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Cleonie
Kali & Bilyara

My name is Cleonie Quayle. I was born in Ivanhoe, New South 
Wales. It’s a remote community with a population of around 
500 people. When people think of remote communities in 
Australia, they tend to think of the Central Desert region, but 
the Ivanhoe and Wilcannia area is actually recognised as one 
of the most remote communities in Australia. 

I have four brothers. My mother’s name was Norma, and my 
father, Keith, was a tapper on the railway at the time I was 
born. We lived in a railway cottage, and we lived under the 
Aboriginal Protection Act, as did any Aboriginal person living 
out west at that time, which was the early 1960s. That meant, 
if you wanted to do anything, such as get a loan for a house, 
you’d have to write in to the welfare board and get in witnesses 
and evidence to say you’re in good standing. 

In 1965, we travelled down to nearby Balranald for a family 
event, about 250km south of Ivanhoe. While we were there, the 
police came by and saw us kids sitting around the campfire, 
they decided that wasn’t good enough, and they took us 
away. I was so little, I can’t remember much, but my dear Aunty 
Dawn — who has now passed away — said we were locked up 
in the cells overnight while my parents had to appear in court 
the next day. Aunty Dawn and my other family members went 
down to the cells and said, “you can’t do that to the children”, 
so they allowed us to stay with her that night. The next day, we 
were taken and sent to Sydney.
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area, and I copped a lot of racism, so I just wanted 
to be around my mob. They finally got me into the 
Good Samaritan Hostel in Arncliffe, which was run by 
a nun called Sister Regina, who was absolutely lovely, 
just beautiful, she has also passed now. And I told her 
I wanted to go home, so she organised for me to go 
down and meet my father. My Auntie picked me up 
at the railway station in Cootamundra and took me 
around and introduced me to my family and all my 
cousins. And then we went to Wagga and then we 
finally went down home to Mildura where Dad was 
living. And I met my father for the first time since I 
was four years old. It was very emotional.

I stayed with my Dad for the school holidays in a 
humpy out on the Sand Hills, and it was actually 
the first time I knew poverty. I assumed that every 
Aboriginal person lived in a house like everyone did in 
the city, but my Dad lived in a tin humpy. I was really 
in shock that he lived in this little tin hut.

It was a lot for me to take in. But I loved my father, 
he took me fishing and he was a real character. He 
always used to joke around a lot, we would all sit 
around the campfire at night, surrounded by family, 
and we would have a feed and a yarn and tell stories 
and carry on with silly things. And then we’d see who 
would be brave enough to be the first to get up and 
go back to their house, because we’d hide in the 
dark and scare each other! So, I have these really 
beautiful memories of being there with my father for 
that short time.

Six months later, my brother then passed away, and 
about two months after that, my father passed away 
as well. I was 17 years old by this time, and because I 

was still considered a ward of the state, I hadn’t been 
allowed to stay with Dad. There are so many things I 
wanted to say to my father, that I never got to say.

I was so blessed to have Sister Regina at the time 
because she really understood the pain and trauma 
I was going through at the time. She got counselling 
for me and made sure I could see my brothers and 
things like that. And she would get me involved in all 
these Aboriginal events and things, and I loved her 
for that, because she encouraged me to be proud of 
my identity. 

When I turned 18, I got a letter from Youth and 
Community Services NSW saying, well, you’ve turned 
18 now, you’re no longer a state ward, we’ll help you 
write a will but other than that, see you later, you’re 
on your own. I had no income, I had nothing. The 
government used to send you to private Catholic 
school (so you were raised as a good upstanding 
Catholic citizen!) so that stopped too.

So because I was no longer a 
state ward, I couldn’t finish my 
education, I also couldn’t stay 
in my accommodation at Good 
Samaritan House, because once 
you turned 18 you were out. So 
just like that, I was in Year 11, 
then I was out of school and 
homeless. 

That was quite common then, state wards becoming 
homeless. They’ve done surveys and research to 
show that a lot of homeless young people are 
actually ex-state wards, and I think that’s still pretty 
much standard today, which is so sad.

Sister Regina helped me get a part-time job at 
the local Soul Pattinson chemist, so I worked there 
on Saturdays and Sundays and during the school 
holidays. I’d work at the chemist in the day, then at 
the Reading House Literacy Program in Redfern after 
school hours. I was employed like a tutor to assist 
young Aboriginal children, encouraging them to read 
and be creative. It was such a great program, run by 
a wonderful man named Bob, through the University 
of Sydney. But the government ended up pulling 
our funding, they wanted to focus on high school 
students not primary, and most of the 45 kids on our 
books were primary school kids. I found that decision 
ironic since – to me – it makes sense to catch them 
early, while they’re young, rather than wait for later 
in life! But anyway, we lost funding, and I had to look 
for another job. I was offered a role working at a high 
school as an Aboriginal teacher’s assistant, helping 
in the classroom to support Aboriginal kids who had 
been sent down from the bush.

I had a boyfriend, a non-Aboriginal man, and I asked 
him if I could live with him because I had nowhere 
else to go. We were together for four years, and I had 
my son S* when I was 21, who we were so blessed 
to have. I always wanted to be a mother, and I love 
being a mother and I think that’s because of not 
having a family growing up. So, I felt just so blessed 
to have my beautiful children, but having said that, 
I never had good role models or good relationship 

My parents, you know, they didn’t know what to do, 
they just started walking. They walked and walked. 
They walked from Balranald all the way back to 
Ivanhoe, those hundreds of kilometres. 

I was sent to the Bidura Children’s Home, which 
was like a holding centre until you were found a 
placement in foster care. It was a girls’ home, so I was 
separated from my brothers. I didn’t know what was 
going on, and nobody told me what was going on. All 
I knew was, I was taken from my Mum and Dad and 
my brothers and everything I knew, and sent to this 
strange place with all these other children and all 
these house parents I didn’t know. I was four years old.

Any personal items I had at the time were taken off 
me, and I was given the standard welfare uniform, 
which was a tracksuit (which I think is quite ironic, 
given that present prison systems still do that!). I just 
remember crying and wetting the bed, and then 
being ridiculed for wetting the bed because – at four 
years old - they said a child my age shouldn’t be 
having accidents like that. They put me in a cot with 
steel bars all around me, and there were steel bars 
on the windows too. 

I didn’t know what I’d done 
wrong, I didn’t know why I was 
there, and I just remember 
feeling all this coldness around, 
this cold steel around me.

I was then sent to a foster family in Gosford. My foster 
father was an alcoholic. He used to bash my foster 
mother and he sexually abused me. I think my foster 
mother wanted, and tried, to do the right thing, but 
her intentions didn’t amount to much. I was there 
with them until their marriage broke down, I was 
taken away again, back to Bidura, and then sent to 
Linden Cottage, which was another girls’ home in 
Mittagong. I was there for about a year.

To be honest, I didn’t really mind being in the homes. 
I preferred being there to being with a foster family, 
because of that abuse I suffered. But I used to have 
nightmares that eyes were coming out the wall, 
and people were constantly watching me, because 
you’re always in a big dorm and you had to shower 
with all the other kids and you never had your own 
space or your own privacy. And so, you never really 
felt safe.

I was then lucky to be fostered to a family in 
Arncliffe. I love my foster father, no end. He served 
in the Army in World War II, and then he worked for 
the railways (which I found quite ironic); he also 
did sign writing, and he used to teach sign writing 
to young Aboriginal men at the time in Redfern. I 
found out later there was a program where they 
brought Aboriginal people down from places like 
Wilcannia to offer them employment, and that’s one 
of the reasons why Redfern has such a significant 
Aboriginal population and history and housing 
there, it started with this transitional employment 
program. My foster father also used to go down to 
help out at the Settlement, which was an Aboriginal-
run organisation that offered recreational things 

like basketball and filmmaking for Aboriginal kids to 
do, all these wonderful programs. He was a really 
amazing man, he really was. 

My foster mother however, she was not warm, she 
was not a loving person by any means. I stayed there 
for a long while, but when I became a teenager and 
started wanting to spend time with my friends and 
things – as teenagers naturally do – she wouldn’t 
allow any of it. Even worse, she wouldn’t allow me 
to go and see my family when my mother passed 
away. She just said to me, “oh, your mother is dead”. 
When I started crying, she said, “what are you crying 
for? You didn’t even know her”.

After that, I really started disliking her. So, I told my 
foster father, as much as I loved him, that I couldn’t 
stay there. By this time, I had already tried to commit 
suicide several times. I went down to the Department 
of Child Services, DOCS, I would have been about 16 
at the time, and I told them that I didn’t want to live in 
that placement anymore. 

I told them, I want to know who 
I am, I want to know who my 
parents are and who my family 
is. I want to go home.
They tried to dissuade me, I was there from nine 
o’clock in the morning, and they brought three 
different officers in to interview me, and they were 
saying things like, are you sure, are you just making 
mountains out of molehills, things like that. But I was 
the only Aboriginal kid at the time growing up in that 
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Home ownership  
for every woman

And that’s when I met the amazing Mandy Richards 
and Global Sisters, and realised there might actually 
be another way. I used to take my grandchildren out 
collecting gumnuts (they’d say to me, gee Nanny, 
you must be hungry if you’re picking up gumnuts!). 
And then I started making jewellery that was 
inspired by our country and our culture, and selling 
it through the markets, lots of markets, then on to 
galleries and little shops. Now, my jewellery is being 
worn at Indigenous Fashion Week, it’s on sale at the 
Australian Museum. It’s amazing.

Building and running my business is slow, because 
everything is made by hand, it’s not mass produced. 
And now I’m slowing down a bit because of age 
as well – I can no longer get up at 4am to pack up, 
move in and set up a market stall. But the flexibility of 
working for myself is so critical. 

For me, it’s also about the 
chance to heal, and reconnect 
with my culture and my identity 
as an Aboriginal woman and 
have some choice over what 
I do in my life. That’s very 
empowering. 
When you can do that, you can take back some of 
that control and some of those choices, you see the 

models to learn from. S*’s father and I split up, and 
then I had three more children to other relationships. 
I was naturally always drawn into bad, dysfunctional 
relationships. I endured a lot of abuse both physical 
and psychological.

However, the upside to that was, over time, I learned 
to establish very strong boundaries for myself. When I 
was younger and coming out of yet another abusive 
situation, I made a promise to myself that one day, 
when I was old enough, I was going to make my own 
decisions and have my own freedom, I wasn’t going 
to be forced to rely on anyone – even if that meant 
being homeless. So, I’ve pretty much raised all my 
children by myself. I always worked, except when I 
was pregnant, and sometimes when I was pregnant! 
But I never had an economic base, so I had to go 
into public housing. And what I found was, if your 
income went up, your rent went up, you know? So, 
you’re always trapped in this cycle: you couldn’t put 
any money away for a rainy day, or to buy a house, 
or anything like that.

I worked for the Department of Aboriginal Affairs for a 
while, and the Aboriginal Lands Council. Later, I helped 
establish the first Aboriginal Women’s Legal Service 
in NSW, alongside some other amazing women.

It was so important because 
of the way in which Aboriginal 
women were so often demonised 
in cases of violence, their voices 
weren’t heard. 

And we understood the dilemma that some 
Aboriginal women were facing. Often they’d stay in 
these relationships because they didn’t want to ring 
the police in case their partner was taken to gaol 
and died in custody. It was a real possibility, and you 
know, they just wanted the violence to end. I was 
able to get involved in programs to help teach young 
Aboriginal women about healthy relationships too, so 
that meant a lot to me.

I also worked with the Aboriginal Lands Council 
and later, as a policy officer with NSW Police. After 
I started studying law and criminology, I was on 
the Aboriginal Justice Advisory Council, as well as 
numerous committees, including reporting for the 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child 
and the United Nations Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination. I worked at Tranby Aboriginal 
College teaching the National Indigenous Legal 
Advocacy course, which was a recommendation 
from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths 
in Custody. I was offered a scholarship to study 
at university because they took into account my 
financial circumstances as well as being a single 
parent. I completed the Graduate Diploma and I’m 
just shy of finishing my Master’s degree.

I would say that my children probably saved me in 
many ways too, you know, and gave me a purpose 
to live. A lot of my drive in going to work was to give 
them a better standard of living than I’d had. Going 
to university to study for the same reason, I was in my 
30s by that time, but it was to give them a better life. 

I didn’t like being on the pension, because you were 
just scraping by from fortnight to fortnight, robbing 
the blind to feed the poor so to speak. But I couldn’t 
go back into the workforce full time, because my 
children were just babies then. We never had 
enough money. I had one six-year job with a state 
government body on good pay which I thought was 
my path to owning a house. But I had to leave due to 
workplace bullying and with that, the dream of ever 
owning my own home went out the door as well.

I have to say as well, along the way, I’ve learned 
a lot about cultural awareness (or the lack of it), 
racism and bullying – sadly in Australia, often by 
being subjected to it. I would have to say, broadly, 
it happens to a lot of Aboriginal people. I’ve seen 
organisations implement cultural awareness and 
anti-discrimination training, but systemically, there’s 
horrendous racism throughout workplaces that isn’t 
recognised and isn’t addressed. 

Most of us carry intergenerational trauma as well, 
I’ve seen the impact of that on me, and on my own 
family. It can affect your health and your physical 
body but of course, also your psychological wellbeing, 
your behaviours and the choices you make to get by. 
The results of that included, in my case, becoming a 
carer to two of my beautiful grandchildren – because 
when my daughter needed help, after what I’d been 
through, I wasn’t about to let them be sent away 
anywhere! So those things affect your ability to 
work in a steady full-time job as well, despite all the 
experience and qualifications I’d gained. 

benefits across the whole of your life. So even though 
I’m not financially rich from it, I’m spiritually rich from it.

The dynamic is so different too, compared to what 
I’ve faced for my whole life. Now, people come up to 
me because they appreciate me being Aboriginal! 
You can even hear the language change. You 
feel such pride in that, and when you’re around 
other Aboriginal people, and also around other 
women, just hearing their stories and being around 
them. Unless you’ve been treated as different and 
excluded, denied access, denied agency, for your 
whole life, you can’t imagine how that feels and how 
important that feeling is.

For these reasons and more, looking forward, 
whatever I do, I think I will always stay in the creative 
space. It’s good for the soul, it’s good for healing. 
It’s just amazing: there’s a million reasons I can 
see why I’m never going to let go of this space. But 
conversely, I also love academia, so I’d love to return 
to that world and get into writing again. And I do love 
teaching as well. It’s still so incredible to me, to know 
that I have the power to choose my own direction to 
some degree – I feel strong enough and supported 
enough, to make that happen. 

Just like I promised myself when I was young, I’m 
finally able to make my own decisions. And finally, I 
feel free.

You used to be able to rent your house, and 
after renting for so long, you could buy it. 
Payments varied based on income. I believe 
flexibility and thinking outside the square 
when it comes to loans is what’s needed, 
because women can do it. However, banks 
and society must be mindful of potential 
hiccups. Recognising housing as a basic 
human right - to have economic stability  
- is key to women’s success.  

Often, when applying to rent, you’re 
competing against everybody else and 
you might miss out. For women like me, 
a flexible rent-to-own option should be a 
standard offering and solution. It would fix the 
housing crisis. When women leave violence, 
having access to permanent housing and 
loans establishes an economic foundation 
benefiting both them and society.

I see housing as a big problem and it’s time 
for innovative approaches from organisations 
that are able to help - led by women who think 
beyond the conventional.

Call to action
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