
MARTIN SHEILS
1895 – 1988
Martin was born in Coomera in 1895, the son of John Sheils, an Irish immigrant and Margaret (nee Smith), daughter of a Coomera pioneer.  They took up a selection at Upper Tallebudgera and moved there in 1905.  John built a slab hut, which was their home for some years and then set about clearing the dense rainforest to establish a dairy.  Margaret and John reared five daughters, three sons and a cousin.  The children would walk several miles to the school, which is now known as Ingleside.

 As the boys grew older, they gradually cleared more land to expand the dairy and to grow bananas.  They also did some clearing for neighbours and fell timber for the sawmill.  Martin was falling timber with his father when he was twelve years old.  All the Sheils men became expert axemen.  Tom and Jack successfully competed in shows including Brisbane and Sydney.  

One day while out turkey shooting, to help feed the large family; Martin found his way up onto Springbrook, previously thought impossible.  As a result of this a track was cut from Springbrook to Tallebudgera.  The cream from Springbrook was then brought down the mountain rather than the long winding road to Mudgeeraba.  It also brought much pleasure to the families of Tallebudgera and Springbrook as they could travel up and down the mountain on horseback to the dances.  Dances in aid of the ambulance were held in a big shed at the Sheils home, with the family supplying the music.  Mass was also held there with the priest coming up from Coolangatta on horseback.  In later years, Martin collected people around the valley in his truck for mass at the Gurr home at Ingleside.

In 1922 Martin bought the carrying business from his uncle, Bill Smith.  In those days it was a wagon and four horses, with an increase in cream and the citrus that was being grown, a larger wagon was needed.  He bought one in Beenleigh and turned it into a “double decker”.  Five horses were needed to pull this heavier wagon.  During the summer when the cream supply increased, one of his brothers or cousin, Jim Murnane, would drive a second wagon with three horses.
On Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, in all weather, Martin would be up a 3:00am to catch, feed and harness the team of horses.  He would pick up passengers, mail, cream and grocery orders on the way down the valley to the railway station at West Burleigh.  At one time there were 65 dairies in the valley and 32 creek crossings from the Sheils home to West Burleigh.  Some of the cream went on the morning train to the Norco factory at Tweed Heads and the remainder on the afternoon train to Kingston.

Grocery orders were dropped off at the store and then Martin would take his horses to the park opposite where they were unharnessed, watered and a nose bag of feed would be hung around their necks.  (This park has since been named after him in around 2003)  There they rested until about 1:00pm.  He then harnessed the team, picked up the empty cans and parcels from the station, the mail and orders from the store and headed homeward, delivering on the way, arriving there about dark and sometimes much later.  

Martin’s brother Tom cut and hauled timber from the bush with a bullock team.  His brother Jack then hauled the logs to the mill at West Burleigh with a team of eleven horses.  They too were rested in the park.  Sometimes there would be up to twenty horses there.  The men used to boil their billies on the forge at the blacksmith’s shop, which was over on the creek bank.

In those days Tallebudgera had really big wet seasons and the creeks were in flood for days on end.  As soon as the water had gone down enough, the rocks and logs had to be cleared from the crossings.  The big logs were cut up with a crosscut saw and that was really difficult in the swift flowing water.  At great risk to his own life, Martin did everything humanly possible to get the mail and supplies to the people of Tallebudgera, as he was their only link to the outside world.  The horses had to swim the flooded creek and the wagons would float across.  

During one flood, Martine swam his four horses and wagon across the creek at Cash’s Crossing.  He then swam back to lead Jim Murnane’s team of three over.  One frightened horse pulled its head back sharply, dislocating Martin’s shoulder.  The wagon overturned and the lead horse drowned.  The other two horses, Jim and Martin managed to escape.  The farmers down the creek were picking up cans that had washed up on the banks days later.

On one occasion Martin was brutally attacked by three men on horseback.  Severely injured and dazed, he managed to climb back into the wagon.   The horses continued homeward, stopping at the next mail box which was Cash’s dairy.  When Mr Cash came down to collect his mail, he discovered the injured Martin.  He called the ambulance to take Martin to hospital and the Sheils family to finish the deliveries.  The family took over the run for a couple of months while Martin was recovering from his injuries.  

On his days off Martin would shoe the horses, repair and oil the harnesses and keep the wagons in good working condition.
In the early thirties, Martin purchased a small truck.  The wagons were still used between home and Paget’s property, a few miles away, as the crossings were too dangerous in the wet.  In flood time he had to take the fan belt off and tie a tarpaulin over the bonnet to try to keep the water away from the engine.  Pat Shannon was recruited to help at times.  His job was to lie on the mudguard, holding the tarpaulin in place, frequently with his head under water.  Whether he got this privileged job because of his ability to hold his breath under water for long periods of time, or it was something he learnt while riding on Martin’s truck, one will never know. One day the truck stalled in the creek and Martin just had time to grab the mail bags before the truck was washed away.  When the flood waters receded he found it miles away, upside down hand half buried in Reid’s paddock.  Bob Bonnet’s team of 16 bullocks was used to pull it free, but they only pulled it apart.  It was replaced by a larger truck which made life much easier.
By this time, Tallebudgera had become one of the largest banana growing areas in Australia.  Martin was then transporting bananas, packed in wooden cases to the station, often doing two trips a day and working well into the night.

Martin married Monica Gurr and they had their first two children while living in Tallebudgera.  With Monnie’s help, Martin worked a patch of bananas of his own.

As the roads improved, he bought a bus which ran daily to Burleigh Heads, as well as Saturday nights.  He was then assisted by Gil Paget.  In 1946 Gil & George Paget took over the business and Martin and his family moved to Burleigh.

Martin worked for the Main Roads Department for a number of years, during which time he was severely burnt by an exploding drum of hot bitumen.  He was three months recovering from his burns.  In later years he worked for Kemp’s Engineering, until he retired aged 76.

Martin had his leg amputated when he was 87, but it wasn’t long before he was up and about learning to walk on his artificial leg.  He was a great inspiration to the younger patients who had trouble coping with their new limbs.  In 1988 he lost his other leg.  In true Irish sprit he would not give in.  When the doctor told him he would not be getting another leg, he said he would make one himself when he got home from hospital.  Sadly Martin did not return home from hospital.  He passed away just three months short of his 93rd birthday.

Martin’s wife Monnie lived in Burleigh until she passed away, and their children Pauline, Darcey, Leona and Michael live in Brisbane.  His sisters, Win, Liz, Rose, Ethel and Alice and his brothers Tom and Jack as well as cousin Jim have all passed away.
Martin Sheils was a humble man of great courage.  Whether he was balancing on a spring board, falling timer in the bush, battling the floods of Tallebudgera Creek or facing the hardships of life, he never took a backward step.  He was a good natured and caring man, much loved and respected and an inspiration to all who had the privilege of knowing him.  
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