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BRIGHT YOUNG THING

M O D E L  A M B A S S A D O R
WORDS JAYNE CUDDIHY

FOR MANY PEOPLE, A CANCER DIAGNOSIS will 
define the rest of your life. 

But Venessa Harris wants to talk about anything but ‘the  
big C’. 

There’s her future agribusiness degree, her high school studies, 
her role as Ambassador for the famed Birdsville Races and her 
brush with a fashion icon… just for starters. 

Venessa was 12 when she won a modelling competition and 
landed a three-year contract including a trip to Paris. 

But before she left, Venessa was pushed over by her dogs and 
taken to hospital. The hideous pain wasn’t due to broken bones, 
but bone cancer. Instead of the catwalks of the World’s fashion 
capital, she instead spent eighteen months in Brisbane’s Lady 
Cilento Children’s Hospital.

“It was really tough, but it was such a small part of my life,” 
she says. 

“It’s not defining me or what I want to do.”
For someone who has just turned 16, a conversation with 

Venessa is as mature as it is refreshing. 
While she missed the full benefits of her modelling contract, 

she was delighted to meet Australian designer Alex Perry on a 
Make-a-Wish Foundation trip to Sydney. 

“I just love him! I always have! As a person who grew up 
wearing jeans and boots it’s probably a bit strange, but I 
couldn’t stop looking at all his designs and dresses in magazines 
and online. I was obsessed.” 

So when he gifted her a ball gown as a memento, she was 
tickled pink. Hot pink actually. 

“It’s gorgeous! I haven’t worn it yet. I’m saving it for my Year 
12 formal. He is just so much better in real life!”

Venessa is happy to tone down her modelling aspirations, but 
opportunities keep on coming, not least being named the 2018 
Birdsville Races Ambassador. 

The honour is two-fold as the area is Venessa’s traditional 
family lands. It’s the first time a female has taken out the 
honour, and despite travelling to the area annually, Venessa’s 
first races experience was when she was centre stage. 

“It was a big shock! I didn’t recognise the place! I’m so used 

to knowing everyone and not having people around and then 
this time there were thousands of people. It really sank in 
how much that one event really means to the community and 
why it’s so important for the economy. It really changed my 
impression of Birdsville.”

As a nod to her fashion prowess, Venessa served as a judge 
of the fashions of the field. Venessa’s fascinator (made by 
Robin Strang aka The Mad Hatter), was set to be auctioned 
as a fundraiser for the Royal Flying Doctor, but the women 
conspired to shine the light on another worthy cause. 

“Men’s mental health issues, especially in the western areas of 
Queensland rarely gets the attention it should. It’s a cause close 
to all our hearts and with a nod of approval from the RFDS we 
could play a small part,” said Venessa. 

“The whole Birdsville and Diamantina Shire community 
has been outstanding with support- both during and after my 
illness. I’m so proud of where I come from and the people in 
my life,” she says. 

Venessa’s mother Karen Monaghan mirrors her daughter’s 
sentiments. 

“It’s amazing for Venessa to be able to give back to the local 
community. It’s the women of the Outback who drive these 
regions and underpin their success – and they’ve been with 
Venessa body and soul during her treatment with cancer.” 

The Year 11 student is now focussed on eventually completing 
an Agribusiness degree, with any luck by correspondence so 
she can be based at Birdsville. 

“I just love it. Not just because it’s so beautiful with all the 
open space, but there’s always something to do like mustering 
and doing water runs.”

This year’s Birdsville Races are on September 6 and 7. Visit 
www.birdsvilleraces.com for more information. 
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