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Irene Phillips was born in a private hospital in Gloucester in 1929 at 
this stage her parents, who were both farmers , were living on a property on 
the Gloucester Ri veL·, which was situated twenty miles from Gloucester. 

Irene attended school until the age of nine, at which point her father 
took her from school to go o f f siding on his bullock team, as her father was 
also a timber cutter. Irene found the work hard and felt that her father 
expected far to much f r om her, as she was only a child and her father expected 
her to work like an adult. Quite often they were away from the property for 
up to a week at a time. During this period Irene's mother was left to look 
after the prop~rty. 

Irene worked with her father for five years . At the age of f~teen she 
decided to leave as she found her father a very hard man to work with . Irene 
moved to Dungog in 1943 and found work in a guest house. She worked as a 
domestic , for twelve months. In 1944 moved to Thornton and obtained a job on 
a dai:z:y farm. 

The employment options open to women at this stage were extremely limited 
especially in the Gloucester region, there was domestic work or bar work 
available to women and with only a limited number of positions in these areas . 
A lot of yo\Ulg women remained on their parents property until they married. 

Irene had four years schooling which she felt restricted her employment 
prospects as she didn't have the education that would have allowed her to train 
as a teacher , nurse or secretary, which she felt were the only other positions 
available to women . 

'SLr-
Irene returned to the Gloucester region in 1970 when ~ and her husband 

purchased the family property from her uncle. Irene's husband was a builder 
and still had contracts pending; the running of the property was left in her 
hands. The greatest obstacle for Irene was to prove -to be the attitude of the 
other farmers, which came to affect her stock prices. I~ waioh ~he rectified4l..j
by aiming at another market, Jere she was selling her stock to outside buyers 
not the local farmers. Irene ~eels the industry is changing with a lot more 
women now attending the sales as buyers than when she moved to the area. 

As Ire~e's husband works away a lot she has been responsible for the 
maintenance on the property which involved repairing fences, calving p roblems 
with the st~ck; she has also turned her hand at building and buiwt cattle bales 
a fowl house and recently was involved in the construction of cattle yards on 
the property. She will attempt anything and her independence never ceases to 
amaze me. At sixty years of age she is still shoeing horses, a skill which she 
learnt from her Gr~ather in her youth. )'lhich she stresses has changed 
considerably from her youth . 

Irene feels the biggest p roblem she has faced with living on the land has 
been the isolation as she doesn't find she can take time out as there is always 
something to do. 

We very briefly discussed the erosion on the property and the need to plant 
trees to try to combat the problem. )'fflich some of the other farmers in the area 
are having problems accepting. 

Irene feels the major problem for rural women are employment and male attitudes. 



THIS IS AN INTERVIEW WITH IRENE PHILLIPS CONCE:RNING HER LIFE ON THE 
LAND IN THE GLOUCESTER REGTON. 

Q: When were you born . 
A: I was born in 1929 in a private hospital in Gloucester. 

Q: Where were your parents living at the time of your birtlh. 
A: Well they were living on the Gloucester River, which would have been about 

20 miles from town. 
L 

Q: What did your parents do for a living. 
A: Well, they were farmer's, but dad did other wotk as well. He used to go 

fencing and timber cutting and mum would look after the farm along with 
us kids; he was a bullocky so he used to stay away for a week or maybe 
toore at a time. He was also a whipmaker, he did that up until just before 
he died. 

Q: Whipmaking, was that a skill he passed on? 
A: No! he didn't pass it on to anybody, he was asked by many people but for 

some reason he didn't get around to it. It could have been that in his 
ignorance that he thought that if he passed on his whipmaking, somebody 
else might take his trade away from him. 

Q: Did you go to school. 
A: Yes. 

Q: How old were you when you started school. 
A: Well, I must've been five. 

Q: How far was the school from the property. 
A: About seven miles I'd say. · 

Q: How many pupils attended the school. 
A: There were about twelve of us, it was pretty good actually, and I was fairly 

lucky I suppose because not everyone had a horse and there were only three 
kids who actually rode to school. 

Q: Did you also ride to town. 
A: Well, no we didn't, we didn't go to town that much and if we did we usually 

went on the cream wagon. Dad went to town Lf we needed stuff which wasn't 
that often as we had hawkers that used to bring goods to the property, we 
traded with them. We actually l\ad three or four hawkers that regularly 
called in. One of them was an Indian his name was Bushu Sing, he'd always 
hand out a treat or something to us kids, it was pretty good when the 
hawkers came around. 

Q: At what age did you leave school. 
A: I was nine, my brother who used to work with dad got a job on a dairy and I 

was next in line, so dad took me from school to go offsiding on the bullock 
team. 

Q: What did you use the bullock team for. 
A; Well dad was a timber cutter among other things. The bullocks were used to 

snig logs out of the bush. 

Q: Can you tell me a bit about where you were getting timber from. 
A: We took timber from a lot of different places including this place which 

Grandfather Ge ale owned at that time, we must've been cutting cedar on here. 
(Twin Rivers) I hated it. It was really steep and dangerous to work. 

Q: Why was that 
A: Well, the tracks are in steep places and they weren't much wider than the 

sli.de, I had visions of me and the bullocks going . over the side as we 
were taking timber from the tops . and when yo~a kid things seem a bit worse 
thah when ~our an adult; they always seem a bit larger than life well I 
used to hate it, I can tell you those hills looked like sheer drops, you 
know- what kids fears are like. 
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Q; How long did you work with your father for. ' 
A: I was fo~teen when I left. I'd had enough by that time. The work was 

hard, what dad needed was an adult working with him not a kid, he wanted 
me to work like a man and mind you he also made me work like one. I got a 
bit fed up with it I can tell you. So I chucked it in and went to Dungog 
to work. 

Q: What sort of work did you do in Dungog. 
A; I. got a job in a guest house, I cleared and served, we were called domestics 

in those days. I thought ~twas pretty good after working with dad. 

Q: Why did you go to D~gog and not Gloucester. 
A: Well, there was no work in Gloucester. 

Q1 How long did you work in Dungog for. 
A: About twelve months , I moved to 'lbornton and got a job on a dairy farm. 

Q: What employment options were open to women when you left ·the land. 
A: Very few, employment was fairly limited in thecountry. Glousester only had 

really two main: industries, one was timber and they didn't employ women and 
the other was dairy farms and that and they didn't employ women. So really 
if you were a women you had very few options and fairly +imited in what work 
you could do. There was really only domestic work or bar work and bar work 
wasn't looked upon to kindly. A lot of girls just stayed and worked on 
their parents farm until they married. 

Q: Were women employed on dairy farms at this stage. 
A: No not really, they mostly went to men . You were looked upon as a women 

and you did women's work, what they di dn't stop to think about was that 
the work women did was just as hard if not harder than the men's. My 
mother used to run a dairy and mend fences, she also trapped rabbits as well 
as looked after the kids, mind you we didn't have power at this stage. I m 

getting a bit off the track. 

Q: Getting back to employment options, was this a result of you lack of 
education or do you feel it was a problem that faced all rural women. 

A: Well, I suppose partly lack of education. But then again jobs just weren't 
available in country towns. If you ware educated you could have gone to 
the city and trained to become a teacher or nurse or maybe an office job. 
I only went to school for four years and that certainly didn't give ma the 
qualifications to go into those jobs . So 1 had to be a domestic and that 
was the way it was with most people with rural backgrounds, unless of course 
you came from an affluent family. Another thing was that women were bought 
up with the view that they would marry, therefore you didn't think about a 
career as girls do today. vhrre I grew up if you weren't married by twenty 
or so you were left on the shelf,a spinster. Apart from that if you wanted 
to stay on the land you had to marry someone from the land. 

Q; When did you return to the Gloucester region. 
A: L returned in l970. Uncle Tom who had owned the family property was getting 

on a bit and things were getting difficult for him to mana ge . If the truth be 
known I think he. was a bit lonely as he'd been living by himself for quite 
a few years. When we approached him about selling some of his land he realised 
that by selling it to .me he'd be keeping it in the family . So we moved up 
here and bought lOOO acres off him. He still retained a portion of it that 
had the house on it. It was pretty natural for me to return to the area as 
as rve been associated with the land most of my life, the k i ds had been 
e ducated and the area was no where near as isolated as it used to be, the 
forestry had just finished putting a road over Copeland the telephone was 
now possible and the biggest plus was power. I'd grown up without it and 
there was no way I 'd do it again. 
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Some of .my kids have had a taste of it and they seemed to thrive on it but 
they also had a choice were we didn't. 

Q: Whose been in charge of the running of the property . 
A: Well, I took charge of it. My husband's a builder and when we bought the 

property Jim still had contracts to complete , also we were trying to 
establish ourselves on a new piece of land so he pretty well had to work. 
Jim also doesn't ride unless he: ls 1Eorced to and with him the mountains 
are a bit of a problem, tl!s only ever ridden in flat country and there 's 
a bit of an art to riding in country as steep as this, as you've found out. 

Q: What obstacles has the running of the property posed for you. 
A; Probably the biggest hurdle I had to overcome was the attitude of the other 

farmers. It was a bit like stepping back in time actually, we'd moved over 
here from Gunnedah and I'd been involved in farming over there. It's 
funny really because problems I'd faced probably ten years ago were the same 
things I came up against in Gloucester. 

Q: What were they. 
A: Well the attitude of the men at the cattle sales, its a pretty male dominated 

area and always has been and being a woman places a few barriers there as 
they really don't believe that you know what your doing and if they can 
they'll try and put it over you. On one occasion one of ' the agents tried 
to talk me into buying a yard full of cattle that were just rubbish, I very 
quickly let him know that I wasn't interested he got a bit of a shock, he 
really thought I•d buy them, the men also tried to push me aside when it 
came time to bid, I just dug my heels in and pushed back, intimidation I 

think you•d call it. Then there was one of the auctioneers who had a habit 
of overlooking my bids, I ended up having a wor~ to him. There was another 
occasion where I was bidding against another farmer and in the end he let his 
prejudice get the better o f him and said give it to her ; I ' ve had enough, 
give it to the wom~n, what he didn't know was I'd reached my limit I was 
about to stop bidding, I had a good laugh over that one. 

Q; Has the attitude of the men affected your stock prices. 
A: Well of course it did, I was a woman farming. Its also an industry were 

you establish yourself by the line and breed of your cattle and it takes 
time to establish your name as well. Anyway I did all the right things, 
bought good breede~s and so forth, but the name wasn't there so my first 
weaners were about fifty dollars under what the others were getting for 
their's, this acftually happened at a couple of sales. So I decided to 
beat them at their own game, I aimed at anotltler market ~re I'd be selling 
to outside buyers. not farmers. It worked.I got good prices for my cattle 
and even topped the market a few timest anyway my name became known, well 
established and in the last couple of years Ive reverted back to the weaner 
market, which has worked. I suppose that in some respects I was fairly 
lucky as I'd been in the industry for a long time, so I knew what to do. 
If you were green those losses on cattle prices could ruin you. Anyway 
the attitudes are changing. There 's a lot more women in at the yards these 
days, not only as observers but as buyers. 

Q; Who is responsible for the maintenance of the property. 
A; Well I do most of it. I'd better put that another way, I do the ur gent jobs, 

like if a fence needs mending I do it or if the cows have problems calving 
I deal with it. I also turn my hand at a bit of building, I built the bales 
up the flat and me and the daughters built the fowl house, and at the momemt, 
well until the accident Jim and I were building new yards, I ' m pretty good 
with a. c rowbar you know and I ahoe the horses too . 
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Q: Who taught you how to shoe. 
A: My Grandfather , I don't know whether I should thank him or curse him 

for that one. 

Q: How old would you have been. 
A: Well ten I think, no maybe eleven. Back then if you had horse~s and you 

intended to ride you had to be able to shoe, well at least in my family. 
its a bit easier today than what it used to be , now you can walk into a 
store and buy a set of shoe's, in those ' days you had a forge an anvil and 
a piece of steel that you made your shoe's from. I suspect I made a pretty 
horrible job of some of the shoes I put on. Today it's all cut and dried. 
It's funny though out of five kids I 1 ve only been able to get one of them 
to take it on, she 1 s pretty good at it too, r suppose I'll be shoeing for 
a while yet though. 

Q: Do you see aging as posing a problem for you. 
A: Well I try not to think about that one. But the way I see it Jim and I have 

two options, one is to sell up and move to town, something I don't feel I 
could do, the other is to hope that some of the family may consider moving 
up here, it hasn't been discussed so I really don't know. Anyway I got a 
few good years left yet . 

Q: What is the biggest problem you've faced living on the land. 
A: Probably the isolation, with Jim being away so much, and I find that I don't 

get that much time away from the place as there is always something to do. 
The family are pretty good though, the grandkids spend most holidaye up here 
and my son and his wife try to spend a fair bit of time with me, then there's 
my daughter who always helps out in an emergency. I don't suppose that it's 
really that much of a problem though, as at least I drive. 

Q: Do you have much to do with the other farmers in the area. 
A; I don't socialise very much with the neighbours but in the count:r:y we've got 

a bit of a code and if you want something done or need a. hand you give them 
a ring and they'll make themselves available and vise versa the other day I 

needed a tractor so I rang up Pat and she came over. 

Q: I notice that there is a lot of erosion on the property, do you see this as 
a problem. 

A: Yes, it is a bit of a problem it's been created by to much clearing. I'm 
sure my forefathers didn't realise the problems they were creating in their 
need for grazing land. They overcleared and as a consequence we now find 
ourselves with erosion gullies and this being steep country we have to start 
to plant tree's to cut out the erosion. 

Q: rs that a common view held by other farmers in the area. 
A: Probably not:Common view but the attitude is definitely changing, well you~ve 

only got to look out the window to realise why that womld be so. Some are 
still having trouble comrung to grips with _ it, you know what it's like, old 
attitudes die hard it's a bit like people using super they don't know when 
to stop .and anyway now we have got to a situation where we've got to plant 
trees it'll be a long time though before we see any improvements. 

Q: What do you see as the major problem to be faced by women in the rural 
industry in the future. 

A: Well employment is still a problem for women and men's attitudes has still 
got a long way to go. 
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