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			ELIZABETH (BETTY) BATTLE 

			recollections shared with Ann Bowen

			“Just remember to hold on tight. They can be quite slippery”, said Dr Johnnie.

			“To help with the delivery of that dear little baby girl, was the most wonderful experience of my life. I was elated. I am still elated, thinking about it! Even though I have had my own children, this was just something else”, recalls Betty, “As if it happened yesterday”.

			All Betty ever wanted was to become a nurse. She had been inspired by a close family friend, Mavis Fox. Betty wanted to be a nurse, just like Mavis. But Betty’s mother would not allow her to do nursing training as it would have meant living away from home. Her mother simply said, “A lady sleeps only in her own bed, at home”.

			Elizabeth Joan Dunn was born on July 17, 1928 at Swan Hill. Betty’s mother, Emily Elizabeth, affectionately called her Betty Bobzachat, often shortened to Betty Bob. (Emily was known as Snow). One of three siblings, Betty referred to herself as the middle pin.

			An older brother who died at about six weeks of age was first, then came Betty, followed by a younger sister, Phyllis. The three children were each born about fourteen months apart. Betty adored Phyllis, “She was “beautiful - her hair just so, like a little doll”. A wonderful sister, Phyllis sadly went to God too young at age fifty-three.

			Betty’s mother was quite strict, even short tempered. Perhaps the loss of her baby son had made Emily fiercely protective of her girls, like a tiger mum with her cubs. Betty’s father, John Dunn, (called Jack), was wonderful and kind. He played the euphonium and travelled to Bendigo for competitions. Jack’s mother also played the music for the old-time movies.

			John was a great influence on Betty, setting the standards she lived by. “Always tell the truth. A lie will find you out. Eat honey, it does everything but clean your shoes. Be Happy.”

			Did Betty inherit her father’s musical talents? Not particularly. Betty played the violin for a time but was not enamoured of it. She thought it too fiddly and screechy, furthermore the teacher was quite harsh.

			If you made a mistake, she would rap you over the knuckles with the violin bow. But Betty enjoyed music and one of her life’s highlights was to attend an Andre Rieu concert in Queensland. She was blown away.

			When Betty was about eleven, the family moved. Jack Dunn had had a new house built at Parnee Street, Swan Hill, right next door to his parents. Many of the extended Dunn clan lived close by and fondly referred to their street as Dunn Alley. 

			Betty walked to Swan Hill State School, and played the usual games, but sport did not become a big part of her life. She continued her schooling at Swan Hill High. The nurturing instincts had always been part of Betty’s makeup. In her early years at Swan Hill State school, Betty spotted a chubby little boy, Pom, over the fence. “He was over by the wall, being bullied by other boys”. Betty marched up to them and threatened to smack them in the mouth if they didn’t leave him alone. Off they scattered. At a chance meeting, as adults, Pom and Betty both commented that they had never forgotten that incident. 

			Equally, Betty has always maintained a strong sense of right and wrong. Once, at High School, the cookery teacher ordered Betty to scrub the benches.

			Indignantly, Betty refused, threw down the brush and walked out, as it was not her turn. Were Betty’s parents pleased with her sense of fair play? Mmmmmm!

			The Dunn family did not own horses, but their friends, the Cohns did. Coralie Cohn rode the white pony, Daisy, while Betty rode Duke, a retired racehorse. All was fine until Duke shied and tipped Betty into a huge mud puddle. More than pride was hurt, that day. Betty suffered a split spleen! “It could have been worse”, was Betty’s take on it. That was the end of Betty’s equestrian endeavours.

			Fred Sharman Battle and Betty (Elizabeth Joan Dunn) first set eyes on each other at the Crystal Cafe, where Betty was having her lunch. In came Fred and his mate, Ernie. Fred cheekily pinched Betty’s book in an attempt to gain her attention. After a bit of banter, Ernie encouraged Fred to ask Betty out.

			At first, she said, “No way!”, then eventually relented. “All right. Just to shut you up. Now give me back my book so I can get back to work”. They went to the pictures on their first date. This handsome little dish with blue eyes and blonde hair, who spoke a foreign language, swept Betty off her feet.

			She immediately ended things with her boyfriend of the time and you could say, ‘The rest is history’. The union was meant to be.

			Fred didn’t have any family to attend the wedding in Swan Hill, so they decided to marry in Melbourne, on November 30, 1948, attended by one witness, Nina Black, and Betty’s mother. As was common at that time, the wedding was low key, with the bride in civil attire rather than the traditional wedding dress. Fred, a Geordie from Newcastle, UK, had immigrated to Australia, aged seventeen.

			According to Betty, “Fred could be a cheeky little beggar. He worked at sea on a petrol tanker and witnessed some horrifying tragedies. They stayed with him his entire life. He saw sailors washed overboard from the sister ship, being burned while trying to swim through oil spills.

			Betty and Fred were blessed with five children - Sharman, Anthony, Geoffrey, Lynton and Leanne. The children all acquired pet names. Sharman Elizabeth was Almond, Anthony John was Izzie, and Geoffrey David was Pep. Lynton Frederick was Tont or Tonto and Leanne Sylvia was Nip, or Pip. Their father Fred was referred to as Bottle.

			A long-haul truck driver, Fred was away for weeks at a time, driving from Perth to Queensland. He drove for anyone who needed a driver. Betty kept things going at home doing everything, including mowing lawns and chopping wood. Fred was stern with the children. They all had to be quiet when he was home, resting after his long trips on the road.

			Betty was a good basic cook but could never bake a decent sponge. She was known for her scones and pastries. It was no effort to whip up a batch of scones for her children and their friends after school. She never measured the ingredients but intuitively mixed a ‘bit of this’ and a ‘bit of that’.

			Betty had lots of different jobs but hated every one of them! A chance conversation at the Country Womens Association in Balranald, changed her life. Seated beside Topsy Harris, a nursing sister at Balranald General Hospital, Betty happened to mention her lifelong desire to become a nurse. The very next day, Topsy appeared at Betty’s door. She asked Betty to come up to help at the hospital. They were short staffed, and the hospital was in danger of closing.

			The hospital originally opened in 1880, two years before Balranald was proclaimed a municipality. At that time, it was said to be one of the most complete hospitals in the colonies. So, Betty, aged 36, who was married and mother to five children, signed up to commence training as a State Enrolled Nurse. She was finally on the pathway to her dream. 

			Betty is ever grateful for that opportunity and for the mentoring provided by so many who contributed to her development as a nurse; Dr Johnnie Mewton, Beth Robertson and Lyn Flanagan, to name a few. Betty appreciated them all. Part of the training was completed at Deniliquin hospital, meaning Betty had to be away for a week at a time. Betty’s older children took care of the younger ones, at their home, at 148 Harben Street, Balranald.

			The old house, where so many memories were made, is recorded as last sold in 2005 but has since been cleared and listed for sale as a development site for home units.

			Balranald is located on the western edge of the vast Hay plain. It was a place that was once used to ford the Murrumbidgee River.

			It was a Scot George MacDonald, the first Commissioner for Crown Lands on the Lower Darling, who named Balranald after his birthplace on the Outer Hebrides. It proved to be appropriate as the name in Gaelic means the place of the Ranalds, a branch of the MacDonald clan. Explorers Oxley, Sturt and eventually Mitchell, camped in the vicinity of Balranald during their expeditions in the early 1800s with the first runs taken up by pastoralists in the 1840s. The first store and the Balranald Inn appeared in 1848. At the time it was hoped that the town would become an important river port. In 1859 Cobb and Co started a regular service to the town.
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			The Murrumbidgee at Balranald 

			In 1865 the first National School was opened and a bridge across the Murrumbidgee River was built in 1880. The Old Balranald Hospital was also opened in 1880 with twelve beds. Dr Baumgeur was appointed director.

			At that time, nursing tasks included administering injections, the operation of autoclaving equipment and a bit of ‘give and take’ with domestic duties, such as bringing in the washing if the domestics had gone home. When Betty’s friend, Sylvia died in hospital, Betty accepted the task of laying out and preparing the body. It was the last thing Betty could do for her dear friend; to lay her out with dignity.

			Balranald General Hospital had three or four rooms in midwifery; a four-bed public ward for men and one ward for women; a two-bed intermediate ward for men and one for women and a private ward. There was one doctor, a matron and an assistant matron. Early in this career change, Betty was left in charge. Sister Litherland, the senior nurse on duty with Betty, was not feeling well and went to lie down in the nurse’s home. She assured me she would be fine. “OK”, I said, “I’ll cope”. Sadly, Sister Litherland’s feeling of unwell was the forerunner of a stroke and she died just a few days later.

			Almost immediately, Betty was called to assist in the midwifery ward. “Never mind”, said Dr Johnnie in his cultured English accent, “We’ll manage”.

			“Just remember to hold on tight. They can be quite slippery”. Dr John Mewton, originally from UK had served in the Armed Forces, in India. He was highly regarded in Balranald. Betty said, “To help with the delivery of that dear little baby girl, was the most wonderful experience of my life! I was elated. I am still am, thinking about it! Even though I’d had my own children, this was just something else. The miracle of life”.
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			The Balranald Health Service as it is today

			Betty loved her nursing career, though not all experiences were joyful. She remembers the torment of one ex-serviceman, returned from Port Moresby. He smoked countless cigarettes. In his mental anguish, he would call out and make outrageous accusations. At times, the police were called in to manage his troubling behaviour.

			One dear little girl was the sole survivor of a tragic car crash, at Euston. She had lost her grandparents and other family members in the incident. On her way to the children’s ward the little girl clung on to Betty, like a little koala, and would not let go. It broke Betty’s heart to leave her there, alone in a cot.

			Betty lived through many major events and challenges including droughts, bushfires and the big floods in ‘56, ‘74 and ‘76. Betty’s time in Balranald also coincided with many other key developments:

			1964 Opening of the new Balranald Shire Offices,

			1967 Opening of the new Balranald Pool,

			1968 Dr Jim Bowler from the Australian National University discovered aboriginal remains dating back more than 20,000 years.

			1973 A new bridge over the Murrumbidgee replaced the bridge built in 1880.
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			Betty had lived in Swan Hill, Melbourne (for only a few months), Balranald and Mildura; always in town, within walking distance of everything. Betty had no favourite place - each had its good and bad aspects. Betty says she simply got on and made the most of things, wherever she lived.

			It was a great thrill for Betty to travel to England, on two occasions, with Fred. They enjoyed spending time with Fred’s family and visiting places where he had lived. They travelled extensively through the UK and parts of Europe. Betty was fascinated with the snow falling all around, as she experienced a white Christmas. Fred bought her a glamorous, short, fur coat, perfect for over there but she didn’t wear it at all, back home in Australia.

			Fred grew up with the British practice of playing dominoes, darts and cribbage. In their retirement, Betty and Fred spent many hours playing Scrabble at their brekkie bar. Betty always enjoyed reading. Seven Little Australians by Ethel Turner and Grimm’s Fairy Tales were childhood favourites.

			Betty’s granddaughter, Carla, introduced Betty to the Harry Potter series in later years. This led to Betty’s fascination with owls. Her collection now numbers well over one hundred.
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			Harry Potter’s owl ‘Hedwig’
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			Perhaps you have heard of Horse Whisperers? Betty could well be known as a Cramp Whisperer.

			Rather than shriek in pain and call for help, in the middle of the night; at the hint of a cramp coming on, Betty sets her mind and talks it away! Now that takes some doing and determination!

			“And do you know, what comes around goes around?” said Betty.

			Two granddaughters of that first little baby she helped deliver, now care for Betty at Princes Court Homes.

			Betty says she is happy and well cared for at Princes Court. She is now the Great Matriarch of her family of four generations.

			Footnote:
The town of Battle in South-East England is so called as the site of the Battle of Hastings in 1066 when Saxon King Harold the Second was defeated by William the Conqueror – King William the First of England
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