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Minister, ladies and gentlemen and other distinguished guests, my charter for this exercise was to address the historical details around the establishment of Yamba.
In 1956, as you all know, a decision was made to appoint a Horticultural Adviser, a resident Horticultural Adviser, at Renmark and I was that person.  I was at the time living in California and had to come to Australia to take up the appointment.  You might ask ‘Why Renmark?’  Well, Renmark was because it was the only substantial horticultural area on the Murray which did not have a horticultural adviser.  Loxton had one in the form of Cec Grasby, and the other was Murray Cooper at Berri, the region’s citrus expert; and we had another adviser who’s not with us any more, an agricultural adviser called Bruce Hall.

Well, the reason for that appointment was partly because a big flood was pending for Renmark, on its way down, and all sorts of horticultural problems were anticipated as a result of that flood coming down.  So following my appointment I made my way back to Renmark with my wife and one and a half children to reside in Renmark.  Well, guess what?  There was no Renmark to reside in; it was under water.  And I lived at Barmera for several weeks or months, travelling back and forth to Renmark every day before the river subsided and it was possible to move back and live in Renmark.

In the first week of March 1957, some six months after I’d been here, fruit fly was discovered in peaches in Mildura.  This caused the sort of alarm in the Riverland that had occurred in Adelaide 10 years earlier, when fruit fly was first discovered there.  I’d been involved in that eradication program in 1947 because I was a final-year student in my degree course at the University of Adelaide and part of my practical experience was going up to work on a cattle station near Alice Springs and came back to Adelaide and was seconded to be in charge of groups of people stripping fruit from backyards in Adelaide – not a very pleasant experience, especially when the people you were in charge of were mostly recently-discharged prisoners of Her Majesty.

Within 24 hours of this announcement of the fruit fly outbreak in Mildura, the newly-appointed Chief Horticulturist, Tom Miller, phoned me and said, ‘I’m sending up a caravan’, he said.  ‘I want you to take that out on the Mildura road, stop all the traffic and pinch all their fruit.’ I want you to operate it ‘24 hours a day.’  My instructions were, furthermore, to share those duties with my counterparts in that region, Murray Cooper, Rex Bradley, Bruce Hall and another fellow who was under my jurisdiction up here in charge of the red scale eradication program.  

Just think about that for a moment.  In those days we did have a red scale eradication program and we had gangs of people, several gangs, equipped with tents and cyanide guns.  They would go out in the night and go to trees that they identified with red scale, then they would put a tent over the tree and injected the cyanide.  There was an eradication program for red scale, would you believe?

Getting back to the roadblock, the four of us rostered ourselves for several weeks coming out to Yamba.  Apart from the fact there was no traffic, nobody liked the night shift, in spite of the fact that there was only around four cars a night in those days and not more than about 30 or 40 during the day. We didn’t have any power at all for some several months until a generator was installed that gave us light and minimum power.

We placed a few drums in the middle of the road and would wave lamps to stop the traffic, and I suppose it’s a fact of life that civilised people these days would respond to that in the way they did:  ‘What’s this bloke doing in the middle of the road waving a lamp at us in the middle of the night?’ and they would stop.  And in the daytime we never had more than about 30 or 40 cars a day.  Now, these days, that many would probably go past in an hour.

Well, the roadblock has evolved since then, of course, through about 70 inspectors like me and other members of the Department of Agriculture; and 160 police through time have served their duty out here.  We didn’t have authority to stop people so it was very early in the piece that police were necessary to make sure that that happened.  I don’t think the police regarded it as a very rewarding experience, mind you, to start with.  It has since become much more significant status work.

So in fact what happened was we did what we had to do and it worked.  In 50 years we have had one fruit fly outbreak in the Riverland, at Loxton some years ago.  So the policy of exclusion, which is what it was all about, has been vindicated and no doubt resulted in great financial benefit to the Riverland in guaranteeing export markets and other things.  

For me, it is nothing more than a good feeling and a privilege to have been a small part of that success.  We were only doing the job that we had to do.  
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