrendous thing for them to have to go through so early in their relationship. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: The Coronial Inquiry, well at times it just turned into bedlam. One of the barristers actually stood up in the middle of it and said, "it's just like a Spanish Inquisition." They were having eight to nine hour questioning sessions on me, which are pretty hard going. 


JENNY REDSTON: Some of the absurdities of the accusations were just amazing. They were just ludicrous. She was supposed to be having an affair with one of the policeman on the case, being unprofessional, the racist comments that came before. I mean that's just not Sophie. That's just not how any of the morals and ethics that she grew up under, it's just not her as a person. And it's a very sort of cheap shot really to fire at someone like that. It was very hurtful for her because it isn't, it's nowhere near the person that Sophie is.


File Footage
...in his finding Coroner Graham Johnson exonerated the two policemen. Of the nursing sister he stated she did not convey to Doctor Ryan all relevant details.


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I think I certainly was scapegoated. It was much easier to get the smallest person down the line, because it wasn't a decision I made on my own. But that didn't seem to account for much at the time. 


1989
JOHN QUAYLE, Mark's Brother: Get a blanket tear it half, tie it around his neck, tie it around the door, and then just sit down. Anybody that is hanging would kick themselves straight back up again. It's not very far is it? 


REPORTER: How important is the improvement of Health Services in this area to stop such incidences we saw last year with the death of Mark Quayle?


PETER COLLINS, Fmr. NSW Health Minister: There's no question that there's room for improvement in health services for aboriginal populations in places like Wilcannia.


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: There was another death after Mark Quayle's death and then the Royal Commission was set after that. 


ABC TV NEWS
Bob Hawke: Any Inquiry which did not have the status of a Royal Commission would be unacceptable. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I think that the Royal Commission had to happen because there was a problem there that needed to be seen into. But I didn't always feel that they dealt a particularly fair deal or a particularly honest deal.

ABC TV News
...in one of his most scathing reports Royal Commissioner Hal Wootten has blamed police and hospital staff at Wilcannia for the death of a young aborigine. 

Commissioner Hal Wootten QC said" Nurse Sophie Heathcote, Dr. Kevin Ryan, and the police constables, bore responsibility for Quayle's death. 

Subsequent inquiries cleared the two police officers of blame and the Doctor was allowed to continue practicing. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: We believed from the start that she was being made a scapegoat and the blame was being pushed her way in every direction. 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: It's not a lot of fun to just have everything wiped from underneath your feet. It's pretty soul destroying and something I'd worked for a long time was just wiped off, in a letter. I was deregistered so I had to attend The Nurses Registration Board for another similar Court Case and then I attended the Court in Sydney for my appeal. 

I had really superb support from overseas, from Australia, and all sorts of people. I kept going to appeal for my registration probably because I was so jolly stubborn, and pig headed and I wasn't going to give up easily. 


JENNY REDSTON, friend: For her appeal she came down to Sydney and would stay with me. She'd come home both she and Steve just mentally exhausted. 


STEVE CRESSWELL: Sophie's personality changed - the ramifications of the court hearings...couldn't think properly, bad dreams and kept referring back to the court sittings, and the death. She hasn't got the terror that she used to have. If anything slightly went wrong it sort of, she couldn't take it. Yes she's slowly getting out of it. 


File Footage
After four full scale Judicial Inquiries and millions of dollars in legal fees, Sister Sophie Heathcoate has cleared her name...won an appeal yesterday against being suspended from duty for twelve months... 


SOPHIE CRESSWELL: I was vindicated on all the outcomings it wasn't just a win on a technical case and so I was renewed to the register and my suspension was annulled. And yes I was extremely pleased. It was proved that we had given as much care as we could in the short time that we had him there. It was just superb to be cleared because that's what I worked for the previous four years. 

I wanted to go back and continue with my career in nursing to prove to me mainly, that I was still a very adequate nurse I felt, and also mainly prove to my clientele that I could carry out my work. 

Sometimes you slightly doubt yourself that you're going to be put back in the same position. Because anybody could be in that position but you take the greatest care that you're not.

I think that an awful lot of rural and remote nurses have thought "there by the Grace of God, there go I". Or certainly that's what they've told me.

I would certainly have liked Mark Quayle's episode not to have happened and I'd like him to be alive now and none of that to have happened, but it has happened and I believe I've grown from it.

There certainly were times I wanted to run away and I thought 'no we've got the property,' that was our home and then I thought 'you've got to bite the bullet and get on with it.'

And the community were just superb. Sometimes I felt I toughened up during it but in some ways you get softer as you get older. 

There's been plenty of ups and downs. But I'd say there's been more ups than downs. It's a good place to live. I've never regretted moving here. 

Details surrounding Mark Quayle's death now make up part of the curriculum for those studying remote area nursing.
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