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			ERNIE HEATH 

			in conversation with Nicky Vanderaa

			Friday too tired, Saturday too drunk and Sunday too far away. 

			Can you sing?

			This was the question the good-looking young man playing his guitar asked the pretty young girl.

			Ernie might already have had his eye on Shirley Mason. He told me he was driving trucks at the time for a Swan Hill company and an elderly lady (probably not even yet fifty, but in the eyes of 18-year-old Ernie, she seemed ‘elderly’) said “I’ll introduce you to a nice little girl from Colac”.

			Shirley joined Ernie on the stage, and the rest, as they say, is history.

			And what a history that was to be with all the usual highs and lows of fifty-eight years together. 

			Ernie was born in Sea Lake, Victoria and as a four-year-old he was already dreaming of getting his own guitar so he could play like Tex Morton and Buddy Williams. He left school at fourteen and worked for a year to buy that guitar. By the time he was seventeen, Ernie needed a job which would support making music. 

			His working life as a shearer started around 1956, the year of the Shearers’ Big Strike. The movie “Sunday Too Far Away”, made in 1975, starring a young Jack Thompson, depicts the unrest among shearers in the mid-fifties. Graziers were doing it tough because of a succession of wet years which caused flystrikes, worms, lice, water-clogged feet and burr-infested wool. They obtained a court ruling allowing them to no longer pay shearers the prosperity loading which had been added when prices boomed due to the demand for wool during the Korean war.

			The title of the movie came from the poem “The Shearer’s Wife’s Lament”, referring to how little she got to see her husband. Friday he was too tired, Saturday too drunk and Sunday too far away. 

			The main message of the movie was, “It wasn’t the money; it was the insult”.

			Shearing became well paid. By 1958 the rate was two hundred shillings per hundred. When Ernie found his way onto the ‘boards’, good money could be made, despite the fact that it was seasonal work.

			One reason that I chose to write Ernie’s story was that I spent a considerable part of my first seven years in my father’s woolshed on his New Zealand sheep farm. I distinctly recall the redolent aromas of sheep dags, lanolin in the wool and sweaty shearers. And falling off a wool bale onto my head which might explain a few things.

			Up the point when I had nearly written the last word of Ernie’s story, I had not been able to find anyone who wanted to talk about anything other than Ernie’s contribution to Country and Western music in Mildura. He’s a legend in that respect.

			Then I bent down to pick up the business card which repeatedly fell out of a book Ernie lent me. The book is “Across the Board”, published in 2002. It is an anthology of West Australian shearers’ stories, compiled by Valerie Hobson, for which she was awarded the Medal of the Order of Australia.

			The reader’s mind is assailed by images of fifteen-year-old city boys being dropped off at a crossroads in the vast outback of Western Australian desert to wait for the farmer or the shearing contractor to come and collect them. Then when they got to the station the conditions were very primitive. No 240-volt power. It was 32 volt and Tilley lamps. No mattresses or flywire.

			Henry Wells: 

			In 1954, “As a junior shed hand my pay was about three times more than I was getting in the wool store. To make extra money I chopped wood for the cook. I was rapt as I had never seen so much money … and nowhere to spend it. As a junior rouseabout I was at the bottom of the pecking order; I was the gopher … the pace was fast, but fortunately I was fit. There is a saying … used by lots of overseers, “Don’t Walk. Don’t run. Fly!”

			Ray Martin Hobson:

			“For every pound we earned we had to pay two shillings levy to the relief fund for married shearers on strike”. He goes on to say, “although I was never one of the gun shearers, I was always handy, reliable and consistent”.

			I asked Ernie if he was gun shearer. (a shearer capable of shearing a large number of sheep in one day). “Definitely not”, replied Ernie. I thought to myself he would be too modest to admit it anyway. He looks like a strapping fellow in the picture shown. I asked him “What was the most sheep you shore in one day?” “Two hundred and five”, he replied. He went on to say, “that was just one day I thought I’d have a bit of a hard day to see how I went”.
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			Music and Ernie go together

			In the 1800’s the shearer’s tools were his blade shears and sharpening stone and in the main shearers were convicts, indigenous people and sometimes Chinese. They were reviled as the scum of the earth by the graziers, the landed gentry, who were happy to see them come but glad to see them go. A necessary evil. 

			We’ve heard that Australia rode to prosperity on the sheep’s back. Evan McHugh, in his book “The Shearers” contends that, if it was on anyone’s back it was “on the aching, creaking, flexing spines of the Australian shearers“.
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			Shearers on the Board by Brian Nash

			The Folk Song “Ryebuck Shearer” hints at the competitiveness of the occupation:

			I came from the south and my name it’s Field.
And when my shears are properly steeled,
A hundred and more I’ve very often peeled,
And of course I’m a ryebuck shearer.

			CHORUS

			If I don’t shear a tally before I go,
My shears and stone in the river I’ll throw,
I’ll never open Sawbees to take another blow,
And prove I’m a ryebuck shearer.

			There’s a bloke on the board and he’s got a yellow skin,
A very long nose and he shaves on the chin,
And a voice like a billy goat dancing on a tin.
And of course he’s a ryebuck shearer.

			There’s a bloke on the boards and I heard him say
That I couldn’t shear a hundred sheep a day
But some fine day I’ll show him the way
And prove I’m a ryebuck shearer.

			Oh, I’ll make a splash, but I won’t say when,
I’ll hop off me tail and into the pen,
While the ringer’s shearing five, I’ll shear ten,
And prove I’m a ryebuck shearer.

			A ryebuck was a gun, and sawbees were hand shears.

			Ernie’s most comfortable position is lying flat. Shearer’s back for sure! That’s tough for someone who has led such an active life.

			I recently read an interview with Sir Ian McKellen who played the part of Gandalf in Lord of the Rings. He said, “I love sitting here but I do feel I need to get back to making myself useful”. That’s the story of Ernie’s life, being useful. On the one hand relieving the sheep of their woolly coats (imagine being a sheep and dragging one of those coats around. The weight of a merino’s fleece is between three and four and a half kgs.)  And on the other hand, he was dedicated to playing country music and especially to helping up-and-coming young stars. Later in life, he brought cheer to the residents in Jacaranda Aged Care with his singing and guitar. Most recently he has played for the children at the local primary school.

			I enjoy visiting Ernie in Chaffey Aged Care. He is always welcoming and happy to answer questions. Sadly, his wife Shirley has passed away, but I have visited when Katrina his daughter is with him. Does he sparkle then! She is a fly-in fly-out worker to places like Gove where sites are shutting down and the experts are needed. Ernie is immensely proud of her for the work she does and the two bounce off each other, exchanging father-daughter banter. Thanks to them I have had my five-year-old grandson in stitches. “Where do bees pee Ari?”. “Where Grannie?”. “In the B.P.”.

			Over the years there were a few shearing schools like the one in Kyneton in Victoria, run by Henry Salter. The Australian Workers Union objected to the fact that the students had to pay for their tuition. “It is against every principle of this union to pay to be taught”.

			Like Ernie most shearers learnt by working their way up from being a rouseabout, the essential worker on the floor who keeps the floor clean of dags and fleece, rushes in with the ‘tar’ if a sheep is cut, grabs the fleece and gets it out of the way while the shearer shoves the newly-shorn animal down through the shute and comes back from the pen, dragging the next one. If a shearer is taken crook before he finishes a sheep, then the budding young shearer-rouseabout gets to have a go.

			Ernie has had two careers concurrently over fifty years. Not like most of us, thirty years one career and then the next twenty another, or maybe a new career every five years.

			I took my first proper look at the business card I had picked up off the floor. Larry Bruce, Wool Classer, Colignan, and a mobile number. “What are the odds this guy is still alive?” I thought. “Ernie is 86, I’m 80, but what the heck, I might as well ring”. 

			“Hello?” 

			“Is that Larry Bruce”

			“Sure is!”

			Seconds into the conversation I realised I had struck gold. “Can we meet somewhere for a coffee?” I pleaded. Bit difficult – Larry was somewhere in the north of West Australia. As a wool classer he travels all over the country.

			Straight up he was happy to talk about Ernie. “He was a shearer for fifty years”, he said, “and always brought his guitar with him.  And his wife Shirley used to do the cooking”.

			From what I’ve read about shearers’ cooks it would have been a blessing to have Shirley along, although I doubt they are all as awful as the giant of a man who played the cook in the movie “Sunday Too Far Away’. He had requested twenty bottles of lemon essence to be delivered with the stores. The contractor reduced that to two because lemon essence is 85% alcohol.

			I’ve also read about the physical toll shearing takes on a person. An analysis of data obtained by the University of West Australia’s study on April 5, 2005 of Dwayne Black’s 12-hour day in a shed in Kojonup, Western Australia. …

			Dwayne lost 4 kilograms of body weight, drank 12 litres of water and lost 16 litres in sweat. The rate of fluid loss during the nine hours of actual shearing was 1.8 litres per hour.

			That rate is more than three times greater than that of ultramarathon athletes exercising for similar periods of time. Despite working for a duration equivalent to five consecutive AFL games, Dwayne was still working at a higher overall intensity than the average AFL player. Larry the wool classer told me that shearing is the only occupation where the worker uses a sweat towel within half an hour of starting work.

			Conditions in the sheds and shearers’ quarters vary throughout Australia. 

			Australian shearers working in New Zealand expressed surprise at how well they were accepted by the farmers, even having a meal or a drink on the homestead verandah. I personally find the land and the climate harsher in Australia, and hence the people. That didn’t stop New Zealanders coming to shear in Australia, much to the annoyance of Aussie shearers, especially those bonded to the Shearer’s Union. Larry claimed some of the ‘interlopers’ (my word) would not care about conditions. “They’d shear in the dunny if they had to”. 

			I’ve heard that Australian shearers would walk off the job if the sheep were wet whereas the Kiwis must have felt right at home and kept shearing much to the annoyance of the Aussies. There were some serious confrontations and fights in the eighties.

			Larry told me the best rousties were the Maori women. Even now, although senior in age, “They are like greased lightning”.

			“There’s a saying, you’ve got sheep shit in the brain”, said Larry, meaning “You love the work. You either love it or hate it”. When I tried to wax lyrical about my experience as a child in the shed and loving the smell… “It’s not a smell it’s an aroma!”

			In Evan McHugh’s book I read about a gun shearer, Ronald James ‘Jumbuck’ Niven, born 1952 in Rock Gully, W.A. “Ron is always ready to share his knowledge with others; he is passionate about the shearing industry and sets a very high standard. He says you must love sheep to have a feel for them, and you need patience and an artist’s touch to shear them well”.

			I told Larry how Ernie had told me that he wanted to get back to shearing. Larry didn’t scoff at the idea. He said “Ernie could shear a sheep today. You don’t forget how to do it. It’s an art”.  That was him showing Ernie the respect he deserves.

			Since talking to Larry, I have spoken to another person who regards Ernie the Shearer as a best friend. Bob and Mary Rodgers were from Barcaldine in Queensland and after the shearing cut out at Mt Gambier, they made their way to Mildura. Jack Healey, the shearing contractor, suggested they take their caravan to Lake Hawthorn Caravan Park. That was where a lot of the shearers stayed. Ernie and Shirley, who were older, took Bob, Mary, and baby, under their wing. Bob had been a shearer all his life and was expecting his hardworking son to be one too. However, it’s not what it was, and he largely blames the Kiwis for ruining it for the Aussies. As a Queenslander he was known for the expression “Hey, but”, and it stuck to him as a nickname.

			When he turned twenty-one on March 28, 1970, Ernie and Shirley threw him a 21st Birthday Party in Broken Hill. Thirty years later, during which time he had no more contact with Ernie and Shirley, he walked around the side of their house. He told me he had put on weight and didn’t expect Ernie to recognise him. “Hey, but! Happy Birthday!” exclaimed Ernie, who claimed he never forgot a face.

			Bob said of Ernie and co. – “They would shear all day and sing all night”. Shirley was often the shearers’ cook, and Ernie and the others helped her clean up afterwards so they could get on with the singalong. Bob told me that Ernie had a whole range of songs and stories he shared with the shearing community but these days they are off limits.

			For “Across the Board”, Bill James wrote: “Shearers get burnt out and cranky, as it is an intense working environment…. the whirr of the overhead gear and the clatter of the diesel engine. The noise, the hustle and bustle; everything is very noisy”.

			I have been reading about lots of shearers. Especially the top guns.

			John Allan was born in Toora, Victoria in 1935. He entered lots of competitions such as the first Golden Shears Championship held in Masterton in New Zealand in 1961. On the same team was Kevin Sarre. Ultimately, John became an ambassador all around the world, especially in South America and China, promoting Aussie shearing. He worked for Sunbeam, who made the machinery, and later for Heinegger.

			Kevin Sarre adapted the New Zealander Godfrey Bowen’s shearing technique, inventing a technique he named Tally-Hi. It reduced the shearing time by up to 30 seconds a sheep.

			As a kiwi I always thought that what upset the Aussies was that New Zealanders make a better pavlova. But no. It was about the width of shearing combs. The innovative kiwis had invented a 3 ½ inch comb with thirteen teeth, the outer ones being pulled sideways and sharpened. These combs worked well on the coarse, less dense wool of the New Zealand Romney sheep.

			In 1927 the Australian Federal Pastoral Industry Award had prescribed that the width of the comb should be no more than 2 ½ inches. It was an offence for any shearer (registered with the union) to use combs wider than 2 ½ inches.
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			The teeth that stopped the nation

			In 1981 the war of the combs was raging and in March 1983 the Arbitration Commission ruled that wider combs should be permitted. The AWU lodged an appeal which was heard by the Full Bench of the Arbitration Commission. The AWU embarked on a National Strike bringing our wool industry to its knees. At this point the Northern Farmers Federation was asking graziers throughout Australia to put their shorn sheep in their front paddocks so that passing motorists could see that sheep were still being shorn.

			It was with John Allan’s support that the shearing industry was brought into the 20th century.

			In his diary, written when he embarked on a tour of Europe in 1977, he wrote that he always took his harmonica with him because although it was his business skills selling Aussie shearing that were important, his success also relied on his social skills People like nothing better than to join in a song and being able to play the harmonica proved to be one of his greatest assets.

			For Ernie, the shearing and the music have blended two concurrent careers. I asked Ernie when he would get to play his music. “Mostly at night, around the campfire”.

			Mildura has been a hub for Country music off and on over the years. I say “off and on” deliberately because it has not always been the most popular genre of music. In his autobiography Slim Dusty wrote “for many years it (Country music) was the bottom of the ladder in trends and even keen Country listeners kept their records out of sight”.

			Around that time the radio station in Mildura was banned from playing Hillbilly music.

			When Slim’s “Pub with No Beer” began selling like hotcakes on 78 RPM records, it still didn’t get onto the hit parade. That was in 1958. It sold 270,000 copies in the U.K. and topped the Irish hit parades for ten weeks. Slim received the first and only ever presented Gold 78. It should have been on our hit parade as it had sold 50,000 copies, but instead a song which had only sold 50 copies was voted top of the hit parade. Eventually Sydney City Radio was shamed into adding it to their hit parade and it stayed on top for six months.

			As Slim said, “You have to realize that when rock ‘n roll came into fashion it also became the fashion to belittle anything or anyone vaguely approaching Country”.

			Slim writes in his autobiography that by the time he was eleven he was damn sure he wasn’t going to be Gordon Kirkpatrick in his future life. He was determined to be a star, and he persevered despite constant rejections by the music companies until finally at the age of eighteen he was offered a contract with EMI. His father had always supported his dream and had gone with him to the city on his numerous attempts to break into the industry.

			They visited the Tivoli Theatre on several occasions. Slim writes, “The old Tivoli shows were fantastic and if you hadn’t seen a Tivoli show you just hadn’t lived”. 

			There’s another reason why I wanted to write Ernie’s story. My naturally musical husband emigrated from Holland to Australia in 1954 and he too loved to go to the Tivoli. Ten years later, he found himself newly divorced, jobless, and in Darwin, and he decided to open his own music store and call it Tivoli Music House.

			Joy and Slim were intrigued by the name and contacted us to ask if we would do their bookings for their first show in Darwin in 1967. One of the members of their troupe at that time was Barry Thornton who became a brilliant guitarist and a hilarious comedian in the persona of Mulga Dan. Barry visited Mildura many times over the years and judged competitions which Ernie would compere.

			I have been fortunate to talk with several people who have known Ernie the musician over the years. They were Elaine Pitt of the Pitt Family fame, Ted Trevaskis, a well-respected musician still playing, John Arnold who for twenty years managed Mildura’s Country and Western Festival, Brian Hunt, poet and musician, whose story is also in this book, and Chris Wutke at the Barmera Hall of Fame. 

			These are some of their comments and photos which they have shared with me.

			The Pitt Family are well respected in country music in Mildura, especially famous for their yodeling. Elaine is writing her own book and generously sent me the first chapter where she describes her connection with Ernie. 

			Elaine’s words include, “I am reminded of the ethos of country music as explained by Slim Dusty in his autobiography. It is about the lives of ordinary people out in the bush. He wrote “A song can sometimes make a point much more clearly and more forcefully than all the talking in the world”. He was referring to his 1985 song “The Bush has had Enough”. He wrote how poems on scraps of paper handed to him were often the source of his songs, just as were the stories people told him. I get the feeling that Country music is all about generosity and sharing of feelings and ideas”.

			Over the phone Elaine told me “We were solid, Bluey Francis, Old Ernie and us. Rest assured Ernie is just a beautiful man. That’s what you’ve got to write about”. She also shared this thought with me “age is a mongrel”.

			Elaine wrote her own songs from a young age about the Mallee, music, horses and the Murray River.
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			She writes, “In 1973, Bluey Francis came to Mildura to perform with Gordon Parsons and Revel Towers. Bluey had just released his EP for his new album “My Land ‘neath the Southern Cross”. We all teamed together with Mick Ferry and Ernie Heath and put on a series of shows throughout Sunraysia, advertising and promoting Bluey’s album”.

			Ernie hand printing the guitar in 1997
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			Elaine Pitt was inducted into the Tamworth Hands of Fame on January 27 this year. The Hands of Fame was started in 1977 to honor individuals who have made a significant contribution to Australian Country music.
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			Shirley and Ernie in 1997

			Ernie was inducted into the Barmera Hall of Fame in South Australia in 1997.  I visited Barmera especially to view Ernie’s handprint on one of the guitars in the garden.
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			Top row: Paul Trevaskis, Elaine Pitt, Mick Ferry
Middle row: Kathryn Pitt, Kylie And Sherrene Travaskis
Front row: Ted And Ernie

			Unfortunately, the Berri Barmera Council have closed the Hall, citing a lack of volunteers. However, we were extremely fortunate to be shown around by Chris Wutke who has been the custodian of Rocky Page’s legacy for twenty or more years. Chris provided me with information and photographs. 
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			Mildura Country Music at its Best

			Elaine mentioned Teddy Trevaskis and his wife Bev. “Teddy is a real quality guitarist”. Ted and Bev invited me to their home and gave me several photos.

			I also had the pleasure of meeting up with John Arnold who for twenty years coordinated the Mildura Country and Western Festival. He told me about going fishing with Ernie and Barry Thornton and catching Murray cod. Ernie was obviously someone he could depend upon not to let him down, which must be important when you are coordinating a music festival. “A salt of the earth, no bells and whistles kind of guy”, was his description of Ernie. “He was a very handy man at getting things rolling”. 
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			Ernie and Barry playing together
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			I should leave the last word to Ernie about his mentor, Slim Dusty. “He was a very patient sort of a bloke. He and Joy didn’t big note themselves, and they used to help us all they could. That night when he presented me with the award, he posed for photos all over the place“.

			A well-deserved award for a true champion of Mildura’s Country and Western Music and possibly the proudest moment of Ernie’s life.
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