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Gympie inspires author

By Gabriel Laidler-Burns

Gympie-born author Brenton Cullen is set to re-
lease his new children’s book, The Prime Minister
Problem, on Tuesday, 28 April, with an inspiring
story to encourage young people to spark change.

The children’s novel explores themes of lone-
liness and intergenerational connection and the
importance of regional community, following the
tale of the lonely 10-year-old boy, Wren, when a
mission to save his grandmother goes viral and
sparks a movement that reshapes his country
town.

Wren is described as a lonely boy who hides in
the library with the books his grandmother taught
him to love, until she has a stroke and is forced to
move away to a nursing home in the city.

Now lonelier than ever, Wren writes to the
Prime Minister for help, and when no reply
comes, his small act of hope takes on a life of its
own, and Wren discovers he isn’t the only one
who feels forgotten.

As his town rallies around him, Wren learns
that real solutions don’t come from politicians,
but from the people who call the town home.

Mr Cullen wrote this moving story about iso-
lation, connection, and how one quiet voice can
make a difference.

He said that while the story wasn'’t set in
Gympie, it certainly set the blueprint and that
since growing up in Pie Creek, then later Widgee,
the concept of community for him was always
very close to home; it was just part of everyday
life.

“Some of my strongest childhood memories
are of spending time with my grandma or gran or
my mum and going into town together, for things
such as visiting Judy’s Book Exchange and The
Turning Page bookshops in Mary Street before
they closed down long ago, or shopping at Angus
and Robertson in Goldfields Plaza and Franklin’s
with my mum and grandma,” said Mr Cullen.

“And visiting Gympie Library was a weekly, if
not daily, occurrence.

“Gympie Library was a home for me, truly; a
place where I learned to love books and stories
and first dreamed of writing my own one day,
when I grew up.

“As well, my gran and pop, Betty and John
Cullen, also opened and ran The Linen Press in
Mary Street for many years through the 1980s and
1990s, so that was another hub of community
linked to my family:“

He said that these kinds of seemingly ordinary
moments really shaped how he thinks about be-
longing.

Gympie taught him that community connec-
tion and care is built in small things trips into
Mary Street with his grandma, afternoons in
bookshops, visits to The Brown Jug Cafe for bowls
of gravy and hot chips with his gran and my sis-
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ters, giving them that special intergenerational
connection that, only now as an adult, does he
fully realise how important and necessary it is to
have.

“That sense of connection stayed with me long
after I left, and it definitely found its way into my
writing,” he said.

“That spirit of community and intergenera-
tional connection ended up becoming one of the
central themes in The Prime Minister Problem.

“It’'s one not often explored in books, so I think
it’s a unique topic to celebrate.

Another fun note Mr Cullen mentioned is
that, as an easter egg, Blue Gum Road is used as
a street name in the book as a mention to the in-
spiration by his maternal grandma who lived on
Blue Gum Road in Pie Creek.

“Apart from the Blue Gum Road reference, I
borrowed a few Gympie or Widgee street names,
and the school and bakery in the story were
shaped by my memories of growing up there,” he
said.

“Writing the story felt a little bit like honour-
ing those memories and the sense of community
I grew up with.

An experience that has stayed was Mr Cullen
was his singing lessons with Brian Goldburg from
ages 7 to 10, and as a part of this, he would often
visit local nursing homes where he would sing for
the residents.

LY

Brenton Cullen.

“As a kid, that was probably one of the first
times I saw how meaningful those connections
between generations could be,” he said.

“Looking back now, I think those experiences
shaped the way I think about loneliness and com-
munity. It showed me how important, and yet
much under-discussed, these topics are, so I es-
pecially was motivated to make sure I write about
them in my books.

“Even something small, like visiting or singing
for someone, can mean a lot - whether there is an
intergenerational age difference or not.

This very idea went on to influence The Prime
Minister Problem, where in the story, a group of
kids living in a small regional town decide to start

n “Adopt a Grandparent” program to help older
people in their community feel less lonely.

Further nailing the idea that young people can
bring generations together and create change in
their own towns.

“Visiting my grandma, often, when she even-
tually went to live in the Grevillea Gardens nurs-
ing home in Gympie, really stuck with me,* said
Mr Cullen.

“Seeing the residents there made me realise
how important it is to stay in touch with family
and keep connected to your community.

“Gympie wasn't a big city, and it didn’t always
get the same attention or advantages, but it was
the community there, the people, the family, and
little things like going to the Sunday markets ev-
ery month with my grandma, mum, and siblings,
that showed me what belonging really is.

“That sense of community and looking out
for each other is something I've carried with me
my whole life, and it’s definitely influenced how
I think about family, connection, and especially

the stories I write

Mr Cullen believes that young people can
make real change in so many ways, not just
through social media.

He shares this through this story, that they
can start small projects in their schools or com-
munities, volunteer, write to local politicians
about issues that matter to them, which is exactly
what the protagonist in his book does, use their
creative methods such as story writing, poetry or
art to tell important stories, or simply stand up for
someone who feels unheard.

“Change doesn’t always begin with something
huge; sometimes it starts with one person with a
brave idea and the courage to follow it through,”
said Mr Cullen.

“I'hope readers feel uplifted by the story.

“I hope they realise they already have the
strength and courage they need inside them,
crouching there, waiting to be used.

“I hope they realise that their voice matters,
and that even one person can change the world.

“I hope the story reminds them to be kind, to
embrace being different, and to see others with-
out judging.

“Most of all, I hope it settles in their hearts and
inspires them to think, to feel, and to take action.

From this, he said that on a more practical
level, he hopes that just like in the books, kids,
classes and schools establish their own Adopt a
Grandparent programs in real life.

“Imagine if there were one of these in every
community in Australia?“ he said.

“It would be a fantastic step towards combat-
ing loneliness, for all ages.

“If kids in Gympie read the book and recognise
some of that spirit, the idea that small communi-
ties and small actions can make a difference, that
would mean a lot to me.*

The Prime Minister Problem comes out on
Tuesday, 28 April, and will be available through
all good bookshops and online retailers, and
readers can also ask Gympie Library to order it in.

He’s also currently working on his next book,
which is a historical novel for teen readers set
during the Gympie gold rush, inspired by the
incredible history of the Gympie region in the
1860s.

Visit online at www.brentoncullen.com

Brenton Cullen writes stories from the heart
for children and young adults.

He is a bookseller, interviewer, children’s lit-
erature advocate, reviewer and 2023 May Gibbs
Children’s Literature Trust Fellowship Recipient
and 2024 Winner of the Just Write for Kids Pitch It!
Competition (Middle-Grade Category).

Brenton lives between the bush and the beach
with his partner, a quartet of fish named The Su-
premes, five terrariums, eight house plants and
an ever-growing picture book collection.

They've been in it together since day one, and
now twins Tara and Livai are embarking on one
of their biggest adventures together yet.

The graduates have just started their careers
as registered nurses at Sunshine Coast Univer-
sity Hospital.

Always interested in healthcare, Livai started
his nursing journey first, inspiring Tara to join
him.

“So I thought, why not give it a shot as well,
since he enjoys it and tells me all the stories
about what he sees,” Tara said.

They worked in the same aged care jobs
while working towards becoming registered
nurses.

“And now we've got a job at SCUH. How

lucky we are!”

While they admit they’re a little relieved to
not be working on the same ward, they’re grate-
ful to have each other’s support.

They are joining almost 200 other graduate
nurses and midwives starting their careers at
Sunshine Coast Health.

The nurses are based in many different spe-
cialities, across all the facilities, including Sun-
shine Coast University Hospital, Gympie Hospi-
tal and Nambour General Hospital.

New midwives will gain experience in the
birth suite, the inpatient unit and the antenatal
clinic.

Twins foIIowmg the same path to a nursing career

Twins Tara and Livai have joined Sunshine Coast Health as registered nurses. (Supplied)

The first-year programs are designed to give
the new recruits a strong and supported start,
helping them navigate the many challenges and

rewards of healthcare.

“It is about supporting the graduates, so
that’'s why we periodically start the graduates

across the year,” Nurse Educator Practice Devel-
opment Amanda Nauman said.

With a thorough orientation week behind
them, the graduates are excited to make a real-
world difference after years of study and practi-
cal experience.

Graduate Chantiley-Rose Naylor said she fell
in love with nursing after trying five different de-
grees that didn’t quite click.

She’s excited to start out in mental health
nursing.

“I've spent the past three years helping trou-
bled youth in a homeless shelter, where I saw a
lot of mental health challenges,” she said.

But her volunteering presented limits to the
help she could provide.

“So I went into nursing, especially mental
health nursing, so I could do that further and
actually be able to help them further,” she said.

Graduate midwife Renee Opelt is thrilled to
finally fulfil her midwifery dream after originally
starting out in nursing.

“I've always wanted to be a midwife since I
was a little child. That’s just been my number
one job in life that I wanted to do, so I'd been
very passionate,” Renee said.

“Then, after having my children and having a
midwife support me through that, it’s just solidi-
fied that that was the career for me.”
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