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Dr Elizabeth Green graduated from Melbourne University in 1982. She worked in hospitals and in rural and city general practice before landing a job with the Royal Flying Doctor Service in Kalgoorlie, Western Australia. The children of the outback inspired her to become a paediatrician, a passion lived for 24 years as a private paediatrician in Perth/Boorloo and ongoing, shouting out for children to be seen and heard. She is the author of Parenting is Forever: A paediatrician’s tips for parents, teachers and carers (UWA Publishing, 2017) and a medical writer on what impacts our kids: anxiety, autism and ADHD. Her short story, Tiger Wave, was longlisted in the Best Australian Yarn Competition 2022.
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Praise for No Time for Makeup:

‘A girl from the bush becomes a flying doctor and a paediatrician — a compelling story of courage, determination and, above all, professional dedication, filled with gratitude for those who helped her along the way.’

— Jay Weatherill, former Premier of South Australia

‘No Time for Makeup is not an ivory tower recollection — dusty and dry. It is a memoir from the coalface of medicine, with multiple seams that criss-cross Australia; told with a raw and riveting narrative. Peels back the thin veneer of medicine, to reveal a fierce, if at times fearful heart. Ultimately, a triumph over self-doubt, told with pathos, humour, and a steely resolve to succeed. And succeed it does. To quote Ralph Waldo Emerson: “To know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived … is to have succeeded.” No Time for Makeup succeeds — on this, and every other level. A thought-provoking book that will resonate with many. Read it.’

— Dr Richard (Ric) Christie, paediatrician

‘This honest, moving and amusing reflection on a life in medicine allows us to follow the journey of a young medical student through her training years and well into her fascinating career as a general practitioner, flying doctor and paediatrician. The author is not afraid to bare her soul and inner doubts, but does so in a highly entertaining manner. Well worth a read.’

— Professor Susan Elliott AM, Provost, Monash University

‘As a child of a family raised in the bush and later a mother to four bush boys, we have been the grateful recipient of the warm, compassionate, and vital care from the flying doctor. Often in hours of desperate need and miles from anywhere.

I have observed, being a flying doctor is not for the faint hearted and takes a special kind of grit and tenacity to endure. The workplace always challenging, often in the back of aircraft in rough and bumpy conditions or on remote and isolated properties.

No Time for Makeup: The life of a flying doctor and paediatrician is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the significant, life-saving role that remote medicine plays in the Australian Outback. We are grateful to Dr Elizabeth Green and her memoir capturing her time with the Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS) in Kalgoorlie — and the many adventures she shared with her RFDS Medical Director husband, Dr Stephen Langford.

I’ve always been a strong believer in working hard to achieve your dreams. It helps to nourish our soul with the work and the life that is our passion, while still being open to learn, to stay curious and to stay engaged. This memoir is a beautiful demonstration of just that.’

— Tracey Hayes, Chair of the Royal Flying Doctor Service of Australia, one of Australia’s 100 Women of Influence

‘ “Vocation” is an old-fashioned word these days mostly associated with a religious calling. Elizabeth Green’s story in No Time for Makeup: The life of a flying doctor and paediatrician is all about vocation — her calling to be and to do, to learn, to care, to serve, to move into places and situations that are challenging all the while following a deep sense of purpose. Elizabeth’s story will speak to any parent who has made a dash to hospital with a sick child, or those living in remote locations who have looked to the skies for the RFDS plane, and of course, women navigating life, career, children — the life of a calling in the middle of life, family and community. This is a story of calling and callings, and of being shaped by the same in hope and definitely the strength and determination of faith and love. Everyone will find something to value and inspire between the covers of this remarkable story.’

— The Most Reverend Kay Goldsworthy AO DD, Anglican Archbishop of Perth
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For Mr Lemon, the first patient who trusted me to be his doctor, and my family of course. I love them forever.
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Introduction: The moment

I sat next to my dad in the Bible Society plane. A Cessna fixed-wing, single-engine four-seater, call sign VH-ELL — nickname ‘Very Hell’. We watched the airstrip get larger and longer the closer our approach. The buzz of the engine vibrated through my body. We were on descent when the pilot took the call.

‘A man has fallen into a camp fire. He’s burned bad — the Royal Flying Doctor Service aircraft in Derby has engine problems and can’t take off. They want us to pick him up,’ the pilot yelled to my father.

Through the crazed glass of an oval window I saw a shrouded figure beneath the shimmer of the sun’s heat. A man walked onto the plane, his body wrapped in a grey blanket, his hair singed, the whites of his eyes bright against his charred skin. He sat opposite me, looking out the window; then he glanced at my furrowed forehead and fused lips — a protest against this change of plan, a bump in my routine. I observed his silent pain. Pain was a good thing if you were burned, I later learned as a medical student. It meant that your skin was alive. No pain was worse; it indicated that your skin was burned through all its layers, even the nerves.

The stockman slumped in his seat, shivering as he clutched the wet blanket: knuckles taut; the only semblance of human his feet, bare and propped on the uneven aluminium floor; hair jutting out from the tip of his woollen cocoon, a feather duster clouded in ash. There was a pungent pong in the air — I had never smelt burned flesh before. Red blood and yellow sap oozed from his hard, cracked skin. I watched, entrapped in my seat, horror and excitement churning in my gut. Though our glances did not meet, the nod of his head acknowledged me and I felt good, as if I had made a difference. He did not have to suffer alone.

The man’s groans faded as the whirr of the propeller ate our conversation. I wasn’t afraid. I knew that the pilot was in control. I trusted him to land us safely. The man who peered into the still of the Kimberley air knew that too — I could tell by the tilt of his eyes. It was a look children give you when they are sick, a connection I would share many times in my future life.

I heard a guttural roar above the engine’s drone. My dad’s face was a kaleidoscope of colours — white, yellow, green and blue as he heaved into a plastic bucket.

‘Keep looking at the horizon,’ I quoted my Dad’s words as I tipped the bucket towards his mouth. He vomited some more.

[image: images]

If I were to choose a point on my lifeline when I was brave enough to think, ‘One day I could be a doctor’, this was the moment. Sitting in a small aircraft in air so hot that the sight of a match would ignite it. In a sky deeper than the ocean, the moving earth below a river of blood. I had given my first medical order, telling my dad what to do when he was sick. And I had kept watch over my first patient: the man who was shaking with the shock of his burns.

I was eight years old. A proxy flying doctor — a feeling intense, inexplicable and wonderful that would cling to my pores and lure me back to the bush as a real doctor twenty years later.


Part 1

Becoming a junior doctor


1.

The birth of a medical dream

Being a doctor was an aspiration beyond my reality, the daughter of a priest, growing up in outback and rural Australia. Attending regional government schools with no air conditioning, carpets or bougie buildings. My mother was a teacher, my aunts and uncle were teachers. It was a destiny, but not mine.

My parents thought I couldn’t do medicine. No one in their families had gone to university, so how could I?

I was a baby in Yarrabah, Far North Queensland, my bassinet shaded by a canopy of mango trees, where red-bellied black snakes hung out. Rocked to sleep in the arms of Ruby, a fourteen-year-old girl from the remote community, while my 22-year-old parents worked, my mother teaching seven- and eight-year-old kids to read at the local school, my father sorting food and supplies in the general store.

I went to primary school in the Kimberley region of North West Australia. It was the sixties, and Australia was evolving in the wake of the White Australia Policy’s rigid rules that limited the migration of non-Europeans, which were renounced in 1973 by the Whitlam Labor government. My childhood was spent in a bubble, remote from political spin — I was raised with no screen time until the seventies, when my dad bought a black and white box television. I crouched in front of it and watched Disney’s Mickey Mouse Club and the iconic TV series, Get Smart.

Childhood was safe for me, immersed in a fantastical place where Santa and tooth fairies could be real, and a miniature world existed in a snow globe. Raised in the red dirt of Kununurra, a town of around a thousand people, most affiliated with the construction of the Ord River Diversion Dam, an innovative engineering project started in the 1960s to dam water from the Ord River for pastoral use. I shared my playground, our virgin backyard of spinifex, cane grass and poinsettia trees, with blue-tongued lizards, showers of flies and the occasional poisonous black or brown snake. Out bush, where we trekked for barbecues and lunches with friends, we might spot a curious Johnstone’s crocodile, a freshwater species endemic to the northern region of Australia.

My adventurous life, better than any survival TV reality show, ended abruptly with a shift east to Gunning in New South Wales. A rural town an hour’s drive from Canberra, situated between sheep paddocks and the Hume Highway.

In 1970 my father commenced a term as the rector of Gunning’s St Edmund’s Anglican Church, a solid stone building at the end of an avenue of elms, which came with a tennis court. He was assigned the parish by his boss, the diocesan bishop, a position with an annual gross salary of $2000. I didn’t understand the significance of this sum until my father, as an 86-year-old man, recalled this time, when he was visiting a parishioner, a farmer, on one of his parish visits and asked if he could glean some potatoes from the man’s fields. My father didn’t have enough money to buy my mother a bag of potatoes that she had requested. Gunning was a brief pit stop in life, not a happy place. A lot of people died while we were there. My mum thought the town was cursed. I caught ringworm from a stray farm cat, nits from a neighbour, and mumps, a serious childhood infection that can cause hearing loss and male infertility — one we see little of now, because of childhood vaccinations. But I learned how to cook sponge cakes, rock cakes and shortbread; to play tennis, deal cards, learn a little French, and complete a health and first aid course, skills I retained throughout my life.

Eighteen months later our family of six — Mum, Dad, me, my brother, four years younger, and sisters, seven years younger — moved to Melbourne. It was a tree change and social catapult. My father had accepted an administrative role with the Bush Church Aid Society, BCA, the organisation that had supported his ministry in North West Australia. It was the first time we were able to be a ‘normal family’, away from the probing gaze of parishioners. We lived in a church house in an outer suburb close to a train line. When we arrived, I stood at the built-in brick barbecue in the backyard, in a red, blue and green corduroy V-necked dress my nanna had sewn. ‘This is where I’m going to grow up,’ I said to the sky, trees and hydrangeas. I was soon to turn twelve years old. I had no friends. The local high school had a bad reputation (accurate, as I would discover) and I had a sore throat. The next day I was in bed with the chicken pox.

Apart from not believing I could be a doctor, my parents have always been my rock and anchor — bookends supporting me in life. They put us kids first, my mum running a tight budget, going without and later returning to study to upskill and take a job as a teacher–librarian to make sure we had the money to have a go at a sport or learn an instrument. My sisters, identical twins, shared a place at netball coaching — a two-for-one deal. When I was bullied at the local high school, my parents rescued me. I stood in the street outside my new school, with a hundred eyes fixed on me from the overhanging windows: oversized dress hitched up with a belt, ugly round-toe shoes, expensive new blazer, two sizes too big (‘It’s for the long term,’ my mum said; what she meant was that she couldn’t afford to buy another).

I went to school when careers for girls were gender defined: nursing, teaching and secretarial work. My graduating class in 1976 was niche. Around 60 students, determined women who chose, in addition to traditional roles, careers as lawyers, university academics, agricultural scientists, physiotherapists, executive business roles and newspaper editors. This was ahead of its time stuff. I chose to be a doctor, a career that historically had been male dominated.

I wonder about those odds, how a girl from the bush, taught by young teachers in remote regions, gained the early educational skills to later cope with the rigorous academic demands of a six-year medical course and graduate with honours. Whether that would happen now? But I have learned it is not helpful to overthink the ‘what-ifs’ in life.

[image: images]

There is a pivotal scene in the movie Apollo 13, a film about a missed moon landing, miraculous for its story of survival and one of my go-to films. In a powerful monologue, the character Lovell, played by Tom Hanks, talks about the time he was flying home across the ocean when his cockpit lights shorted out; he had no idea of his altitude or direction. He was thinking about ditching into the ocean when in the darkness he saw a trail of phosphorescent algae churned up in the wake of the aircraft carrier he was seeking, leading him back to the ship. He made the comment, ‘You never know what events are going to transpire to get you home.’ When I watch that scene I get goosebumps, reflecting on the unexplained happenings that steered me towards a medical life — a sequence of random conversations and events. The reason I did not become a teacher like my mother, a short, fiercely determined and faithful woman who never questioned my career pathway once the University of Melbourne had approved my entry.

Destiny may have determined my choice to be a doctor, but my parents always believed that the power-broker was God. I didn’t always admit it, but I also believed it to be true. That my future was conceived in the past, beneath the untainted skies of North West Australia, the termite hills — stalagmites of regurgitated red earth — transforming vast spaces of parched desert into a George Lucas sci-fi film set.

The place of my childhood.


2.

A backyard bigger than a sheep paddock

When I think of my childhood I see images of red dirt and spinifex, bulbous boab trunks and termite mounds — red, brown, yellow and black. I hear the whistle of the wind, the sound it made when rushing between the stalks of cane grass that grew next to our house in Kununurra. I spy the silver grey flash of the lizard and the blue spark of its tongue as it disappeared under the wire fence of our backyard. I dream of rows of white cotton, red machines harvesting their virgin buds. I see the swirling waters of the Ord River at my feet, the gentle tap of the billabong water against the tinnie’s sides: the yellow eyeballs of the crocodiles that lurked beneath the muddy wake of our boat, winking at me. I hear the buzz of insects outside the mosquito net, draped over my bed where I slept as a kid on the verandah at Argyle Station. I sense cool, grey flagstones beneath my feet. I feel the wind tap my cheek as a friend would.

I was five when our family of four, Dad, Mum and my toddler brother completed a 4000-kilometre road trip from Perth, Western Australia, to Kununurra. In 1965 this was considered epic. Most of the miles we travelled were on dirt highways, Dad placing his closed fist on the inside of our window screen to fend off random stones. Gravel shrapnel shot from passing road trains, reticulated trucks on a time schedule. Dad raised his index finger as they passed and nodded. My brother and I bounced on a mattress covering the floor of our grey custom-fit Land Rover. A cross and ‘Anglican Church’ in a Gothic-style font was painted on the doors, a canvas water bag swung from the front bull bar, and Dad wound down the windows for air conditioning. Everyone sang, ‘ten green bottles hanging on a wall … and if one green bottle should accidently fall there’d be …’ as the miles glided by. Dad was the only one who didn’t sing off-key.

[image: images]

My father was appointed the first Anglican priest in North West Australia in 1965. When we arrived in Kununurra it was a one petrol stop, general store township of a thousand people, the site of the first diversion dam of the Ord River irrigation scheme, built between 1963 and 1967. After a gruelling journey north through Carnarvon, Onslow and Broome, Dad pulled up to an empty block. Our Kununurra prefab house lay in pieces on the wharf in Fremantle, a port city on the fringe of the Perth metropolitan area. Dad turned around and drove his family of four, my sisters not yet conceived, 112 kilometres down the road to the neighbouring coastal town of Wyndham. We spent our first night on mattresses on the lounge-room floor of a stranger’s house. Later, in a reflection piece for ‘Over-Ord: People with a past in BCA’, my father would write:

Driving the 2500 miles from Perth to Wyndham convinced us of one thing: Australia is a huge, old waterless expanse. Nearly all the river beds we crossed were dry, even though the ‘wet’ had just finished. Nevertheless, the beauty of the land is breathtaking.

Our time there would also be captured in a double-page article in The Australian Women’s Weekly in February 1969, which led with ‘His Ord River parish — 20,000 square miles’. The article was illustrated with a picture of our family: Dad rocking an Elvis hairstyle and my mother, incognito under a layer of makeup, with the four of us kids.

My father had a range of religious duties in his new job, including monthly parish visits to remote cattle stations, and to the town of Halls Creek in the East Kimberley, 480 kilometres from Wyndham. He spent nights away from our family, driving solo, off the grid with no radio or satellite phone contact. Sleeping on the roof of his Land Rover at night to stay safe from freshwater crocodiles in the wet, and on one occasion during the dry, waking up to find that he had shared his sleeping bag with a poisonous black or brown snake. He didn’t look too closely. My father did many trips to remote outback stations, but the one that impacted him deeply, traumatically and indelibly was a visit he made when he was 28 years old. He drove to a remote station with a coffin.

It was the start of the wet season and the roads were barely passable, but my dad kept driving, even when the roads were flooding and it was not safe to travel, because he knew he had to reach that station to stand alongside two young parents who had lost a child. When he arrived he buried a two-year-old girl, lowering the tiny white painted coffin into the red dirt of the Kimberley, into a hole dug by her father. The child’s mother stood crying at the gravesite as her other child lay sleeping in their station house. And in the despair of this moment, there was the unexpected request by the child’s mother for my father to return with them to their home to baptise their new baby.

A parent’s greatest fear is to have to bury their own child. There are no words for that loss.

When I listened to my father tell of his past, I wondered how he coped with the tragedy he faced as a young priest — in those stories were shades of my life as a doctor. I think it was because he saw the comedic side of life. His stories had a side B.

During a baptism service in the 1960s, on the banks of the Ord River at Kimberley Research Station, 19 kilometres from Kununurra, my father entertained an unexpected visitor. He stood in the river with a man who was to be baptised, when the clacking of tin beer cans interrupted the proceedings. A man walking a serpiginous path on the muddy river bank yelled out to my father, ‘I’m ringing the bells. What are you doing?’

‘I’m taking a baptism,’ my dad said.

‘What’s that?’

The two and fro conversation continued until the stranger replied, ‘I get it, but what’s the croc got to do with baptism?’

My father turned to see a crocodile behind him. ‘And that’s when I learned to walk on water,’ he said.

[image: images]

We lived in several houses in Wyndham until our home in Kununurra was built at the end of the first year of my father’s challenging outback ministry. My favourite place was our temporary house next to the radio base for the Royal Flying Doctor Service (the RFDS), where distress calls carried hundreds of miles by radio waves from isolated outback stations would be received. My parents spoke about their neighbour with reverence, about the way radio communications saved lives. How vital it was for outback stations and nursing posts, remote communities and mining posts to have access to high-frequency (HF) radio to be able to alert the RFDS base when there was a medical emergency. During the 1960s the radio network from RFDS facilities in Derby, Port Hedland, Carnarvon, Meekatharra and Kalgoorlie also provided children living in isolated areas access to an early education by School of the Air.

I never imagined that in my future life I would be the ears hearing the calls for help from distant desert skies, and how central the RFDS would become.

My mother was thankful for the two-way radio the RFDS in Wyndham gave my father as a lifeline when he travelled alone on dirt roads in the bush: call sign 8WIB: Eight. Whiskey. India. Bravo. No GPS or satellite phone. No smartphones.

One of my father’s fortnightly parish visits was nearly a one-way trip, and the reason he was given an HF-radio. He took a wrong turn off the main road, followed a private station track and became stuck in a dry creek bed for 23 hours. ‘My vehicle sank into the dirt like a lead balloon — the wheels disappeared,’ he said. He described his ordeal of being stranded in the outback in 54˚C heat as the worst of his life. If a man from a nearby station hadn’t made a snap decision to bring forward his fortnightly trip to check an airstrip for the RFDS, taking the track Dad was on, Dad would have died.

It was during one of my father’s scheduled absences that a cyclone hit Wyndham. My mother, brother and I sheltered in our house, the shutters bending to the wind’s force, banging like a bell ringing its death knell. I lay on my bed, a glutinous jelly baby, screaming out to my mother but she didn’t answer my call. I dragged a cotton sheet away from my face and peered at the doorway, where I saw a woman guarding my exit. A hazy figure in hues of pink, pale blue and grey, standing as if she had stepped out of a Russell Drysdale painting. Her hair was drawn back in a bun, flour on her cheeks, a wooden rolling pin in her hand, apron over her plumped belly. I screamed as I ran through her, across the hallway and into my mother’s arms. We waited out the storm, my mum, brother and me, beneath the sheets on my mother’s bed.

The vision of the pastel woman hung tattooed onto my brain. I was asked as an adult why she had such an impact on me. My answer was ‘fear’. The shadowy ghost-like figure was the first time I recalled being frozen by anxiety, with no adult alongside to bail me out. I had to find the courage to leave my bed and seek the shelter of my mother’s arms. That was the moment I started to think of God whenever I felt afraid.

I walked to school the next day on a road strewn with sheets of corrugated iron, ripped by the wind from neighbouring houses. Balls of barbed wire rolled past me the way tumbleweed somersaults down deserted streets of outback mining towns and western movie sets. My pockets bulged with marbles, smoky green and white and blue, red and clear glass. They clicked against my lunch money, a twice a year treat — 20 cents to buy a pie and five cents for a glazed bun with fake cream and a blob of jellied red jam. I clutched the dog-eared cover of my first-grade reader, thinking about the adventures of Dick, Dora and their best mate Nip, a dog.

I returned home early; the teacher’s mind was not focused on lessons that day. I watched the water drip brown and muddy from the kitchen tap. It smelt like poo. My mother told me a crocodile had dragged a dead cow into its lair, the town’s water supply. It took two weeks for the water to run clear. That was the most exciting memory of my childhood.


3.

Red, the colour of blood and dirt

The rectory, or Church House, was our home in Kununurra when we moved in after nine months of living an itinerant life in Wyndham. It was a typical North West home built on stilts, painted pink, with cyclone-proof shutters. Our yard was dust and spinifex before my father planted Buffalo-grade grass, rosella bushes and hibiscus. The wire triangles on the front gate were covered by green creeper, a leafy shield behind which the boys, my age, from the house up the street, hid and told me their secrets. One of them flashed his penis at me. I didn’t touch it. He didn’t ask me to — or I don’t think he did. I ran away from him, squealing. I never played with him again. I didn’t tell Mum. She wouldn’t have believed me (though I might have been surprised if I had been brave enough to say) and I didn’t want to get in trouble.

I was eight when Christiaan Barnard, a surgeon in South Africa, performed the first human-to-human heart transplant. It made the global news cycle and reached the remotest regions of Australia, including Kununurra. Groups of people huddled and chatted in the streets. There was a sense of mystery I did not understand, of hushed voices and nodding heads. I clutched my chest — I could not imagine having a stranger’s heart inside me.

‘What happens if the heart of a bad person is put in the body of a good person? Would they be bad too?’

My mother couldn’t answer, but a neighbour came to her rescue and offered an explanation that I accepted. ‘Your blood is good,’ they said. ‘It will wash away the badness.’

The story of the heart transplant stirred my curiosity. I had little knowledge of doctors or hospitals. I didn’t understand death, or that it could happen to children. Or that kids could get hurt — really, really badly.

When I was nearly nine I saw the line between life and death blurred. I was invited on the inaugural trip of a catamaran on the Ord River. The boat was named The Jabiru. I took my place in the cockpit, nestled between people in shorts, cotton tops and floppy hats, the wind whipping my ears and stinging my face. The throb of the engines drowned out the call of the wetlands — brolgas, egrets, ibises and magpie geese.
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