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Introduction 

Annabelle Brayley 

Despite the fact that I trained as a nurse in the 1970s, my heart 

was never really in it. I was much more interested in the idea 

of chronicling the patients' lives than knowing their medical 

histories – although, back then, I hadn't yet realised a potential 

for storytelling. 

I could, however, appreciate the talents of the nurses working 

around me. I believe true nurses are called to their profession, 

even though many of them don't necessarily recognise the 

initial summons. Some of the people in this book had no idea 

what they really wanted to do when they ventured into nursing, but they soon fell in love with their 

profession and quickly understood that it provided them with great personal and professional satisfaction. 

Marrying my husband, Ian, and moving to live on an isolated sheep station in Queensland gave me another 

perspective on nursing when I joined the 'waiting room' of the Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS) clinic 

that flew into a neighbouring station once a month. Most of my antenatal and postnatal care and our two 

children's milestones and vaccinations were recorded at those clinic visits. The child health nurse, Sally 

Gorman (nee Ball), who flew with the RFDS, saved all our bacons as she guided me through the mysteries 

of early motherhood. Sally was and is an extraordinarily talented nurse who continues to work in a rural 

and remote context. Even though her story doesn't grace these pages, it was she who first made me realise 

that the inland actually runs on nurse power. 

When I had finally established a fledgling career as a storyteller, my cousin Sally Ford said to me, 'You 

should write about Margie McLean.' I pricked my ears up as she reminisced about Margie, a registered 

nurse and midwife who, until 2009, used to run the Health Clinic at Elliott, just down the road from where 

Sal lived at Newcastle Waters Station in the Northern Territory. Some of Margie's stories sounded spine-

tingling. 

Naturally, when it came time to write this book, Margie was one of the first nurses I thought of. Having 

spent the better part of forty years working in the Victoria River and Barkly Tableland regions of the 

Territory, she'd seen a lot of changes in four decades and some of her anecdotes definitely raised the hair 

on the back of my neck. 

Like Margie, the other nurses in these stories are without exception courageous, adventurous, strong, 

reliable and responsible nurturers of the people of the outback. They are also innovative, dedicated, well 

qualified and highly experienced. These people rep- resent the best of the many women and some men 

who devote their lives to nursing in remote areas. 

And yet they are often invisible angels. Most of us take them for granted and just assume they'll be there 

when we need them because, since the early 1900s, there have always been nurses in the outback. 

When John Flynn initiated the Australian Inland Mission he sent nurses out to staff the hospitals and clinics 

that he established. He went on to launch the Royal Flying Doctor Service, but most people don't realise 
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that around four out of five RFDS emergency rescues are actually undertaken by a flight nurse. While she 

(or he) will have radio or telephone access to a consulting doctor back at the base, they will usually be on 

their own with just the pilot for company; a doctor only goes out for extenuating medical emergencies. 

There are many health clinics across the inland that are run by nurses and sometimes a lone nurse. Some 

of those small towns and communities only continue to exist because there is a nurse living and working 

there. 

All of the nurses in this book were surprised and/or hesitant to be included because they thought their 

contribution to the world around them was pretty ordinary. And yet, the fact that they are ordinary 

people doing extraordinary things in geographic isolation just makes them even more heroic. They 

understand, on a personal level, that they make a difference, but they're used to working under the radar. 

Like nurses all across Australia, they provide some of the most essential services on the planet, and yet 

their work is often undervalued. 

While this book is a celebration of the lives of the particular nurses within it, it's also a salute to all nurses 

who work in remote areas of the globe. May you all now be a little less invisible and a lot more 

appreciated. 

 


