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That newspaper article is quite true, yes. I 
received a medal. Actually, it wasn’t a Military 
Medal, it was a British Empire Medal. Some papers 
printed it as an MM, but it was a BEM. The MM is 
for one act of valour, for outstanding bravery. If you 
read through my citation, I received my medal more 
for overall performance. What happened, there were 
30 soldiers in a platoon. A platoon has one officer, 
one sergeant, and four corporals. I was the sergeant. 
The officer was away when we went into action – he 
was back in Australia somewhere – so I assumed the 
duties of Signal’s Officer. I commanded the platoon 
during that particular action.

After the war I went back to Julia Creek and 
finished my apprenticeship with Lance Lewis. I 
could push a pen, so Lance put me into spare parts. 
As well as four mechanics – myself, Maurie Byrne, 
Ron Watson (son of Flo Watson in the Blue Bird 
Cafe) and Toby Turner – Lance had another bloke 
in spare parts, Dave Kiddle. Mrs Lewis did the 
bookkeeping.

The garage was a big place and we were kept 
pretty busy. Lance had the GM distributorship and 
he sold cars and trucks: Chevs, Buicks, Pontiacs. He 
sold bicycles and radios too. For quite some time 
the Lance Lewis garage was the only one in Julia 
Creek and he became quite wealthy out of it.

I was with Lance over a period of 14 years, but 
in that time I was away in the army five years, so 
nine years I had there. Lance wasn’t a bad bloke. In 
the 1920s he’d been working in a garage for a bloke 
named Bill Mathews, a shearing contractor. That 
garage burnt down when I was only a boy. Lance 
bought the land and built a shed there, and that’s 
how he started his own garage business.

NQR: 01 Apr 1929

CA: 14 Mar 1947

Opposite top: Lance Lewis’ garage, where Norm 
started as an apprentice mechanic in 1940.

[Alma Gannon, GA15, undated]

Opposite bottom: Julia Creek Motor Works, taken 
from near railway line looking north.

The first Downey home in Julia Creek was on the left; 
Mick Harris was on the right. West of the Downeys 

were the Wilders, and then 
the Kaeser bakery.

[John Oxley Library, OJ01, ca 1928]

Below: Eckford buildings, Burke St.
From left: home, butcher shop,

dance hall, open-air theatre.
Sold to Norm, and Alf and Harry Stainkey 9/12/1952.

[Dadie Dawes, DW06, 1952]
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I left Lance in 1953. I had a chance of going into partnership with my brother-in-law, Harry 
Stainkey, and his father, Alf. The Stainkeys bought out the Eckfords: the picture theatre, the hall, 
the butcher shop, the home, and I went partners in the theatre and in the cordial factory – Stainkey 
& Downey Cordial Works. I didn’t really want the factory – let’s face it, there was only room for 
one cordial works in Julia Creek (Dickfos had the other) – but I had to go partners in the factory 
to get into the pictures. I did all right out of cordial. I sold the soft drink through the picture show. 
That kept the factory going. Later in the 50s I ended up borrowing money off the NSW bank to 
buy the picture show myself.

In addition to the pictures and cordial factory I took on the Caltex distributorship. I had three 
businesses going. Impossible. I sold the cordial factory as soon as I could – to a bloke named Paddy 
Byrne. I only had it a year or two. There was too much work for one bloke and not enough money 
to employ wages. Getting bottles was the big problem. You couldn’t buy new bottles, so I’d have to 
go scrounging by the roadside or at the rubbish dump. Find a bottle, wash it, scrub it, fill it up with 
soft drink, put a label on it, deliver it, some silly bugger would drink it and throw it who-knows-
where, then I’d have to go and find another bottle.

I’ll tell you about bottles. To get hold of clean bottles the two hotels in Julia Creek bought my 
soft drink. After the war there were no large bottles of beer like you can buy now. The hotels filled 
their own. I’d deliver soft drink to the hotels and they’d use the nice clean empties to bottle their 
draught beer. They were on a winner; but me, I’d never see the bottle again. The publican, he didn’t 
go to the rubbish dump looking for bottles – Norm Downey did.

After I got rid of the cordial factory, a few years later I bought the picture show. Harry was 
looking to get out of the hall and picture show business. Eventually the council was going to build 
a Civic Centre, and when that happened the hall would be redundant. Harry moved the hall to his 
property, Clifton Park, as a shearing shed, and I borrowed money to buy the theatre.

The pictures were an important centre of entertainment in Julia Creek. It was the meeting 
place on a Friday night or a Saturday night and everybody went there. It was fantastic running a 
picture show in the fifties. It was good. I remember we played The 
Greatest Show on Earth with Jimmy Stewart, that 
circus picture. At 7 o’clock – the show didn’t 
start till 8 o’clock – at 7 the queue was from the 
picture theatre down to Gannon’s Hotel, waiting 
for us to open the doors.

Right from the first day I ran the pictures. I 
was the projectionist for 23 years. My wife used 
to sell the tickets and I did the projection up top. 
I screened four nights a week: Wednesday, Friday, 
Saturday and Sunday, and every picture day I put 
posters up. People didn’t just turn up to see any 
old film. The programme changed every night 
unless there was a big one. Sound of Music, South 
Pacific – we screened those for seven nights.

The audience got good value for their 2/6. 
Always a newsreel and a cartoon first, followed by a 
Cowboy & Indian – supports to the main feature. 
The audience came out about 11 o’clock, depending 
on what film was shown. Mostly about 11, half-past 
11 (it didn’t really matter), but I went through till 
midnight some nights if I couldn’t get the right-
length movie.

We couldn’t start till half-past 8 on Sunday 
because of the church services. The services went 
from 7 till 8, and the council restriction was you 
couldn’t start the pictures till after the church service 

had finished. That was fair enough. I just put on a shorter programme. 
The first half on Sundays consisted of a serial (Son of Geronimo or Tarzan), 
cartoons – plenty of cartoons – plus news and shorts, but no Cowboy 
and Indian. They were quite good, the shorts. You might get a 20-minute 
short on New Zealand, or fishing in Bass Strait. And then you had the 
full-length picture.

Part of the theatre was open-air. If it was raining heavily, well, I’d put 
the pictures off, but I’d leave it right till the last moment. And it had to be 
pretty heavy, not just a light shower.

I think there were eight film-distributing companies: Metro, Fox, 
Columbia, United Artists… eight altogether. The reps came out twice a 
year and sold me their films. They’d give me a list of films and what each 
one cost. I’d try and haggle a little bit, but you couldn’t haggle very much 
because they were professionals. I signed a contract for films 12 months 
ahead.

Some pictures such as South Pacific – what they called “percentage 
pictures” – they were shown on percentage. Companies got a certain 
amount of the takings. Those films had to be shown seven nights a week. 
The film distributors insisted on it. I’d say: “But this is Julia Creek, for God 
sake”. For a few films, Sound of Music, South Pacific – yeah, we met their 
contract and showed them for a full week.

Each of the companies had a rejection clause in their contract because 
you couldn’t show every film on offer. I only wanted seven films each week: 

one on Sunday and two on each of the other nights. On American films 
there was a 25% rejection clause, but there was no rejection on British 
films. I had to take the lot – or none.

Films came out by train. They were on a circuit: Charters Towers sent 
to Hughenden, and Hughenden had a week’s holding on it. Hughenden 
sent to Richmond – a week’s holding. Richmond sent to me, I sent to 
Cloncurry, Cloncurry sent to Mount Isa, and Mount Isa sent to Winton. I 
had to put my films on the train Thursday morning because some of them 
would be listed in Cloncurry on Friday night.

The Sunday paper from Brisbane – they called it the Truth back 
then – they’d write about what the larrikins down south were doing during 
the pictures. Tell you what, the next week I’d cop the same things from the 
Julia Creek kids. They’d cut the seats, have little lumps in shanghais… Oh 
God! Wouldn’t have enough brains to work out their own mischief, but as 
soon as they read where somebody else did it, the locals would copycat.

A bit before 1970 television arrived in Julia Creek. Down south, TV 
was knocking picture shows about and people were saying to me: “Oh, 
it won’t effect Julia Creek. Everyone will still go to the pictures”. But 
TV did affect Julia Creek. They all stayed home – and they only had the 
ABC. They’d never had television before. The three or four dollars a week 
they were paying for hire purchase on their TV sets, that was the money 
they would have spent coming to the pictures. It put me out of business 
overnight. Overnight! I couldn’t believe it.

I REMEMBER Mrs Downey patrolling the picture the-
atre with a torch. At that stage I wasn’t old enough 
to be up to any trouble with the girls, but the ones 
who were, they never got away with anything under 
the glare of Mrs Downey’s torch. Not too many 
shenanigans went on. It was certainly no den of 
iniquity, just a bit of harmless kissing and hugging. 
Mrs Downey saw to that.

JOHN KAESER

EVERY Saturday afternoon when I was younger, but 
every Saturday night after that, I went to the pic-
tures. In my middle teenage years Norm Downey 
used to show pictures on Friday, Saturday, Sunday 
and Wednesday night. That was the big thing of 
the week, going to the pictures on Saturday night. 
You’d swear you were going to a bloody Command 
Performance. What else did we have? There was 
little else to do.

RAY GODIER

THE PICTURES were probably the biggest thing of 
the lot in Julia Creek. In my case we went every 
Saturday; never during the week. At interval you’d 
duck over to the ice works behind the picture show, 
or the soft drink factory, and you bought a big bottle 
of soft drink. That was a real treat.

Open-air theatre of course, with canvas seats. 
Always had the old canvas seats, and whenever it 
rained, the seats in front, you’d pull them up over 
the top of you and stick your head through in be-
tween the seats and continue to watch the movies.

TOMMY JESSUP

NORM DOWNEY used to own the picture theatre. It 
was an open-air theatre with a small section at the 
back that was covered. All the rest of it was open-
air with canvas seats.

We used to take raincoats in the wet season. We 
watched pictures in the rain. Even wearing a rain-
coat you’d still get wet trousers, so what you had 
to do: you’d move to a seat that had an empty one 
in front. Then you’d pull the canvas from the seat in 
front of you up to your chest. That way you could 
keep the rain off your legs.

People used to take heaters in the winter, it got 
that cold under the open sky. Alex Wall was a great 
one for doing that. He always sat in the same place 
and he always had a small kerosene heater with 
him.

CHARLIE CORRIGAN

I USED to help run the picture show. Me and a bloke 
by name of Frank Forde. Frank ran the show when 

the owner was away. I’d wind the films back when 
they finished.

It was interesting how they got the light for the 
projector. It was controlled by hand. No such thing 
as turn the projector on and let it go, you had to 
keep adjusting the arc between two rods. You 
looked through a black window, kind of like a welder 
looks through his goggles, and you could see the 
arc. If the rods got too far away from each other you 
turned a knob to keep them together, otherwise the 
arc would go out and you’d lose the picture.

JOE AZZOPARDI

I NEVER used to pay for the pictures at Julia Creek 
because I knew the bloke who was running it. I used 
to go up where the projectors were, with a couple of 
bottles of beer, and watch the pictures with him.

RON DAU

WELL, I was the bloody projectionist for 23 years 
and I don’t remember drinking beer with a Ron Dau. 
My wife used to sell the tickets and I did the pro-
jection up the top. Unless of course I was away. A 
bloke named Frank Forde used to fill in for me then.

NORM DOWNEY

CA: 13 Feb 1953

NQR: 22 Mar 1958
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I only had dealings with Max Burns in the last few years he was 
in Julia Creek, when other fuel suppliers refused him. I was the Caltex 
distributor. I never really had any dealings with him personally. He’d send 
down Choco Winton, mainly, to get the fuel. Or, if they were out on a 
tanksinking job, one of the drivers might come in. I hardly ever spoke to 
Max. The only time I did was right at the end.

What happened: things were going bad for him. I suppose when you 
think about it, only so-many tanks could be built in the Julia Creek area. 
Max couldn’t get fuel from anyone else, but I stuck with him. I supplied 
him with all his fuel to keep him going. He said he could afford to pay me. 
He’d just sunk a tank somewhere near Normanton 1, but he wasn’t too sure 
whether the money was in the bank. If he knew for certain he’d been paid, 
he’d be able to pay me. Before that happened they bankrupted him and 
closed everything down.

In those days it was a disgrace to go bankrupt. I always felt that Max 
was such a big boy that there was no way in the world he’d let that happen. 
Maybe he didn’t have the money. Or maybe – if he had money put away 
that the bankruptcy people couldn’t get at – maybe he thought it was 
better to go bankrupt and not pay anybody.

Max put me in a hell of a position. And it 
wasn’t necessary. We had the feeling that he was 
shrewd, that he got away with avoiding paying 
his bills. Look at it this way: Max’s debt to me 
was almost half a house. He owed me, in round 
figures, £1000. Later, I bought a house in Julia 
Creek for £2500. When it got down to the 
nitty gritty, at the last, I said to him: “This is 
not Caltex, Max. This is me, Norm Downey”.

Caltex reversed Max’s account to me straight 
away. And I was bloody lucky they stuck with me. I didn’t have any money. 
I’d been five years in the army, came home and got married. There was no 
pill, so you started a family straight away. I had a wife and three kids. The 
only reason Caltex stuck with me was because I didn’t even own a house. 
If I’d owned a house they would have gone me. I had nothing except a 
decent manager who put it to the bosses in Sydney: “This Downey, he can’t 
go anywhere, he’s got no money. He’s gotta stay in Julia Creek, and as our 
distributor he’s doing all right”. So they kept me on, with the proviso that 
they would take half my commission every month.

I reckon I rolled 3000 drums of fuel to pay Max’s debt. It directly 
affected my income for several years.

I went and saw old Max: “By law, you don’t have to pay me. You’ve 
been declared bankrupt”. I told him the story. I explained that I was paying 
off his account with half my commission. So we came to an agreement – 
the court didn’t have to know anything about it – that at the end of each 
month when I got my papers from Caltex, that whatever they took off my 
commission he would pay me. But I never got one razoo.

I’ll never forget this Sunday morning at Mass a number of years 
before. Old Father Garvey talking about the work Max did at the convent 
grounds: “… but there will be no charge for the levelling. This is an 
account from Max Burns, already receipted. Mr Burns has donated the 
services of his drivers and his trucks to the Catholic Church”.

Clap, clap clap.

Later, when I realised that Max wasn’t likely to pay me, I thought: I 
know who paid for the levelling at the convent – N.L. Downey. The priest 
thanked Max. I was the bloke who should have got the thanks. It wasn’t 
only at the convent that Max spent my money. He spent a fortune at the 

golf club. He would have wasted enough money 
at the golf club that he could have paid his 
debt to me. Just as well I’ve got a sense of 
humour.

After Max left town, a couple of blokes 
from the bankruptcy office arrived in Julia 
Creek to see everybody who had a claim 
against him. They wanted to verify that the 
facts were right. I went to Gannon’s and had 

a couple of beers with them. They wouldn’t tell 
me too much because they couldn’t. They did say, however, that it looked 
like being one of the biggest – well, at that time it was the biggest – the 
biggest bankruptcy they’d seen in North West Queensland.

I don’t know how to describe your grandfather. When I was talking to 
these bankruptcy blokes at Gannon’s, one of them asked me:

What sort of bloke is this Max Burns?
To be honest with you, as far as I’m concerned, he was a 

bloody good bloke. I really can’t say much against him.

Opposite: Norm Downey, Garney Evans,
Roy Stainkey at Eddington Waterhole.

[Dot Stainkey, SD10, ca 1950]

Above: Norm’s notepad cover.
[Norm Downey, DN02, ca 1970]

1. Max was working on Iffley, Miranda Downs and Wakakarack in the first 
half of 1959 (page 782, third column). He knew he would be unable to 
pay Norm for fuel, because in January of 1959 H.C. Sleigh obtained a 
court order against Max (page 12) for recovery of a £3500 debt. My 
grandfather was intentionally taking Norm for a ride. His attitude towards 
Norm and other small businesses in Julia Creek was an utter disgrace, 
saturated in greed, given that in January 1959 Max and some of his 
family had £9000 available in cash to buy the lease of the Royal Hotel in 
Lismore. 


