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The struggle for equality continues unabated, and the 
woman warrior who is armed with wit and courage will be 
among the first to celebrate victory.

Maya Angelou, playwright, actor, poet, writer and academic,  

In All Ways A Woman, 1984.





Dedicat ion

This book is dedicated to Peggy Hewett, whose vision, crea-
tivity and endless energy ensured that the Older Women’s 
Network Theatre Group survived beyond its first tentative 
steps, and continued to thrive.

And to the memory of Louise Anike, whose creativity, calm-
ness under pressure, intelligence and fairness were used to 
great effect during her many years as the Theatre Group’s 
primary scriptwriter and creative director.
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Chapter 4

Introduct ion

My first encounter with the OWN Theatre Group was in 1994, a few 
weeks after I began working at the Older Women’s Network (OWN) 
in Sydney. I knew they were satirical entertainers, so I was looking 
forward to a laugh; what I wasn’t prepared for was a lump in my 
throat and tears in my eyes. I thought the performers were won-
derful, and their distinctive brand of political and cultural enter-
tainment a revelation. I’ve been a fervent supporter of the Theatre 
Group ever since.

The process of researching and writing Centre Stage has deepened 
my admiration for the many talented women who have so skillfully 
used poignancy, wit and satire to spotlight the many myths and 
social tensions that have shaped our older lives. It has also provided 
me with an opportunity to reflect on my own feminist interests and 
values. 

Peggy Hewett once confided that when I was in the audience she 
used my facial expressions as a guide to whether or not a new skit 
or song had ‘hit the spot’. While this was a great compliment, I felt 
my facial muscles were a very unreliable source of critical comment. 
As far as I know they never overrode the professional assessment of 
the director, for which I am grateful. 
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When I retired from OWN after eleven years, I began to think 
about making a voluntary contribution to the Network. What bet-
ter way than to research and write a history of the OWN Theatre 
Group? The idea was warmly greeted by key members of the Theatre 
Group, past and present, and by the Management Team of OWN 
NSW. 

The OWN Theatre Group made a triumphant first appearance 
in Older Women Centre Stage in 1990, and since then has acted as 
‘gateway’ entertainment at forums, conferences and celebrations, 
with audiences ranging from twelve to over one thousand. They 
have replaced university lecturers with sing-talk performances 
to students, and have undertaken many interstate and intrastate 
tours. 

They have also actively encouraged the establishment of other 
performance groups by sharing their skills in workshops at OWN 
national conferences and, on request, to individual OWN groups 
in NSW. As a result of their role modelling, energy and dedica-
tion, performance groups were established in the Australian 
Capital Territory, Western Australia and Queensland and in the 
NSW regions of Illawarra, Nowra, Lismore, Macarthur, Southern 
Highlands, Wagga Wagga, Northern Rivers and Sutherland.1 

With material largely written and produced by themselves, or 
by other members of OWN, the Theatre Group has consistently 
and powerfully captured the imagination and raised the spirits of 
audiences young and old. As well as creating entirely new shows 
and writing new words to old songs, they have skillfully modified 
skits and combined elements from previous shows to suit particular 
audiences.

Despite various problems over the years, including a lack of 
regular funding and the constant need to recruit and train new 
performers,2 the Theatre Group has presented to audiences a new 

1	 Many of these performance groups have since folded, often due to the ageing of 
the original performers. 

2	 The cast includes a musician, director and coordinator, and usually has between 
eight and eighteen performers. 



INTRODUCTION | xiii

perspective on women and ageing under its trademark banner: 
Vigour, Vision and Vitality.

The Theatre Group’s material comes from the sad, the glad, the 
mad and the true stories of the lives of older women3 and includes 
a focus on health, invisibility, inequality, domestic violence, 
Aboriginal reconciliation, transport, telecommunications, pen-
sions, banking, and media images. Dry subjects, you might wonder? 
Not on your life! With wicked intent, these troupers cleverly apply 
lavish dollops of wit and wisdom when they expose and debunk the 
social stereotypes surrounding these issues, and audiences love it. 

With no role models to call on, and with an ageist and sexist 
media either ignoring older women altogether or depicting older 
women as ‘grannies’ (whether we are or not), the achievements of 
the OWN Theatre Group have been nothing less than astonishing. 
I pay fond tribute to all those feisty performers, past and present, 
who have done so much to promote the rights, dignity and well-
being of older women.

In Centre Stage I have provided a social and political context for 
the emergence of the Theatre Group in the mid- to late-eighties 
and covered its progress from 1990 to 2004. Initially I intended to 
take this history further, but unfortunately ill health intervened. 
No problem – the Theatre Group is full of vitality and still perform-
ing brilliantly, and will undoubtedly provide plenty of material for 
a future account of the progress and development of this extra-
ordinary group of women.

The future is theirs.

Dorothy Cora
Sydney 2009

3	 From a quote by the late Betty Pybus, OWN Tasmania. 





Chapter 1

Picnic at Parliament House

Something unusual was happening on the lawns in front of 
Canberra’s Parliament House. It was April 1988, and a group of 
older women had pitched a tent and were now gathering around 
microphones preparing for some sort of performance. 

The performers themselves weren’t feeling as feisty as they looked; 
a wave of stage fright had rippled though the group at the thought 
of strutting their stuff in public, especially in front of the media 
and politicians. Peggy Hewett, with many years of street theatre 
experience behind her, easily recognised the signs and, using her 
natural exuberance, helped the women move beyond their anxiety 
and into excitement.

The cast consisted of Sylvia Harding (compère), Gwen George 
(Minister for (In)Security), Peggy Hewett, Margo Ottley and 
Lily White (a three-woman chorus) and Betty Bluett (piano-
accordionist).

Determined to get the attention of the small audience of invited 
politicians and media representatives, and that of a few passers-by, 
the women began to make their presence felt by laughing and chat-
ting noisily among themselves. Then they began to loudly proclaim, 
“We’re here because we’re here … we’re not invisible and we think 



2 | CENTRE STAGE 

it’s unfair that older women are ignored in the affairs of state. We 
intend to change that …”

They moved into place: the chorus of three, shrouded from head 
to toe in sheets, stood behind the compère while the piano accor-
dionist stood to one side. A pompous politician, brilliantly played 
by Gwen George, strutted up and in an aggressive tone asked, “Who 
are you and who gave you permission to be here?”

The compère brightly replied that they were the Older Women’s 
Network celebrating Australia’s bicentennial, and then, shifting 
tone, demanded, “If it comes to that, who are you?”

“What?” exclaimed the pollie, “I’m the Minister for Security, and 
you have no right to be here!” The ‘crowd’ hissed and booed. The 
huffy Minister shook his fist and yelled, “You ought to be in your 
homes – haven’t you got grandchildren to look after, or something 
to crochet?” 

With great conviction, the women began to sing that great tra-
ditional protest song:

We shall not, we shall not be moved  
Just like a tree that’s standing by the water  
We shall not be moved. 

The outraged Minister roared, “Terrorists! Agitators! We’ve got 
records on all of you!” as he exited to more loud hisses and boos. 

Performers at the Canberra Picnic.
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The compère asked for a round of applause for the Minister for 
Insecurity for showing such an interest in their cause. There was one 
single, unenthusiastic clap from one member of the ‘audience’.

Now it was time to tell the real audience why the older women 
were there, and what they were planning to do. 

“Today,” explained the compère, “we are here to celebrate our very 
OWN Picnic at Hanging Rock – the Hanging Rock of Parliament. 
And today, unlike that other picnic, when young women became 
invisible, we are here to watch another group of women – a group 
of older women – become highly visible. We did not climb onto a 
wall of rock and vanish; we just got older. Women from the past and 
women of today – listen to the herstories of three women who are 
all but invisible in our history books.

“Let us remember Aboriginal woman, Daisy Bindi. As a young 
girl Daisy was taken into a homestead to work as an unpaid domes-
tic. She also became a fine horsewoman and cattle musterer at an 
early age. In the 1940s Daisy helped organise a strike by Aboriginal 
workers and a march to Port Hedland where they successfully 
demanded better wages and conditions. From this action came the 
Pindan Native Cooperative – a fine tribute to Daisy Bindi. 

“Let us remember Elizabeth Macarthur. Think of this country, 
Australia. Think of wool. Who do the history books tell us was 
the founder of the Australian wool industry? John Macarthur. 
But is that the whole story – the real story? What about Elizabeth 
Macarthur? It was she who managed their three properties while 
he was in England for eight years. It was she who began the experi-
ments in cross-breeding merino sheep during her husband’s absence. 
Surely the two of them should appear on our two-dollar note, but 
no, Elizabeth remains invisible.

“And let us remember Marion Burley Griffin. We are here today 
in this great capital city of Canberra. Man’s monument to man. 
Walter Burley Griffin’s dream child, or so the history books would 
have us believe. But what about his wife, Marion? She was also an 
architect who worked with him on the design and was respons-
ible for the beautiful presentation drawings that accompanied his 
winning entry. We all know about Walter, but what about Marion? 
Invisible!”
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“And even here in the national capital,” cried the compère, “how 
many women help govern us? Over half the nation’s citizens are 
women, yet you would be hard pressed to see their presence in par-
liament. More invisible women!”

The Minister for Insecurity advanced towards the group wav-
ing his camera. “You don’t look too invisible to me,” he shouted 
indignantly.

Peggy Hewett, now wrapped in voluminous sheets of clear cello-
phane, began to sing the first verse of Mister Cellophane1 (renamed 
Mzzz Cellophane):

If someone stood up in a crowd  
And raised her voice up way out loud 
And waved her arm 
And shook her leg 
You’d notice her. 

She was joined by the other women for the chorus: 

Cellophane, Mzzz Cellophane 
Should have been my name 
Mzzz Cellophane 
‘cos you can look right through me 
Walk right by me and never know I’m there 
Never even know I’m there.

Peggy quickly discarded the cellophane and, throwing on a sheet, 
joined the other shrouds while the compère sang:

Where did all the young girls go? 
Long time passing 
Where did all the young girls go? 
Long time ago.2

The compère inquired: “Where did you go?” as the shrouds whipped 
off their sheets to become visible. 

Lily shouted, “Nowhere! I’ve just grown older!” 

1	 Music and lyrics from Chicago, written in 1975 by John Kander and Fred Ebb.
2	 New words to Where did all the Flowers go? written in 1960 by Pete Seeger.
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“How do you feel?” asked the compère. 
“Angry” replied Lily. “No one asks our opinion about things that 

affect us.” 

Lily launched into Just Because We’re Grey.3

Oh, just because we’re grey 
They make us feel this way 
By never asking for our opinion 
And we’ve got a lot to say 
We learned it the hard way 
That we’re entitled to our opinions 
They say we’re mad, we say too bad 
Calling it interference 
They’re in a bind: what’s on our mind? 
(All shouting) Health, Housing, Social Justice and A Fair Go!  
And even though we’re grey 

3	 New words to Painting the Clouds with Sunshine, written in 1929 by Joe Burke and 
Al Dubin.

Peggy Hewett lamenting her invisibility.
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We’ll never feel that way 
And we’ll keep voicing our OWN opinions.

The compère asked Margo, the second shroud: “And what about 
you?” Margo soulfully replied, “I can’t find a place to live” and 
began to sing a parody of a song from My Fair Lady:4

All I want is a home somewhere 
Nice and snug from the cold night air 
No tent … low rent … heaven sent 
Oh wouldn’t it be luverly.

Finally, on being asked the same question, Peggy grumbled, “They 
keep calling me luv” and in strong clear tones began to sing:

Though my hair has turned to silver 
I’m really just the same 
They may call me luv and deary 
But I’d rather have my name.5

As Peggy finished, each member of the chorus stepped forward to 
loudly proclaim her name:

My name is Peggy, I’m Margo and I’m Lily.

Together they sang the last line:

They may call me luv and deary 
But please call me by my name.

As a finale the cast, by now full of confidence and self-possession, 
joined hands and sang new words to John Lennon’s Give Peace a 
Chance: 

What we are saying is give age a chance 
Ask our opinions and give us a chance 
We’ve got some answers give us a chance 

4	 New words to Wouldn’t It Be Loverly? written in 1956 by Frederick Loewe and Alan 
Jay Lerner.

5	 New words to When your Hair Has Turned to Silver, written in 1930 by Charles 
Tobias and Peter De Rose.
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When you make your decisions experience counts 
You have to include us and give us a chance 
Please don’t exclude us give us a chance 
What we are saying is give age a chance.6

And their last word on the subject? “Older women are coura-
geous … tenacious … outrageous … and potentially powerful. And 
that’s why we are here!”

Women Members of Parliament, who had been specially invited to 
attend, were warm in their praise, and showed their appreciation by 
inviting the performers into Parliament House for afternoon tea. It 
was a reward they deserved. 

The next day the group’s picnic project was affirmed with a front 
page spread in the Canberra Times reporting the reasons for their 
presence outside Parliament House. The accompanying photo of an 
older woman holding a placard reading ‘Age is Not a Disease’ told 
the story.

6	 New words to Give Peace a Chance, written in 1969 by John Lennon

Isa French, 78, of Glebe, outside Parliament House.  
(Canberra Times 19 April 1988)
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The performance had made it abundantly clear that these older 
women were no longer prepared to stay quietly in the background. 
They had made an unmistakable statement of intent – to be visible 
and to be heard.

The gig at Canberra’s Parliament House took place on 18 April 
1988,7 but the Theatre Group’s genesis lies in the early days of the 
Older Women’s Network. Let us look back to 1985 …

7	 See Appendix B for the original press release, written by Gwen George and dis-
tributed by the Older Women’s Network to journalists and community groups.



Chapter 2

Out from the Shadows…

By the mid-1980s feminism had been in full flight for nearly 20 
years. Problems that had not previously been acknowledged as legit-
imate issues of concern – unequal pay and employment opportun-
ities, unmet health and social needs, sexual harassment and assault, 
and assignment to unpaid care-giving duties – were firmly on the 
feminist agenda. Women had established health centres, abortion 
clinics, refuges and support networks, while governments had initi-
ated women’s units and departments to enhance women’s access to 
policy development and decision-making. 

Over the years it had become clear that advances in women’s 
status could be achieved as a direct result of grassroots activism, 
advocacy and legal action – led by women and often supported 
by government funding. But this only seemed to be working for 
younger women, who were making serious inroads into the con-
structed inequalities shaping their lives. 

The problems and prejudices still confronting older women had 
attracted little attention. True, the federal government had com-
missioned research1 into women over 60 by the National Women’s 

1	 Please Listen to Me! and Women and the Challenge of Long Life: Report on a survey 
‘For women over 60’ August 1983 



10 | CENTRE STAGE 

Advisory Council in the early 1980s, and a few academic papers had 
been written on the subject, but that’s where it stopped. Healthy 
women over 55 were all but invisible in the public sphere. 

Women’s normal bodily functions such as menopause did attract 
attention within health and medical fields, but the cynical might 
be forgiven for believing that this attention was generated by the 
pharmaceutical industry’s interest in increasing profits. The same 
could be said of life events such as grief, poverty and stress, which 
were analysed within medical discourses and treated with ‘wonder 
drugs’ such as Valium. 

Feminism and the invisible older woman
During the ’60s and ’70s, the women’s movement had been largely 
silent about the social realities and experiences of older women’s 
lives. When women over 55 were portrayed as asexual (women who 
had once been real women), unproductive (a drain on the economy), 
having failing capacities (needing to be looked after) and being nat-
urally self-effacing (leading lives made enjoyable by being ‘allowed’ 
to mind their grandchildren),2 there was little or no protest. On 
rare occasions a feminist voice would make a point highlighting the 
feminisation of poverty3 but by and large feminists seemed unaware 
of how the double whammy of sexism and ageism4 was impacting 
on the lives of older women.

In the mid-1980s there was a glimmer of hope that this might 
change. A small group of feminists in their mid-to-late forties who 
had been activists during the turbulent ’70s began to talk about 
what it might mean, from a feminist perspective, to “get older”. 
In private discussions they shared concerns about their chan-
ging bodies and unpredictable sexual desires, their general health 
and future career options. An outcome of their discussions was a 
national four-day conference in Central Victoria held over Easter 

2	 Win Metcalf-Kendall in Women and Ageing: The Politics of Humour, postgraduate 
paper 1994.

3	 Women tend to outlive their husbands and, because they have been paid less 
throughout their lives, money can run out.

4	 Louise Anike wrote about this issue with co-author Lynette Ariel in Older Women: 
Ready or Not, 1987.
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1987, where feminists from across Australia met to explore age-
ing issues. Ten Forty was the working title of the conference and 
referred to women over forty who had been involved in feminism 
for ten or more years.

Louise Anike, who would later become a central figure in the 
Older Women’s Network and the OWN Theatre Group for more 
than 15 years, attended the conference. She came away deeply frus-
trated that of the many workshops on offer only two were focused 
on older women: menopause and dying. Both workshops were well 
attended and considered highlights of the conference, but Louise, 
then in her early 60s, had been hoping to discuss with others some 
of the emotional and material challenges she was facing as an older 
woman. 

Social isolation was one issue (she lived alone and couldn’t drive 
at night due to deteriorating eyesight). Others included a lack of 
confidence (the life-long habit of always taking a back seat), low 
income (she had left the paid workforce and was living on the aged 
pension), health care, and so on. One or two women in their 60s 
expressed interest in attending a workshop to explore these more 
imprecise issues, but the workshop was eventually cancelled due to 
“lack of interest”. 

A fish out of water 
So there she was, a feminist among feminists who, like herself, had 
been working for years to change the status of women  …  and feel-
ing like a fish out of water. Louise told me later that she had never 
felt more invisible than she did at that conference. Perhaps, at the 
age of 60, she was looking further ahead than the younger women 
who had convened the Conference, but her disappointment was 
understandable. 

Why were the women at the conference disinterested in the prob-
lems confronting women past middle age? Did younger feminists, 
Louise wondered, actually see the decades between menopause 
and dying as a vacuum, a time when nothing of interest or import-
ance happened to women? Did they really believe that the lifestyle 
options they were now enjoying (in their forties and fifties) would 



12 | CENTRE STAGE 

always be available, and that at 60 or 70 they would look, feel and 
live as they had at 40 and 50? At the plenary session, Louise gently 
chided participants, including myself, with the rhetorical question: 
“Being young is wonderful, but it’s not a lifetime career, is it?” 

She later coined a phrase that is still used by the OWN Theatre 
Group, particularly when they are performing to a younger audi-
ence: “Ageism is the bias directed towards older people by the tem-
porarily young”.

Challenging power
The dismissive perceptions of feminists in their 40s to the chal-
lenges of ageing were in stark contrast to the self-perception of a 
handful of women in their 50s, 60s and 70s working as volunteers 
in the NSW Combined Pensioners Association (CPA).5 They saw 
themselves as active and intelligent women who were using a wide 
range of skills and knowledge to advance the rights and wellbeing 
of low-income older people. Many of them had a deep commit-
ment to social justice and long histories of political activism in 
peace movements, the environment, Aboriginal rights and work-
place reform.

 Noreen Hewett, then Vice President of CPA, became active in 
the organisation because of its advocacy on behalf of aged pension-
ers, two thirds of whom were women. She was supported by the 
late Linda Adamson,6 who is still remembered for her empathy, 
brilliant research skills and many publications written on older 
women’s issues. 

Noreen argued that since CPA was a lobbying organisation, its 
research and policies should take into account older women’s dif-
ferent social and cultural experiences, especially as women repres-
ented a major proportion of the aged population. There was strong 
resistance to this idea from the men, who argued that CPA’s role 
was to advocate on behalf of all pensioners and that it was imprac-
ticable to focus separately on women’s issues. 

5	 CPA later became the Combined Pensioners and Superannuants Association 
(CPSA).

6	 Linda died on November 27, 2000, aged just 46.
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As a member of the Executive, Noreen raised the need for a course 
in assertiveness training for women members who by and large, 
and through habit, seemed content to take a supporting rather than 
a leadership role. Her request drew the expected response from the 
male Councillors, with the Chairman glaring at her as he declared: 
“I don’t think we need any more assertive women around here, do 
we?” 

Undeterred, a group of women members of CPA, headed by 
Noreen, called a meeting and came up with the idea that the spe-
cial needs of older women should be researched. But to do this, they 
needed money. 

An emerging Older Women’s Network
In early 1985, Linda and Noreen began to seek out government 
departments and non-government agencies with unspent money 
to fund the research, which would be in the form of a series of 
workshops. Successful submissions were made to the Family and 
Children’s Services Agency (NSW Government) and to the Myer 
Foundation for money to establish a one-year pilot project called 
The Older Women’s Workshops.7 The following year, at Noreen 
Hewett’s suggestion, these Workshops became known within CPA 
as the Older Women’s Network. 

The project team was allotted a working space – two tables end-
to-end – in CPA’s general office. Two feminist facilitators, Maggie 
Kyle and the late Pam Benton,8 were employed part-time to design 
and run a series of two-day workshops on topics that included 
media images, nutrition and exercise, grief and stress, housing and 
living alone. 

The aims of the workshops were to increase older women’s  
participation in decision-making, enhance their self-esteem and 
assertiveness and develop an understanding of ageing in Australian 
society. They also explored the roles and rights of older women 
and ways to offer group support, provide access to resources and 

7	 Older Women’s Workshops 1985 – 1986: A Training and Resource Manual based on 
The Older Women’s Network, Maggie Kyle and Pam Benton, 1987.

8	 Pam died in 1996.
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contacts – particularly to isolated older women – and present infor-
mation about financial management, home maintenance and legal 
problems. The workshops were not only for members of CPA, but 
also for older women who were non-members, especially those on 
low incomes and living in public housing.9 

By the end of 1986 it was clear to participants and facilitators 
that, despite many barriers to regular participation, the work-
shops were an unqualified success. Among a wide range of positive 
experiences, participants began to realise how unaccustomed they 
were to speaking out about themselves and their life experiences, 
and how unaccustomed they were to being listened to. Perhaps 
the major positive experience they came away with was the enjoy-
ment and stimulation of sharing their experiences with other older 
women. When invited to continue participating in a network of 
older women, a majority embraced the idea.

Towards the end of 1987 sufficient numbers had expressed inter-
est in joining the Older Women’s Network that it was seen neces-
sary to plan its future. Linda Adamson suggested that they all get 
together at an end-of-year picnic for this purpose. 

Despite the rain, 20 women arrived at Victoria Park, Camperdown, 
on 20 November 1987 with a range of ideas and actions that could 
keep the Older Women’s Network alive into the future. Of the many 
suggestions10 put forward, there was one that particularly captured 
their collective imagination. Gwen George, a political activist with 
many campaigns behind her, drew the group’s attention to the 
Australian Women’s Weekly promotion of women’s visibility dur-
ing the forthcoming 1988 Bi-Centennial celebrations. The Weekly 
was inviting Australian women to come up with projects that were 
“run by women, were worthwhile, imaginative, fun or unusual”. 

9	 Workshops were held in the Northcott and Randwick Housing Estates, and in 
Annandale, Gosford, Manly, Tuross Heads and Fingal Bay. 

10	 Suggestions included holding a residential workshop on negotiation and conflict 
resolution skills, starting a support group (with relaxation) and seeking publicity 
through different media.
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Gwen suggested that they have a picnic in the Rose Garden at 
Parliament House in Canberra to let politicians know that older 
women wanted to be recognised for their contributions to family 
and society! The idea was warmly received and a sub-committee 
was set up to explore it further. 

The women who formed the sub-committee were quite diverse. 
Some identified as feminist, some as socialist, some were Quakers 
and a few were members of the Salvation Army. Despite their dif-
ferences, the one thing they all agreed upon was that older women’s 
invisibility was a big problem, both within the culture and within 
government policy. Peggy Hewett summed up their feelings when 
she burst into a line from the musical Chicago’s, Mister (Mzzz) 
Cellophane  …  ’cos you can look right through me / Walk right by me 
/ And never know I’m there!’

It was Noreen Hewett and Gwen George who, with Linda’s sup-
port, put together a funding submission to The Women’s Weekly 
asking for a grant for an older women’s picnic and theatrical per-
formance on the lawns11 outside Parliament House. The perform-
ance, they said, would be based on an ironic parallel between the 
young women who became invisible at a picnic at Hanging Rock and 
older women who would become visible at a picnic at Parliament 
House. Their aim was to symbolically portray ‘invisible’ older 
women re-appearing to take up a significant and respected role in 
society. The submission was successful and they received a $1000 
grant to help with expenses, which included the hire of a bus, the-
atrical props and support from a scriptwriter.

The satirical scripts and song lyrics written for the Picnic were 
based on two powerful concepts: that older women did not intend to 
remain invisible, and that age is not a disease. On 24 April 1988, the 
performance group, which two years later would become known as 
the OWN Theatre Group, and a busload of 48 supporters, travelled 

11	 The rose garden, hidden as it was behind a rambling hedge and secluded gates, 
was not exactly appropriate for a group complaining about their invisibility!
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to Canberra and set up a tent on the lawns directly in front of what 
would soon become Old Parliament House.12

And that’s where we came in …  

12	 On 9 May 1988, eleven days after their performance, a new Parliament House was 
opened in Canberra. 



Chapter 3

A Winning Formul a

Among the audience that day in Canberra were three lecturers from 
the Social Welfare faculty at the University of NSW. They asked if 
the group would consider performing sketches and songs at the 
University, saying that their messages would be better than half a 
dozen lectures. 

This, and other positive responses received in Canberra, was just 
the sort of encouraging feedback the group needed to give them the 
confidence to imagine a future for themselves as a real perform-
ance group that could change out-of-date perceptions about the 
lives of older women. As one of the women pithily remarked after 
the picnic, “It’s better to sing about our experiences – we get more 
attention that way”. 

Peggy Hewett, who had been singing songs and performing 
political sketches on the streets and at rallies since the 1940s, knew 
they had a winning formula. She was convinced that humour and 
satire could keep older women’s issues on the boil and encourage 
older women to see themselves in a new light. She, along with a 
number of other women involved with OWN, believed that if the 
group could survive and thrive they would not only influence the 
way older woman were perceived in our culture, they would also 
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attract new members to the Older Women’s Network, which by that 
time definitely saw a future for itself.

A few key performers withdrew from the group after the Canberra 
Picnic to once again focus on their voluntary work within CPA and 
other organisations. More performers had to be recruited, but where 
would they come from? The fledgling Older Women’s Network was 
the obvious place to look, but its members were absorbed in getting 
OWN’s affairs moving. In October 1988, with National Consumer 
Health Forum funding, OWN ran a series of health workshops on 
issues relevant to older women. Between 1989 and 1991, when OWN 
was incorporated, a grant from the National Agenda for Women 
was used to raise OWN’s image interstate. Peggy Hewett, Joy Ross 
and Louise Anike, known as the Three-legged Stool, successfully 
set up OWN groups in Queensland, Victoria and Tasmania. With 
the best will in the world, OWN members couldn’t be everywhere 
at once.

Desperate not to let a loss of momentum negatively influence 
the three other women who were still interested in a perform-
ance group, Peggy made every effort to get gigs – anywhere, any-
time. As a result, selections from the Picnic script were performed 
at some of OWN’s Health Workshops (Peggy argued they would 
lighten up some fairly serious topics); at CPA’s Christmas party and 
its annual conference (Peggy remembers that writing material on 
pensioner issues helped keep her enthusiasm and vision alive); at 
a number of OWN meetings and at various celebrations. To create 
an artistic identity for themselves, the four women who made up 
the group during 1988 and much of 1989 – Peggy, Margo Ottley, 
Helen Murphy and Sylvia Harding – called themselves the Barber 
Shop Quartette. 

In October 1989 the Barber Shop Quartette received a big boost 
to morale when OWN organised an Older Women’s Spring Festival 
at Woodstock Community Centre in Burwood. The fun day, called 
WOW – Wonderful Older Women – was designed to attract the 
local community with a bright array of craft products, home made 
goodies and a diverse mix of entertainment, some of it provided by 
the Barber Shop Quartette, who had pragmatically renamed them-
selves The Four Invisibles for the day. 
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Peggy opened the festival with a song, When Women Get Together, 
with new words to counteract the macho sentiments in the Henry 
Lawson’s 1888 poem: Our Andy’s Gone with Cattle.

When women get together
When women get together, there’s music in the air 
And whispers on the wind to say that we are everywhere 
When women get together, there’s laughter in the sky 
We’re women, helping women, helping women, get by.

And later in the program The Four Invisibles presented a skit from 
the Canberra Picnic, renamed Visibility is Becoming. The audience 
loved them.1

From this point on, cast numbers began to increase. The big-
gest barrier to women joining the Group was self-doubt – about 
ability, talent and creativity – but Peggy swept away their doubts 
with assurances that energy and enthusiasm were all they needed. 
Before long her advertising campaign for new recruits and the per-
sonal support she offered anyone who showed the slightest interest 
in joining began to pay dividends. By early 1990 the performance 
group had eight permanent members.

1	 A video of the Spring Festival, including the entertainment, was filmed by Frances 
Sodaro.



Chapter 4

Women Centre Stage

A great boost to the confidence of OWN members came in late 1989 
when the Older Women’s Network received an invitation to facil-
itate one of ten workshops at the 1990 Premier’s Forum on Ageing 
called Ageing – Facts, Fears and Fictions.

Because a large number of people were expected to attend the 
Forum, which was to be held at the new Sydney Convention Centre 
in April, it was seen as a wonderful opportunity for the fledg-
ling Network to make itself known to a wider audience of older 
women.

It was also quite daunting, until Noreen Hewett came up with an 
interesting idea. Since the invitation had stressed that workshops 
should be “innovative, interactive and informative”, Noreen argued 
that OWN shouldn’t offer an ordinary workshop or a ‘talk-fest’. 
Rather, she suggested, members of the Older Women’s Network 
could show how innovative they were by writing and performing a 
parody of the ‘facts, fears and fictions’ of a day in the life of an older 
woman. This, along with a performance piece by Louise Anike and 
Lyn Ariel, would cover the 45 minutes OWN had been allotted. 
There was unanimous approval for the idea, and great excitement. 

Little did anyone at that meeting appreciate the historic signific-
ance of the decision to offer a performance instead of a workshop. 
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In effect, it marked the birth (or was it the conception?) of the OWN 
Theatre Group and established its modus operandi.

The sketches and songs for the show, which the meeting decided 
to call Women Centre Stage, would trace older women through 
various life situations – for example, the invisible older woman, 
the older woman relegated to carer, and the older woman identi-
fied through various myths of ageing. 

Peggy Hewett and Joy Ross,1 who were acting coordinators of the 
Older Women’s Network at the time, looked at each other in dis-
may. Who was going to do it? Indeed, who had the skills to do it?

 

Collectivity was the norm at OWN, as was courage in adversity, so a 
small group was formed to decide on the steps needed to get Women 
Centre Stage on the road. They decided that three things had to hap-
pen as soon as possible: tapping into women’s theatrical networks, 
finding money to pay people, and starting work on a script.

1 	 Joy was coordinator of OWN until it re-incorporated as a state-wide organisation 
in 2001.

Joy Ross, Helen Murphy, Gwen George, Peggy Hewett,  
with Louise Anike in front.



22 | CENTRE STAGE 

From her theatrical past Peggy remembered Peter Winkler,2 who 
was then musical director at the Bondi Pavilion. She knew that 
Peter had very broad networks and could point her in the right 
direction. As luck would have it, Peter had a project going at the 
time in Waverley with older musicians who were writing songs and 
he thought, rightly, that they might be useful. Someone else had a 
contact in the New Theatre, which eventually led to other networks, 
and so on.

A funding submission was quickly made to the City of Sydney to 
pay for a creative director and production costs. Unfortunately only 
a small percentage of the requested funds was offered. However, 
they had a staunch supporter in Gillian McPhee from the Office on 
Ageing, and it was Gillian who helped them overcome the funding 
shortfall with a small grant of $500. 

Script writing was delegated to four members of OWN – Peggy 
Hewett, Joy Ross, Merle Highet and Sylvia Harding. For three solid 
weeks they shared stories about themselves and agonised over the 
creation of a series of skits based on the facts, fears and fictions of 
their lived experience. 

And then came a huge blow. When they presented their efforts to 
other members of OWN, and to Sarah Fogg, a project officer with 
CPA, they were told that their work did not “quite fit the bill” – it 
was “too heavy”!

They had just two months until the big day – and no script. Peggy, 
Noreen Hewett and Louise Anike decided that since there was no 
time to write a completely new show, they would take a few skits 
and songs from the Canberra Picnic script and pad it out with new 
material to create a half hour show. Gill Falson, a director from 
New Theatre in Sydney, and Melbourne filmmaker Mary Callaghan 
generously agreed to work with Peggy, Louise and Noreen, plus 
various members of the cast, for less money than they would norm-
ally have received, and they set to work. 

2 	 Peter’s trail-blazing work with young people, people with disabilities, and older 
musicians and songwriters resulted in many exemplary recordings of community 
music during his ten years at the Bondi Pavilion Community Cultural Centre.
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The collaboration produced an energetic and inspiring script. 
New sketches were written, words of old songs were changed, songs 
and skits from the Canberra Picnic were included and the OWN 
Theatre Group’s first show – Women Centre Stage: A thirty-minute 
look at a day in the life of an older woman – was born. And so was 
a tradition.

Musicians were recruited, including five from the Waverley 
Seniors Music Group, plus a drummer, Lorraine Rutherford and 
a guitarist, Bernice Lynch, who remained with the Theatre Group 
for more than ten years. Peter Winkler agreed to arrange the music 
and to direct rehearsals. He also took charge of stage lighting on 
the day. A true friend and generous to a fault, Peter never wanted 
to be paid for the many hours he gave to the Theatre Group during 
this critical period.

 

Louise Anike and Lyn Ariel, two older feminists who had written a 
performance piece called Older Women Show and Tell about their 
experiences of growing up post-war, also agreed to perform.

This was an opportunity of a lifetime and everyone was deter-
mined to make it work. The cast, Gwen George, Sylvia Harding, 

 
Louise Anike, Peggy Hewett and Merle Highet
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Peggy Hewett, Merle Highet, Helen Murphy and Joy Ross, ranged 
in age from their mid-50s to 81. They met three times a week with 
scriptwriters and musicians to write, sing, dance and rehearse. 
The commitment they brought to the production and rehearsals of 
Women Centre Stage was magnificent, especially as most of them 
had never performed on stage before. 

In her monthly report in the OWN Newsletter Peggy observed 
that as the day grew nearer she had mixed emotions ranging from 
apprehension, anxiety and doubt to wide-eyed wonderment at the 
immense talent displayed by these women. 

During that first rehearsal period, the high level of enjoy-
ment, laughter and warmth created a special bond amongst those 
involved, and down through the years this atmosphere of camara-
derie, humour and support has remained a special characteristic of 
the Theatre Group. 

And then they were on! For 30 minutes Women Centre Stage iden-
tified the gender expectations we grew up with and lightly touched 
on some of the social and cultural issues faced by older women: our 
invisibility, the condescending treatment we receive at the hands of 
health professionals, home maintenance problems, personal safety 
and assumptions that we are endlessly available for child care. 

The songs from the Picnic were: All I Want is a Room Somewhere, 
Where Have all the Young Girls Gone? and Mzzz Cellophane, and 
from the Woodstock Festival, Just Because We’re Grey.

The new songs, most written collectively, were Strike up the 
Band (inviting the audience to focus on older women), Give a Little 
Whistle (used in a skit on safety), Mother (a send-up of anti-ageing 
media rhetoric), and Be Proud of Your Age, written and performed 
by Belle Crowhurst from the Bondi Music Group. 

The skits devised for Women Centre Stage included Policeman’s 
Advice, Perils of the Doctor’s Surgery, Put upon Mum, and Modern 
Grandma. 

The Policeman’s Advice skit was written in response to media 
and police ‘messages’ to older women about the so-called ‘Granny 
Murders’ in Sydney during 1989 and 1990. Women at the OWN 
office had been inundated with telephone calls from the media ask-
ing them about the danger they felt going about their normal lives. 
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When they reminded journalists that not all older women were 
grannies the journalists became defensive, and when they were fur-
ther reminded that it was only in serial-murder-type-situations that 
the opinions of older women were sought, they stopped ringing.

Policeman’s Advice
Policeman Plod walks on stage blowing a shrill whistle.

Hallo, hallo, hallo. Where are you off to, madam?

Ms Everywoman� Well … 

Policeman Plod� Now don’t you go out at night without a man. 
Don’t have your handbag swinging. And don’t ride on trains 
alone. And don’t … don’t … don’t.

Ms Everywoman� Don’t, don’t, don’t – what can I do? I’m not going 
to stay inside forever.

The Cast�
Give a Little Whistle3

Don’t hide in your closets 
Like they’re urging us to do 
Give a little whistle 
Give a little whistle.
Out of sight means out of mind 
That’s what they’d have us do 
Wake ‘em with your whistle 
Wake ‘em with your whistle. 
Not just a little peep 
Blow as hard as hell 
And if your puff is weak 
How about – cow bells? 
We’re not about to hide in fear 
For weeks or months or years 
Gonna blow our whistles 
Blowin’ on our whistles 
We’re gonna let them all know we are here.

3 New words to Pinocchio, written in 1960 by Leigh Harline and Ned Washington.
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The cast let it rip with whistles blowing and cow bells ringing. (After 
the applause ended, the MC suggested that older women should 
apply to the government for free whistles, and brought the house 
down again.)

The next sketch, Perils of the Doctor’s Surgery, also hit the spot. A 
large sign ‘Daze of Our Lives’ was paraded across the stage as a 
patient walks into a doctor’s surgery to the tune of Just a Spoonful 
of Sugar. 

The new patient asks Ms Everywoman (Peggy Hewett), who is 
sitting down half asleep, if she’s been waiting for very long. Ms 
Everywoman replies that she’s been there for hours, since early 
morning in fact, and that no, she hadn’t been offered a cup of tea.

Nurse� Ms Everywoman? Ms Everywoman? Dr Careless will see 
you now.

Dr Careless� Well, what’s our little problem to-day Mrs E?

 
Gwen George and Louise Anike in Policeman’s Advice
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Ms Everywoman� Well, doctor I’ve been having this excruciating 
pain right up my arm, and … 

Dr Careless (interrupting)� My dear, you have to expect that at 
your age. Have you been taking those pills I gave you?

Ms Everywoman� (Nods, and points to mouth) Ooh, yes, Doctor. I 
take one in the morning – that’s the pink one – then two at 
lunchtime, uumm, they’re the little tiny ones – or is it the big 
green one that I can’t swallow? And then I take some more 
just before I go to bed … 

Dr Careless (interrupting)� Well, I’ll give you some more pills. 
(Beckons to nurse) Nurse! Nurse!

A nurse staggers in with a huge bucket labeled PILLS.

Dr Careless (handing Ms Everywoman the bucket)� And come back 
next week … next week … next week.

As MS Everywoman staggers off carrying the bucket of pills, the cho-
rus chants:

Pills, pills, pills, pills, pills, pills, pills, pills 
What’s the name of the pill the doctor’s put you on?  
Serepax, Valium, or is it Mogadon?

Merle Highet and Sylvia Harding in Perils of the Doctor’s Surgery
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Ms Everywoman� Mogadon, that’s what I’m on 
To help me sleep, and get me through the day

Chorus� Day, Day, Day
Hi there! Low there! Hi there! 
You’re as mixed up as can be 
With all the pills they’ve given you 
You can’t think straight you see

Ms Everywoman� What to do?

Chorus� It’s up to you
Put them down the sink, or down the loo 
Find yourself a network  
You’ll be better off you see

(MS Everywoman is passed down the line)

Ms Everywoman Thanks to OWN, I’ve been shown
How I can be free

Chorus� Thanks to OWN, she’s been shown
Now she can be free.

The Perils of the Doctor’s Surgery sketch was enormously popular at 
its first outing and has remained one of the Theatre Groups most 
successful skits. Whenever and wherever it is performed there are 
whoops of recognition and loud applause from general audiences as 
well as from audiences made up of people in the health care indus-
try who can laugh at themselves.

Modern Grandma, a poem written by cast member Helen Murphy 
especially for Women Centre Stage, got more than a few laughs and 
lots of applause.

Modern Grandma
In the dim and distant past 
When life’s tempo wasn’t fast 
Grandma used to rock and knit  
Crochet, tat and babysit … 
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But today she’s in the gym 
Exercising to keep slim 
She’s off travelling with the bunch 
Or taking clients out to lunch.

Going south to ski or curl 
All her days are in a whirl 
Nothing seems to stop or block her 
Now that Grandma’s off her rocker.

The Put Upon Mum sketch, which drew attention to adult children’s 
expectations of their mothers, was also well received.

Put Upon Mum
Mother’s home, daughters number 1, 2 and 3 enter in turn. 

Helen Murphy performing Modern Grandma
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No. 1� Hello Mum, can you pick Jimmy up after kindy to day? There’s 
a meeting to discuss funding cuts to our centre.

Mum� Yes, that’ll be OK. You mothers will have to campaign hard 
on this one. We thought we won this battle years ago but it 
looks like it’s on again.

No. 2� Mum I’m desperate. I can’t afford the new out-of-hours school 
care fees. Can you look after Tommy before school, take him 
there and pick him up after?

Mum� Oh, I don’t know.

No. 2� Look Mum, it’s only a couple of hours in the morning and at 
night and he’ll keep you company. 

Mum� Every day? Hmmm, it’ll really tie me down.

No. 2� What’ll I do then; leave him in the library or the park? 

No. 3 (Comes in sighing)� Mum, Alf and I have split up. Can I come 
home to live?

Mum� Look, it’s a full house, I’m looking after Tommy every after-
noon and I’ve got Grandma living here now.

No. 3� What, Grandma’s in my old room?

Mum� Well, she can’t live on her own and we can’t afford these new 
nursing home fees.

Mum (to the audience)� I retired from full-time paid employment, 
now I’m working harder than ever without any pay! And they 
say we’re a drain on the economy! 

Not only did the audience relate strongly to this sketch, it also had 
an unintended financial benefit. The following year, in discussions 
with the Community Cultural Development Board grants commit-
tee, one of the committee members laughingly confessed to Peggy 
Hewett that, while reading the script of Put Upon Mum in the 
Theatre Group’s submission, he’d felt a strong sense of having “been 
there, done that” to his own mother – and approved the grant! 
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The messages in Women Centre Stage were strong, clear and 
humorous, the singing energised and the movements simple but 
brisk. 

The audience of nearly 200 was stunned. Evaluations from the day 
included comments like: “Very entertaining and informative”, 
“Clever way of getting your messages across”, “Amazed, didn’t expect 
a show” and “Brought tears to my eyes”. The audience appreciation 
of Women Centre Stage was a wonderful antidote to the self-doubt 
and hair-tearing of the previous two months and convinced the 
Theatre Group that they were definitely on the way.

Word of mouth did its marketing work superbly, and the invita-
tions came pouring in. Throughout the rest of 1990 Women Centre 

Joy Ross, Merle Highet, Helen Murphy and 
Louise Anike
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Stage was in big demand, with 15 performances between May and 
December at a wide range of community, government and univer-
sity functions. 

Thanks to the financial support the Group had received, which 
enabled them to gain training from professional arts workers in 
performance and writing skills, they had devised and performed 
a show that amazed, informed and entertained, and was so splen-
didly executed that it not only established the Theatre Group in its 
own right, but put the Older Women’s Network firmly in the gov-
ernment’s sights for an establishment grant.4

4	 OWN received core funding in 1991 from the Department of Community 
Services (DoCS) for program and administration costs, and from 1995 from the 
Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care. 



Chapter 5 

Showing Our Own Age…

It wasn’t always easy going. Following the outstanding success of 
their first public performance, Women Centre Stage, the Theatre 
Group was asked by the NSW Office on Ageing to perform the 
show again at four Westfield shopping centres. Shopping centres 
are notoriously bad places for capturing the attention of an adult 
audience, so there was not a lot of excitement about the prospect of 
doing four of them. In the end they performed in only two centres 
and, despite the fact that shopping centre audiences come and go 
– and on one occasion the microphone didn’t go at all – they were 
quite well received. 

Perhaps people were intrigued by the novelty of seeing a mot-
ley collection of older women on stage and, after pausing to look, 
stayed to listen. On one occasion, a compère got a very negative 
reaction from the cast when he decided they were far too young to 
be called ‘older’ and insisted on introducing them as ‘mature’. 

The NSW Office on Ageing also invited the group to produce a 
new show for its Senior Citizens’ Week concert, Positive Ageing: 
Putting Health in Your Own Hands, scheduled for March 1991. (On 
hearing about the invitation, an OWN member was heard to remark 
that it would be difficult to find a more compelling image of positive 
ageing than the OWN Theatre Group in action.)
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The trouble was that the group didn’t know whether or not they 
had funding until the middle of January! It was no mean feat to 
write and produce a show that would address complex health issues 
in just six weeks, but with Pam Benton, Noreen Hewett and Louise 
Anike working on scripts, and Gill Falson directing, they felt optim-
istic that they could produce another high-quality show. 

They did eventually receive a small grant from the Cultural 
Community Development Unit of the Australia Council, and also 
from the NSW Office on Ageing and the City of Sydney Council, 
which enabled them to pay a professional director and a guitarist. 
Support also came from key people in New Theatre who generously 
offered their facilities for rehearsals and a workshop. 

In only six weeks the Theatre Group polished elements from 
Women Centre Stage and, together with new material, produced 
Showing Our OWN Age, which was performed to an audience of 500 
at the Hilton Hotel in April 1991. 

Using the reliable formula of humour and irony, Showing Our 
OWN Age encouraged the audience to look at some of the fears and 
facts about women and ageing. Skits accentuated the fact that older 
women are not a homogenous group but come from many differ-
ent backgrounds, lifestyles and cultures, and also come in different 
shapes and sizes.

The opening number was a breezy rendition of Happy Birthday, 
sung by the cast as they walked on stage carrying birthday cards, 
presents and balloons. Peggy kept her balloon while the others 
threw theirs out to the audience. Gill, the birthday girl, was turn-
ing 60 and had recently retired.

Over the Hill at Sixty?
Elinor� You won’t know what to do now you’ve retired.

Gill sings the first line “I know just what to do with myself ” from 
the well-known Bacharach tune ‘I just don’t know what to do with 
myself ’.

Merle� You’re over the hill at 60, Gill.

Gill� Oh, Merle!
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Peg� Ol’ rockin’ chair’ll get ya.

Gill� No it won’t!

Louise� Aged to perfection. That’s our Gill.

Gill� My friend, Louise – that’s better.

Norma� Compleano Felize1 

Merle� (translating) That means happy birthday 

Helen� (reading from card) Gill’s sixty years today 
And she’s neither old nor grey 
A trad granny? No way! 
She’s standing firm and speaking out 
She’s fit enough for a ten round bout 
Who said life begins at forty? 
Look at our Gill – she’s sixty 
Bright and happy 
And at times delightfully naughty.

Gwen� Here’s your first present, Gill, a badge which says: Recycled 
Teenager.

Peg� And here’s another, Gloria Craig’s Flab Watchers lifetime 
membership.

Merle� And mine, a huge jar of anti-wrinkle cream.

Gill� Cold Cream! Nivea or the knife!

Merle� You can use it anywhere you like.

Louise� And these, they’re incontinence pads! 

To the tune of ‘Little April Shower’ from Bambi, they all sing:

Drip, drip, drop 
Little daytime showers  

1	 Norma was Spanish and could not speak English, although Merle, who spoke 
Greek, helped to interpret. Norma played the guitar and danced in Showing Your 
OWN Age.
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Drip, drip, drop  
Beating a tune  
As you fall all around

Elinor� And here’s a shawl and slippers. Put them in your glory box 
– you’ll need them for the nursing home.

Gill� No, no, no. I’m not going to give up sex. It’s my favourite sport. 
It’s so cheap and I don’t need special shoes. (She hands back 
the slippers.)

Peggy� (Bursting her balloon) And that’s the only bang you’re going 
to get from now on! 

Peggy launches into ‘It’s a Good Age’, sung to the tune of Peggy Lee’s 
1959 hit, ‘It’s a Good Day’ but with a few word changes.

It’s a Good Age 
What’s this about age - we’re singing our songs 
What’s this about age - our voices are strong 
It’s still a good age for moving along 
And it’s a good age for feeling all right.

Peggy Hewett, Norma Iriate, Helen Murphy, Merle Highet, 
Gill Falson, Gwen George and Elinor Russell
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Yes it’s a good age to do as you choose 
And it’s a good age for losing your blues 
Everything to gain and nothing to lose 
It’s a good age for feeling all right.

I said to the sun “Good morning sun 
Rise and shine today” 
You know you gotta get a goin’ even if the pace is slowin’ 
Make sure you’ve got the right of way.

It’s a good age so put on your frills 
And it’s a good age for curin’ your ills 
So take a deep breath – and less of those pills 
’Cos it’s a good age for feelin’ alright 
Yes, it’s still a good age for feelin’ all right.

Louise steps up to the microphone to introduce the cast. (On that 
occasion the youngest was 53 and the oldest was 76.) One by one they 
step forward, say their name and make a statement.

My name is Elinor. I loathe being patronised in shops and by 
tradespeople, especially butchers.

My name is Jean. I dislike being treated as a ‘golden oldie’.

My name is Peg. I can’t stand being called ‘love’ or dearie’ 

Sings the first line from ‘Though they call me love or dearie, I’d rather 
have my name’. 

My name’s Louise. Being always labeled a granny makes me 
angry.

My name is Gill. Why can’t older people present important 
news on TV in this country? We need role models.

My name is Sally. I find it insulting how advertising focuses 
on the young, the thin, the beautiful, capturing a mate with 
chocolate bars. When the focus is on us, it’s usually for our 
savings!
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My name is Helen. I’m determined to live to the year 2000, 
and with a good quality of life.2

My name is Gwen. I hate the way the government dictates 
what I do with my money. I’m damned if I’ll be deemed! 

My name is Merle. I want to be involved in making decisions 
concerning my wellbeing.

My name is Norma. I like singing and dancing.

To the tune of Ac-Cent-Tchu-Ate The Positive3 (Mister In-Between) 
they sing and dance:

You’ve gotta accentuate the positive 
Eliminate the negative 
Latch on to the affirmative 
Don’t mess around with in-between.

You’ve gotta do things you really want to do 
Join groups that keep supporting you 
Set goals that you can follow through 
And you’ll be there in your own scene. 

To illustrate the way to start 
Think of suffragettes, how they made their mark 
What did they do 
Just when everything looked so dark?

Well, they said, “You’ve gotta 
Accentuate the positive 
Eliminate the negative 
Latch on to the affirmative 
Don’t mess around with in-between 
No! Don’t mess around with in-between.

In the second half of Showing Our OWN Age, the sketches and mu- 
sical numbers challenged myths around health care as, for example, 

2 	 Helen actually made it to 2008!
3	 New words to Accentuate the Positive, written in 1944 by Harold Arlen and Johnny 

Mercer.
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when Ms Patience faces the problem of choosing between the slow 
pace of Dr Do-good and the hasty Dr Edelweiss.4 Despite so-called 
‘free’ health care, finding a doctor who would undertake elective 
surgery under Medicare was a nightmare for Ms Patience. This skit 
was also about rejecting cosmetic surgery and being happy to show 
their own age.

The Health System and Ms Patience
Dr Do-good� Good morning, how are you today?

Ms Patience� Well, I am in terrible pain and I wondered if there is 
any news about my hip replacement operation?

Dr Do-good� No, I’m sorry, I told you that if you were in a Private 
Health Fund we could have done the operation months ago.

Ms Patience� How can I afford private insurance on the pension?

Dr Do-good� Well it just means that you will have to continue on 
the painkillers until a bed becomes available. You can call in 

4	 “Doctor Edelweiss” was based on a controversial de-registered doctor-cum-entre-
preneur who was frequently in the news at that time.

Peggy Hewett playing Dr Edelweis
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each week to pick up a prescription. Don’t forget to sign the 
Medicare form on the way out.

Ms Patience� (singing new words to the popular ABBA song) 
Money, money, money 
Must be sunny 
In a rich man’s world 
Money, money, money 
It’s so sunny
In a rich man’s world.

Dr Edelweiss and the rest of the cast walk on stage.

Dr Edelweiss� Rollup, roll up, roll up - no waiting - no delay. Get 
your operation here today.

Ms Patience� Can you do my hip replacement operation?

Dr Edelweiss� No, but I can give you a sagging derriere repair, 
remove your saddle bags, love handles, and deflate your spare 
tyre. On special this week – one operation for the price of 
two. Two boobs done for the price of one, one bum done for 
the price of two.

‘Bums and Boobs’, to the tune of ‘I Still Suits Me’,5 is sung by half the 
cast dressed as doctors and the other half as patients.

Bums and Boobs
Doctors� Eyes and chins on Tuesday and Thursday

Patients� Wednesday’s golf day, each day is payday

Doctors� And we never stop
In this ever ready centre 
With the quacks on top.

Dr Edelweiss� Don’t you want your boobs uplifted?
Don’t you want your bottom shifted?
Do you want it?

5	 New words to I Still Suits Me, written in 1936 by Jerome Kern.
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Ms Patience� No I don’t

Dr Edelweiss� Will you have it?

Ms Patience� No, I wont.

Patients� You can be so aggravating
You don’t hear a word she’s saying?

Dr Edelweiss� Will you pay it?

Ms Patience� No I wont. No matter what you say, I still suits me. All 
I wanted was to get my poor hip fixed.

There were songs about diets and glossy magazines, with I’m Not an 
Elle McPherson, written by Noreen Hewett, being one of the most 
memorable. In introducing Elle, the MC explained that one of the 
bones they had to pick with the media was the way older women 
were represented as having “a physical appearance deficit” and 

Publicity photograph for The Health Show
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“being cosmetically challenged”. Elle was their answer, sung to a 
Conga tune.

I’m Not an Elle McPherson
I’m not an Elle McPherson 
I am an older person 
Who never goes 
On TV shows.

The glossies want a beauty 
Who’s young and thin and cutey 
And wrinkle free  
And that’s not me.

I’m not an Elle McPherson 
I am a feisty person 
And growing old 
I’m much more bold.

My new articulation 
Will influence the nation 
To value old 
Much more than gold

And please consider this: Ageism is the bias directed 
towards older people by the temporarily young. 

The prolonged applause called for an encore and revealed that 
Showing Our OWN Age was the indisputable highlight of the Forum. 
The compliments came so thick and fast on the day – “So much 
more polished than last year!” “Such discipline!” and “Wonderful 
performance” – that Peggy Hewett suggested, tongue in cheek, that 
the cast wait around for the autograph queues to line up!

Peggy was overjoyed with their achievement at the Forum and 
thrilled when requests to perform began to come in from a range 
of different organisations. She had put her heart and soul into the 
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Theatre Group from the very beginning and, as the coordinator6, 
felt a great deal of responsibility for its continuing success.

At Botany Wellness Network’s launch of its 55 Plus Project, the 
Theatre Group presented Women Centre Stage to a distinguished 
and very enthusiastic audience which rewarded them with loud 
cheers and clapping. In his letter of thanks, Bill Lawrence, Chief 
Executive Officer of the Eastern Sydney Area Health Service, wrote: 
“I first read that the Group performed with verve and gusto – I 
agree with this, but would now also add, and with a great deal of 
talent.” 

Feeling 10ft tall
Two days later, a dream came true when they showcased Women 
Centre Stage and Showing Our Own Age to an audience of 140 at 
New Theatre, a left-wing Workers’ Theatre in the inner suburbs of 

6	 By this time the Older Women’s Network had settled into new premises in Millers 
Point, and Peggy had also accepted the role of joint coordinator of OWN for a 
short time. 

Peggy Hewett, Joy Ross and Merle Highet in Women Centre Stage
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Sydney and now one of the oldest community theatre companies 
in Australia. 

Performing on a real stage was an amazing buzz for the Theatre 
Group. In her report published in the May 1991 OWN Newsletter, 
Peggy described it thus: 

We put in long hours and days sweating away script 
writing, lyric changing, preparing and coping with per-
sonality tugs and agenda differences as we performed 
Women Centre Stage side by side with the production 
and rehearsal of an entirely new show, Showing Our Own 
Age. But any negative associations of the past four months 
were completely obliterated by the ten-foot-tall feeling I 
had when the chatter of the audience hushed, the house 
lights dimmed, and we were ON – centre stage at New 
Theatre! And what an audience! I’m sure the rest of the 
cast felt the same. The performance of the two shows was 
first quality.

Such a contrast to the first tentative steps of a few women on the 
lawns outside Parliament House in Canberra in 1988!

Gwen George, Peggy Hewett and Joy Ross
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Farewell to Gill
Gill Falson, who had been the Theatre Group’s paid director for 
nearly two years, wrote an article for the OWN Newsletter two 
months later called To dream the impossible dream. She wrote: 

The following words are in praise of older women, in 
particular, all the members of the OWN Theatre Group. 
Anyone present at our inaugural meetings in rooms at 
the Trades Hall, or at corner tables in side-street cafes, 
would not have considered remotely possible the stand-
ard of performance achieved at New Theatre on 20 April, 
1991. This is not to say that all those involved suddenly 
became theatrically skilled or talented, but that much can 
be achieved with high levels of commitment and co-oper-
ation – and we had plenty of both.

When rehearsals began this year we earnestly devoted 
precious time to general movement and skills classes, but 
pressure of the looming performance deadline caused us 
to use all our funded hours in devising and structur-
ing the show. Skills were taught during rehearsals: how/
when to move, how/when to be still (sometimes harder 
than moving!), how best to present the spoken or sung 
word and, as the shows are so musically based, how to 
keep time and pitch with the ever-patient accompanist, 
Bernice Lynch.

It was with great pleasure that I viewed a video7 of the 
performance and saw the confidence and sureness of the 
women on that stage. It is no easy matter to expose your-
self so publicly – even if fully dressed! It’s much easier to 
be part of the audience. It is the mixture of bravery and 
vulnerability that makes the group so appealing. These 
women are REAL and carry their life experiences in ways 
no actor can.

7	 Unfortunately, the video quality was quite poor, which meant that it could never 
be used for promotional reasons as was intended.
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One wonders where the group goes from here. The 
two shows so far, Women Centre Stage and Showing Our 
Own Age, have been devised for specific occasions, and 
though they entertain wider audiences and spread the 
word of OWN, a script just for women could be the next 
challenge.

It was a generous farewell gesture from a director who had rehearsed 
the group twice a week for six weeks in harmony and with grace, 
and had also foregone payment on a number of occasions when cast 
members were unable to attend and rehearsals had to be cancelled. 
Grateful members of the Theatre Group said their fond farewells to 
Gill at an end-of-year party and presented her with a gift booklet 
containing the scripts and songs she had helped to devise and col-
our photographs of various scenes from Showing Our Own Age. 



Chapter 6

A Wellspring of Creat iv it y

Perhaps the Theatre Group’s previous successes had led to an ex- 
pectation that they would be the principal entertainment at gov-
ernment-funded events for older people? An invitation to be one of 
many entertainers at the 1992 Senior Citizens’ Week1 celebrations 
at Parramatta Park, 25 km west of Sydney, was greeted with a cer-
tain degree of huffiness among some members of the cast. For one 
thing, they weren’t used to lining up with other gigs and, secondly, 
after performing at the Darling Harbour Convention Centre and 
the Hilton International Hotel, they regarded an open-air venue – 
never an ideal setting for their type of material anyhow – as some-
thing of a step down.

Perhaps it was, but fortunately their good sense soon persuaded 
them that this invitation had a definite plus – they had not been 
given a specific theme to work around, which gave them carte 
blanche to choose their own issues. Negative feelings were aban-
doned as they set about preparing a new show for the event.

Here they had a tremendous advantage. The Theatre Group’s pre-
vious successes had brought further funding from the Australia 
Council’s Community Cultural Development Performance Projects 

1	 The name was changed to Seniors Week (no apostrophe) a year or two later.
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Program, enabling them to employ a professional arts worker Sue 
Castrique, to teach scriptwriting and to assist in developing and 
performing a series of short sketches or plays on issues facing older 
women. Sue worked with sixteen women, and together they pro-
duced two new shows during the first half of 1992. 

On the Rocks
The first, Older Women: On the Rocks but in the Swim, thereafter 
known as On The Rocks,2 was a half-hour script portraying myths 
and stereotypes that older women regularly encountered in their 
daily lives. It was first performed at the open-air Senior Citizens’ 
Week celebrations at Parramatta Park and, contrary to expecta-
tions, received a very enthusiastic response from a large audience.  

The show’s signature song was On the Rocks, sung to the tune of 
In the Mood.3

On the Rocks
Since we came together we have come a long way. 
Went to see the pollies, and we did OK, 
Not just tea and sympathy, but money as well. 
Now we’ll grow – give age a go – myths to dispel.

Chorus
On the rocks, living’s pricey, 
Women’s rights, awful dicey, 
Time to hit with the three V’s 
Vision – Vigour – Vitality

’Cause we’re older women we’re not over the hill, 
Being older women doesn’t mean we’re ill. 
Pills are not a cure-all – there’s much more to gain. 
Use it, you won’t lose it, hang onto your brain.

2	 The premises of the Older Women’s Network are at The Rocks, hence the title.
3	 New words to In the Mood, written in 1940 by Glenn Miller.
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Chorus
On the rocks – gonna get up, 
Take the plunge, ’cause we’re fed up, 
Garden paths, always led up, 
No more! New score – we’re on our way.

Rhona Overdof, a talented member of OWN, now deceased, wrote 
new words to The Major-General’s Song4 for On the Rocks and called 
it Metamorphosis. It’s a song that celebrates a bright and assertive 
future for older women.

Metamorphosis
I was the very model of grandmotherly propriety 
I always played the part that was assigned me by society 
I knew my place and held my tongue, assumed a false  
fragility 
And never gave a sign of intellectual activity.

And then along came OWN and they began a revolution 
They told me I could make a most important contribution 
They said that I was strong and they asserted most  
emphatically 
That we could really change the world 
Through female solidarity.

I’m now the very model of enlightened older womanhood 
I raise my voice and speak my mind in ways I never dreamed 
I could 
I know my rights and swear that I will never more be  
cowardly 
I’ ll break the mould that’s marked Too Old 
– for OWN has now empowered me!

Those two songs, On the Rocks and Metamorphosis, have been regu-
larly performed and roundly applauded by audiences since the day 
they were written.

4	 New words to The Major-General’s Song, written in 1879 by Gilbert and Sullivan.
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An Inspiration from Greece
Also holding a unique position in the Theatre Group’s repertoire 
is Inside of Me, composed and written by OWN member Mary 
McCusker, which had its debut in March 1992. There is a lovely 
story behind this beautiful song:

Mary was seventy when she composed and wrote Inside of Me. 
Her inspiration came from an experience she had while holidaying 
in the Greek Islands. Each morning she had watched an old Greek 
woman being placed on a hard chair outside a small comer shop, 
where she sat for a good part of the day. At first Mary thought the 
old woman was put there to keep her out of someone’s way, but she 
soon noticed that every man, woman and child who came to the 
shop stopped to talk to the old woman. She realised that this was 
not just a poor little old lady with no teeth, but a valued member 
of the community. Mary reflected on how effortless it is for people 
to judge old women by their appearance – particularly if they are 
culturally different – and fail to see the insights and wisdom gained 
through long and diverse life experiences. Old women are not, in 
Mary’s words, just aged crones. 

From this memory, Mary composed the tune and words of Inside 
of Me in her head and phoned her son, Eric, a composer and lead 
guitarist with the Melbourne band, Mondo Rock. She asked him, “If 
I sing each line, can you write the chords to this tune for me?” A 
week later Mary received a demo tape with full orchestration and 
Eric playing his guitar and singing the words slowly so that they 
could be clearly understood. 

Eric also composed the music (a “twiddle in the middle”) for the 
verse Mary had written beginning From the outside … which is a 
different tune from the others. Mary found it so thrilling to hear 
the music and lyrics she had created – “like giving birth for the first 
time,” she said. 

Inside of Me immediately became Peggy Hewett’s signature song 
and remained so until she retired in 2002. Even today, Peggy is fre-
quently asked to sing it by women, including myself, who never tire 
of hearing these poignant lyrics.
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Inside of Me
I am me, I am peculiar, 
I’m not Juliette, or Julia. 
The very special person that I see 
You just can’t see, inside of me.

From the outside I’m an aged crone, 
Not a blooming rose, rather overblown. 
The very special woman that I see, 
You just can’t see, inside of me.

Though I’m sometimes too dramatic, 
And my memory’s erratic, 
You’re afraid to be reminded of how you’ll turn out to be. 
Cross the road so you don’t have to see.

See a story spanning eighty years 
Of adventure, love and war and tears, 
That goes to make my special herstory. 
But you can’t see inside of me,

If only you could see inside of me! 

A wilted rose
The second show in the series, again written under the tutelage of 
Sue Castrique, consisted of a trilogy of 15-minute sketches con-
nected by a character called Rose. Each sketch was designed for a 
small cast, was ‘wordy’ and had no music. The three sketches were 
Rose’s Trek, primarily written by Mary McCusker about public 
transport problems; Bed of Roses, a soliloquy written by Dorothy 
Chisolm on how large a part a bed plays in a woman’s life; and 
Rose at Last, written collectively about “shaking your belly”, if that’s 
what you want to shake. 

The structure of A Bunch of Roses represented something entirely 
new for the Theatre Group, which until now had produced shows 
using a mix of old songs with new words, interspersed with short 
comical skits, all addressing major problems such as negative 
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media images, family and community attitudes, social isolation 
and income security.

Peggy, who had cut her theatrical teeth on the agitprop style of 
earlier fighters for social justice, was cautious about the Rose tri-
logy, feeling that representing individual features of older women’s 
lives on stage, and focusing on monolithic structures such as pub-
lic transport, did nothing to advance the real issues facing older 
women. After a couple of airings, one of them to an audience of 
OWN members, all three sketches in A Bunch of Roses were quietly 
dropped from their repertoire. 

Myth-understandings 
Following an invitation from the Office on Ageing, which was 
organising a September 1992 forum at Sydney’s Wesley Centre to 
celebrate International Day of the Elderly, Louise Anike wrote and 
directed a show called Our OWN Time of Life to fit the forum’s 
theme of The Media and Ageing. Louise produced a clever send-up 
of media portrayals of older women, blending new and old material 
to challenge media myths and stereotypes that try to convince older 
women that what we look like is more important than what we do. 

She introduced the new show as Our Answer to the Media, begin-
ning with the observation that older women are constantly being 
bombarded by the media with messages urging us to rejuvenate our 
ageing bodies, not for health reasons, but to get rid of our wrinkles, 
our round tummies, and our droopy bums: 

“We live in a time when youth is venerated. Middle- and old- 
age (at least women’s) are denied and degraded. We are bombarded 
with media messages telling us that wrinkles, weight gain and the 
inevitable pull of gravity are to be avoided at all costs. There are 
inordinate amounts of money and time spent on cosmetic surgery, 
diets, pharmaceuticals, exercise programs and equipment designed 
to make us look like something we are not. Media-defined stand-
ards of beauty leave us feeling that something is wrong with our 
older bodies. We need to feel good and refuse to be re-designed as 
geriatric Barbie dolls.”
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The signature song from Our OWN Time of Life was written by 
Louise and sung to the tune of Mañana.5

Our OWN Time of Life
The daily papers tell us that we are old and grey, 
The Tele never shows us in any other way. 
Unless we’re turning cartwheels and it’s “Not bad for her age”. 
Watch and listen to us rage and rage and rage!

Chorus
We’re active, pro-active 
Very busy doing our own thing 
Productive, Seductive! 
Listen to us as our voices 
As our voices ring!

5	 New words to Mañana, written in 1948 by Peggy Lee.

Louise Anike
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When you look into the glossies, it’s size eight on every page. 
If you’re nice and cuddly, you’re beyond a model’s age. 
Diets are no worry, let nature take its course, 
We’ll keep on being healthy and eating like a horse!

Other songs in Our OWN Time of Life were written by Louise and 
a Song Writing Group,6 and included We Were There, Live Till the 
Day You Die, I’m Not An Elle McPherson and Chic a’ Chic, sung to 
the tune of Rum and Coca Cola.7 

Louise introduced Chic a’ Chic with the following comments: 
“The older a treasure collection, the more valuable it is. Take a look 
at this collection. Six hundred and ninety-two years old! Six hun-
dred and ninety-two years of experience and skills mostly under-
recognised and under-utilised. Their average age is about sixty-five 
and they certainly prove there is life after menopause!”

Chic a’ Chic
Chic a’ Chic magazine got it wrong, 
Radio show and television, 
Tabloid press not very bright, 
Say “Older women have no right!”

Chorus
Sing and dance and cha cha cha 
Go down to Canberra 
Women all want more say 
Bigger share on pension day!

Older women had your day, 
Never gave women that equal pay. 
Too old NEVER is what we say, 
Older women not born yesterday!

There was some great feedback from audience members after the 
forum. Bryce (The Power of One) Courtney, who according to some 

6	 The Song Writing Group also included women who were not members of the 
Theatre Group. 

7	 New words to Rum and Coca Cola, written in 1945 by Lord Invader and Lionel 
Belasco.
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members of the cast wasn’t short of a word all day, remarked that, 
“You said it all”. Another admiring member of the audience wrote, 
“One of the highlights of the day was the performance of the OWN 
Theatre Group. Very impressed with Mary McCusker’s song Inside 
of Me. You could have heard a pin drop when Peggy Hewett sang 
that song”. (It’s always like that … Peggy and her signature song 
grace each other.)

For the Theatre Group, the pièce de résistance in 1992 for mem-
bers of the cast who identified themselves as feminists was perform-
ing at International Women’s Day (IWD) in Sydney’s Hyde Park 
following the annual IWD march. Here was a great opportunity to 
get a message across to younger feminist friends that even feminists 
grow old and that, be they young, middle-aged or older, it benefits 
everyone if women can communicate and share experiences.

Testing their mettle
That performance had its difficulties. At an open air gig the risks of 
‘losing’ an audience are hugely magnified; added to that, they were 
placed last on the program, which meant that most of the audience 
had left the park by the time they got on stage. 

Undaunted, the performers played their hearts out, and the women 
and a few men who saw the Theatre Group that day rewarded them 

Performing at the 1992 IWD concert



56 | CENTRE STAGE 

with wild applause. And flashed all over Sydney via television was 
a screen awash with women’s hands reaching out to each other in 
response to Peggy’s call to “take the hand of the person next to you 
and let Sydney hear you say ‘Happy International Women’s Day’”.

Towards the end of April Peggy Hewett, who was by this time 
the Theatre Group’s coordinator and creative director as well as its 
administrator, took leave of absence. The successful applicant for 
the paid administration/coordination position was Anna Carmody, 
a mother of four with an MA who taught part-time in Women’s 
Studies at the University of NSW. Anna was extremely competent 
but found it impossible to successfully administer and coordinate 
the Theatre Group in the available hours as a part-time employee. 

On her return, Peggy took Anna’s advice and, with others in the 
Group, began to plan how administration and production could 
become a two-person job. This was achieved for a brief period in 
1994 when Louise Anike took on the director’s role, but despite 
many attempts made during the intervening years it was not until 
1997 that the two roles became a fixture. 

Their next big invitation to perform came from the NSW Nurses 
Association, which was celebrating the anniversary of Florence 
Nightingale’s birthday – 12 May – at a special event in Martin 
Place. The theme for the celebration was Healthy Ageing, and the 
Theatre Group was asked to perform something relevant to this 
theme. Right up their alley. They created a ‘new’ Health Show using 
relevant songs and skits from Showing Our OWN Age and Women 
Centre Stage. 

A certain amount of apprehension surrounded this performance. 
Peggy, the Group’s lead soloist, who had a lovely singing voice that 
carried well, was still on leave and several members of the cast were 
nervous about their first Peg-less performance. This show would 
test their mettle. There is, however, nothing like a challenge and 
the cast rose to it, learning new lines, new songs and new steps in 
record time. 

Dorothy Chisholm, who had been with the Group from the 
beginning, and who also had a striking voice, happily stepped into 
the breach caused by Peggy’s absence, as did June Goss. 
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Notwithstanding the usual stage butterflies, the cast was eagerly 
anticipating this new and very public experience – performing out-
doors in the centre of the city. Politicians had sent in their RSVPs, 
leaflets were printed, props were organised and a parking space 
found for the car. They imagined thousands of city workers eating 
their sandwiches and sipping take-away coffees to the sounds of 
Where Have All the Young Girls Gone?8 or returning to work whist-
ling It’s a Good Day for Typing a Bill.

Well, the day came, and the rain fell. The Martin Place amphi-
theatre was drenched and all but deserted as Louise Anike delivered 
a short speech outlining previous successes of the Theatre Group 
to the small audience of health workers, politicians and the press. 
After the official speeches the Theatre Group performed, delighting 
the slightly damp official audience and bewildering a few lunchtime 
stragglers. Not at all what they had imagined. 

Despite their disappointment, the cast knew that every gig they 
accepted led to other requests for performances, so saying “no” to 
an invitation was not even contemplated at this stage. And with 
their expanded repertoire and growing confidence they believed 
they could put together a worthwhile show to suit any audience in 
any environment.

The following month this confidence was put to the test when 
they were asked to perform for an audience of older people attend-
ing a health information day hosted by Royal North Shore Hospital. 
They put on a lively rendition of Showing Our Own Age while com-
peting with people undergoing blood pressure tests, doing aerobics, 
and testing sit-up beds all around the hall. Add unreliable micro-
phones and it was a miracle that they received any applause at all. 

Capricious microphones and a too-small stage were also features 
of a performance of Showing Our Own Age at a Melbourne Cup 
fund-raiser for Community Aid Abroad in early November. The 
audience appeared more interested in consuming their $20 lunch 
than listening to the Theatre Group, but eventually warmed up and, 

8	 New words to Where Have All the Flowers Gone? written in 1956 by Pete Seeger 
and Joe Hickerson.
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according to the organiser’s feedback, appreciated their talented 
contributions to the day.

Sharing skills
A further challenge confronted them later in November. For the 
first time the Theatre Group was asked to run a theatre skills work-
shop for their peers at a National Think Tank in Sydney9 organised 
by Sydney OWN. Louise Anike, Peggy Hewett and Mary McCusker, 
all very talented and with considerable experience in lyric and 
sketch writing, agreed to run the workshop. 

They began by asking participants, many of whom were from 
interstate, to break into small groups, to think about “something 
that bugged them” and then to choose one issue on which to base a 
sketch. With tutoring from the three women, each group eventually 
produced a sketch that they performed for each other. The shrieks 
of laughter, loud clapping and prolonged foot-stamping said it all. 

The entire experience was extremely pleasurable, and paved the 
way over coming years for performance groups to be established 
in four OWN groups throughout Australia, and for theatre skills 
workshops to be offered to older women’s groups throughout met-
ropolitan and regional NSW. 

By the end of 1992 the Theatre Group had performed to a total 
of 20 audiences. Quite a year for a group which, only three years 
before, had been uncertain that it had a future. 

9	 At the 1992 National Think Tank a decision was made to form a national group, 
OWN Australia.



Chapter 7

We’re in the Money

When the Theatre Group received a skill-development grant 
of $20,000 from the Australia Council’s Cultural Community 
Development Board (CCDB) in 1993 they were over the moon. (Had 
they known that this would be the last grant for creative develop-
ment that they would receive from the CCDB, they might not have 
been so impressed.) The grant was a huge boost to their confidence. 
Although they had received small grants from the CCDB in the pre-
vious two years, and had been charging a small performance fee for 
some time, it was never enough to pay professional arts workers for 
more than a few sessions, and this was very frustrating. 

In their submission they had outlined how, with minimal pro-
fessional guidance, they had established themselves in only three 
years as successfully challenging and changing stereotyped atti-
tudes towards older women. To move forward, they now needed 
direction from a number of creative arts workers working with 
them over a prolonged period of time.

Within weeks of receiving the money, Leigh Carriage, a 24-year-
old arts worker, was employed to run theatre skills workshops on 
character analysis, acting, microphone technique and voice produc-
tion. Ellin Krinsly, a community dance teacher, was also engaged, 
and Isobel Fitzpatrick, who taught breathing techniques and voice-
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strengthening exercises, helped train their voices to project more 
efficiently.

The bonanza didn’t solve all the Group’s problems of course, and 
the early months of 1993 saw the cast struggling with a number of 
changes. Helen Murphy, a very dependable and energetic member 
of the Group since the beginning, left to travel around Australia, 
and three new members joined up. Probably the biggest hurdle 
they had to overcome was the loss of their guitarist, Bernice Lynch, 
who had a hip replacement towards the end of March. Even then, 
luck did not entirely desert them – Chris Gorman from Liverpool 
OWN stepped into the breach and in record time learned all the 
music from every show they’d performed during the previous three 
years! 

In March the Theatre Group out-did (and exhausted) themselves 
by accepting invitations from ten different organisations to per-
form seven different shows during Seniors Week and International 
Women’s Week. Even the Prime Minister felt the pinch – their 
schedule was so demanding that they were forced to refuse an 
invitation to perform at the launch of the Federal Government’s 
Policy on the Aged, being launched in Canberra by the then Prime 
Minister, Paul Keating. 

One invitation they didn’t refuse was organised by Beryl Evans, 
Member of the Legislative Council of NSW. The two-hour show 
was for an audience of politicians and members of the community 
in the NSW State Parliament Theatrette to celebrate Seniors Week. 
Beryl arranged for ‘high tea’ with all the trappings to be served at 
interval. 

An older woman herself, Beryl saw herself as a kind of ‘groupie’ 
and on one occasion offered the Theatre Group a free 15-seater bus 
she had acquired from somewhere, or someone! Unhappily, the 
Theatre Group had to refuse because they had nowhere to garage 
it, no one to drive it and no money to pay for ongoing costs. On 
another occasion Beryl booked them as entertainment for a re-
union of her Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) group. During 
this period the cast was struggling to find a balance between skill 
development workshops, writing songs and skits for their new 
October show, Annus Mirabilis 2001, attending regular rehearsals, 
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and maintaining a ‘normal’ performance schedule. With character-
istic pragmatism they put together a show to see them through until 
the new show was ready by padding Our OWN Time of Life (1992) 
with songs and skits from earlier shows. This composite show was 
performed through most of 1993, with one exception.

Telecom gets a serve
The exception was a short program of new skits and songs com-
bined with elements of the media show put together for a 
Telecommunications Consumer Representatives’ dinner at the 
Radisson Hotel in June. Gwen George,1 then a consumer repres-
entative with the Consumers’ Telecommunications Network, had 
wangled an invitation for them to be the ‘after dinner entertain-
ment’, so the cast felt obligated to do her proud. And they did! It 
wasn’t hard writing material to send up call centres and castigate 
the telecommunications industry for their cold-hearted treatment 
of older people. 

After a few words of introduction from Gwen the show got 
underway, and a terrific, humorous and professional show it was 

1	 Gwen was a member of the cast until the end of 1992.

Lucy Porter, Nina Walton, Jean Hosking, Dorothy Cox, Dorothy 
Buchanan, Peggy Hewett, Merle Highett, Elinor Russell, Marie 

Williams, Judith Mustard, Louise Anike and June Goss at the NSW 
State Parliament House Theatrette, March 1993.
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too. According to newsletter reports, the audience was helpless with 
laughter the entire time, and was not content until they’d received 
two encores. 

One sketch, Lady in Waiting, was extremely popular on the night 
and rapidly established itself as a perennial favourite. It always 
hits the spot, with audiences murmuring agreement and nodding 
throughout the entire skit. Despite the many years since it was writ-
ten, it remains sadly as relevant today as it was then – some might 
argue even more so. 

Lady in Waiting
Pensioner� I’m up bright and early to-day – must ring Centrelink 

about my pension.

Ring, ring, ring

Recorded voice� Good morning. Due to a large number of enquir-
ies all lines to this service are currently busy. Please try again 
later. We apologise for this delay.

Clock� It is now 9.30am

Ring, ring, ring

Pensioner� Oh, no! Not a recorded voice again

Clock� It is now 10am

Pensioner� Hurray, I’m through

Recorded Voice� Good morning, thank you for calling Centrelink. 
By pressing the correct number on your phone you will be 
able to choose the appropriate officer to answer your call. 
If you enquiry deals with the unemployed press 1, Child 
Allowances press 2, Carer’s Pension press 3, Widow’s Pension 
press 4, Sickness Benefits press 5, Disability Pension press 6, 
and if there’s anyone out there suffering from Recorded Voice 
Syndrome press 7 to 98. Age Pension, press 99. Please have 
your reference number ready.

Pensioner� Hurray, that’s me. Quickly, press 99. Oh no! Not another 
recorded voice.
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Recorded Voice� The current wait time is more than 10 minutes

Clock� It is now 10.10am

‘Canned’ music sung by Merle, Lucy and Peggy to Glen Miller’s ‘In 
the Mood ’

Mrs Whatcha call it 
Whatcha doin’ today 
Phoning Social Service 
With no time to play 
Hours and hours are wasted 
No time for your own 
Washing, cooking, cleaning, ironing 
Still on the phone 
Cutting staff 
That’s why we’re waiting 
Human voice – anticipating 
Hanging on – frustrating 
9 o’clock, 10 o’clock 
Still on the phone.

Recorded Voice� At present we are having problems with our com-
puter and cannot access your specific record. Unless you have 
a general enquiry, please call back later.

Clock� It is now 10.20am

Recorded voice� We apologise for this delay, please continue to 
hold and our first available enquiry officer will be with you 
shortly

Clock� It is now 10.30am 

Pensioner� (in desperation, speaking loudly into the phone mouth-
piece) If there’s anyone at all out there, please answer the 
bloody phone.

Voice� Thank goodness, these calls aren’t timed.

All� Yet!



64 | CENTRE STAGE 

Pensioner� That’s it, I’m sick of these cuts in government services. 
I’m going to ring up and complain.

Beep, beep, beep

Recorded Voice� The complaints department is currently unat-
tended. Complain, complain, complain, it’s all you women 
ever do anyway. Not content to have a nice job and a few 
sisters in parliament you want equal pay, better public trans-
port, better health care, childcare and protection as well. And 
if you’re ringing to complain about sex discrimination, just 
remember it’s something of a tradition in this country and 
our Prime Minister is an unashamed traditionalist. So be a 
good girl, take a Bex, have a cuppa tea and a good lie down 
and relax. And sorry, we don’t take messages, we only give 
them.

Beep, beep, beep

Another song to make its mark at the Telecommunications dinner 
was a rap number written by Noreen Hewett.2

Communication Rap
Communication is the name of the game 
And I’m excommunicated – shame shame! 
I didn’t have the money to pay my bill 
Now my phone is dead and I’m sorely ill.

It all happened when my grandson came 
He played my phone like a pinball game 
If only he had known what it meant to me 
He might have kept his fingers off the dial key.

Smoke signal’s no good, I might start a fire 
I don’t want to build my own funeral pyre. 
What’ ll I do, what’ ll I do? Oh, it came last week 
It’s in the top drawer, I’ ll use that shriek. 

2	 Noreen wrote and performed this rap song for the inaugural OWN Australia 
Conference in 1993. 
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Now who is that knocking, oh it’s Marie from OWN 
And she’s got with her a mobile phone! 
Oh good on you, Marie, you’ve surely been blessed 
Did you end up winning a Telecom quest?

She couldn’t pay her bill 
She couldn’t pay her bill 
She couldn’t, she couldn’t, she couldn’t,  
Pay her bill

Oh, so that’s the story, we’ll ring right away 
Get Telecom to let you have time to pay 
A little each week till you pay off your debt 
‘Cause lifeline needs must always be met.

Communication is the name of the game 
No one excommunicated – that’s OWN’s aim 
The telephone’s a lifeline for one and all 
Join OWN, check our number, make a call. 
Make that call … make that call … MAKE THAT CALL!

A turkey
Under Leigh’s direction the scripts, music and lyrics for the new 
show, Annus Mirabilis 2001, a word play on Queen Elizabeth’s 
1992 ‘Annus Horribilis’, were completed and fully rehearsed by 
September. Unlike the Queen’s horrible year, Annus Mirabilis3 2001 
was a 15-minute fantasy about how older women might like the 
future to be for them. 

The music and lyrics in the new show were composed and written 
entirely by cast members and members of OWN. It didn’t occur to 
the cast that being ‘original’ might have negative consequences. 

Since the very beginning the winning formula for Theatre 
Group shows was a combination of new words adapted to well-
known tunes, plus original skits, lyrics and music written for par-
ticular audiences. Annus Mirabilis 2001 contained only original 
compositions. 

3	 Annus Mirabilis means an extraordinary and remarkable year!
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When it premiered at the Good Relations: Older People, Family 
and Change forum at the Sheraton Wentworth Hotel in late 1993, 
the months of hard work and professional assistance from Leigh, 
Ellin and Isobel were not enough to make it ‘work’ as entertain-
ment. A too-small stage and no microphones were bad enough, but 
with no familiar toe-tapping tunes to grab the audience’s attention, 
most of the 700 people at the forum didn’t ‘get’ the wit and worth 
of the new show. Feedback on the day suggested that it was too 
political – the implication being that it was less entertaining. The 
bonanza had bombed!

Only the opening number, Wouldn’t it be Fun, with original music 
and lyrics by Mary McCusker, and the closing number, Never Too 
Old, with original music and lyrics by Bernice Lynch, were ever per-
formed again. Both were popular with the cast and with audiences, 
and were used in many composite shows over coming years. 

Wouldn’t It Be Fun
Women� Wouldn’t it be fun if women ran the world

Threw away the guns, banners all unfurled.

Men�	 Happy husbands we, staying home all day
Minding little children.

Women� We’ll share out our pay.

Men� 	We’ll be so glad to see you, have you had a busy day?
Let me pour a drink for you, your troubles smooth away.

Women� Wouldn’t it be fun, if Parliament we ran
A sisterhood on all sides to make a grander plan
We would run the House.

Men� 	We would run the home by day.

Women� We’ll be in the treasury getting more than equal pay!

Men� 	We’ll be so glad to see you, let me take your hat and coat
We are so very grateful that you’ve given us the vote.

Women� Wouldn’t it be fun if women claimed the night
Roamed the streets in gangs giving men a fright!
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Men� 	We’d stay home in fear, sitting all alone
Bolts and bars on windows waiting by the phone
We’ll be so glad to see you when you stagger in at three.

Women� Had a hard night at the office, get me a cup of tea

All� 	 Wouldn’t it be fun, oh, wouldn’t it be fun
Women demanding their place in the sun.
(Arms raised and shouting) WOULDN’T IT BE FUN!

Never Too Old
(Words and music by Bernice Lynch)

Never too old to have some fun 
Never too old to be the one 
To change over to a new career. 
Never too old to exercise 
Never too old to just be wise 
Pace yourself and wear the proper gear.

Don’t let the young ones put you down 
When they look at you and start to frown 

June Goss, Lucy Porter, Helen Murphy and Dorothy Cox singing 
Wouldn’t It Be Fun!
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They say “What do you know about how I feel.” 
I say “Listen you’re unreal 
That kind of attitude leaves me flat.”

You’ll be old yourself someday 
And I won’t be around to say 
I told you so 
So what do you think of that?

Never too old to be yourself  
Don’t be left upon the shelf 
Be a mover and a shaker. 
Remember you only get one chance 
To live and love and sing and dance 
Enjoy yourself before you meet your maker!

Marketing
Nobody remembers who applied to the Australia Council that year 
for a grant for ‘advertising and marketing’. The Theatre Group 
didn’t need money for advertising – they were already having to 
say no to some requests – so of course, Murphy’s Law being what it 
is, they received a small grant! 

It wasn’t more bookings they needed; it was a larger perform-
ance group (each with its own musician) that could be split up for 
specific shows. It was another nine years before this was achieved. 
Ann Cunynghame (who replaced Bernice Lynch after she retired in 
2002) accompanied one group at The Women’s Gathering in the far 
west town of Bourke, while Elizabeth Swain accompanied another 
group of performers at the OWN Australia National Conference in 
Canberra following the conference dinner. 

Finally, they formed an Information and Marketing Project 
Group and under the guidance of Bobbie Burke, a talented writer 
with expertise in computer layout and design, produced a Portfolio 
of the Theatre Group’s first four years, and a professional brochure, 
which they hoped would attract more performers and relieve the 
pressure they were under, rather than attract more bookings.

A total of 26 bookings were accepted that year. And if that doesn’t 
seem a lot, remember that the women involved had other facets to 
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their lives, though heaven knows when they found time to attend 
to them. Not only were they required to rehearse at least once and 
sometimes twice a week, just getting to and from some of the ven-
ues on public transport could often take most of the day.

Apart from the ten Seniors Week and International Women’s 
Day events, other invitations of note came from a Feminism in the 
Nineties conference at the University of NSW, the inaugural OWN 
Australia Conference in Canberra, an Australian Public Health 
Conference at the University of NSW, the annual C.A.P.O.W.4 con-
ference in Canberra, a Health Information Day in Kiama and two 
inaugural public meetings to establish OWN groups in the Sydney 
suburbs of Bankstown and Liverpool. 

Peggy thought that Leigh Carriage, their young arts worker, had 
a few grey hairs by the end of her one-year contract. She was seen 
shaking them on one occasion as she muttered under her breath, 
“I’m not going to work any more with this f … ing group.” The cast 
was shocked. Dorothy Cox decided to present Leigh with a peace 
offering – a colourful bouquet of flowers, which Leigh received 
most graciously! 

More recently, in February 2008, Dorothy affectionately remin-
isced about Leigh’s involvement with them in an OWN Matters 
article on various luminaries of the Sydney theatre scene.

It was a stroke of genius that day in the ’90s when OWN 
engaged Leigh Carriage, at a very low wage, to coach 
the Theatre Group. This 23-year-old graduate from the 
Conservatorium was looking for a day job while singing 
jazz with a band doing gigs around town.

We’d had professional coaching before from various 
well know actors, writers, dancers, theatre people, and we 
were doing pretty well – and now we had Leigh. She was 
young, she was lovely, she was funny, skinny as a whippet 
with twice the energy, and she was ours. Our very own 
Theatre Group director, singing teacher, stage manager, 
drama adviser and best friend.

4	 Coalition of Participating Organisations of Women. 
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She soon had us loosening up with physical, mental 
and singing exercises, then rehearsing us with wit and 
exuberance – cajoling, beseeching, demonstrating and 
demanding and, yes, swearing, as she threw herself with 
a toss of her long black hair into every facet of perform-
ance. And how we responded! As our skills sharpened we 
could feel our confidence soaring. To sing with the incom-
parable Bernice on guitar, with Leigh’s clear young voice 
guiding us, was heaven. She worked us till we dropped. 
She came to every Sydney performance, to conduct, to 
will us to do our best. And so we did. Ah, those were 
the glory days! … We’ll never forget our Leigh, that blithe 
spirit who so inspired us.

By the end of their first four years the cast, together with profes-
sional arts workers, had produced a repertoire of three half-hour 
and seven fifteen-minute shows. From this pool of creativity they 
could put together combinations of songs and skits for shows that 
were as short as six minutes, as long as an hour, and everything in 
between.



Chapter 8

New Horizons

Performances in 1994 began in early February with a show at the 
Community TV Arts Festival at Bondi Beach (where the cast found 
the heavy makeup, hot lights and a tangled mess of electrical wires 
crisscrossing the stage somewhat challenging) and finished in 
Hornsby in mid-December with a performance for the Northern 
Area Health Service. In between, the Theatre Group performed to 
30 different audiences, including eight in country towns and two 
interstate. 

The Theatre Group underwent a sartorial transition in 1994. 
Louise Anike suggested that the cast, who had always worn every-
day clothes on stage when they weren’t in costume for a particular 
skit, should wear on-stage clothing in the feminist colours of green, 
white, and violet, which Louise told them meant ‘give women the 
vote.’1 Somewhat surprisingly, since not everyone identified as a 
feminist, they agreed to stick to the three colours. Two years later 
they raised the political and sartorial bar by wearing purple T-shirts 
(donated by women from the Southern Area Health Service) printed 

1	 Others believe the colours signify purple (courage), green (renewal and strength) 
and white (purity of purpose). 
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with a green slogan, ‘You can’t beat a woman’, combined with white 
skirts or pants. It’s a great look. 

Asserting pride in a collective identity didn’t always have the 
outcome they expected or desired. Peggy Hewett recalls a perform-
ance later that year at an Equal Opportunity Coordinating Group 
cocktail party where one of the cast took it upon herself to explain 
the significance of the green, white and violet. Talk about preaching 
to the converted! Perhaps in retaliation for being patronised, some 
members of the audience picked up on the content of the show and 
queried why the Theatre Group’s material was so overtly hetero-
sexual. A challenge, but one that was never addressed!

Eager to make the most of their increasing popularity, the Theatre 
Group rarely refused an invitation to perform, even when it meant 
travelling long hours and/or being billeted overnight. In 1993 they 
had performed at Bathurst, a country town west of Sydney, so when 
Scone Shire Council in the Hunter Valley, 255 km north-west of 
Sydney, requested a performance for its Seniors Week celebrations, 
they readily accepted. Cars took them from the railway station for 
refreshments and a rehearsal at the Golf Club before a bus took 
them on a short tour of the town. They were billeted overnight with 
local families, who looked after them with the kind of gracious 
country hospitality they were to experience again during their first 
Bush Tour in May and in all future country tours. 

The next morning the hall was packed with a mixed audience, 
including people from local nursing homes, who appeared to thor-
oughly enjoy the wicked sketches and clever songs they heard that 
day.  After lunch they were back on the train to Sydney.

On their return they found the Older Women’s Network a-buzz 
with news that Betty Friedan, author of The Feminine Mystique 
(1963) and The Fountain of Age (1993), was to be interviewed by 
Channel 9 at OWN’s premises! A week later, under hot TV lights 
and against OWN’s green, white and violet Vigour, Vision, Vitality 
banner, four members of the Theatre Group sang a selection of 
songs from their repertoire: What’s This about Age?, I’m Not an 
Elle McPherson, and their latest hit, Makin’ Whoopee! Betty com-
mented to Louise Anike, who was seated next to her during the 
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performance, that the vitality of the performers and the plain- 
spoken lyrics had made her go “all goose-bumpy”. 

Vigour, Vision, Vitality 
Judy Ferris, an actor and director with many years experience, was 
employed in early 1994 as art director and producer to prepare the 
Theatre Group for its mid-March Seniors Week performance at 
the NSW State Parliament House Theatrette. The title of the show 
was Triple V – Vigour, Vision, Vitality and the content was a syn-
thesis of scripts from 1988 to 1993 but with new opening and clos-
ing numbers. The closing number, A Bright New Day, drew loud 
and appreciative applause on the day and, like a number of other 
affirming and upbeat songs with recognisable tunes, it is still being 
performed today.

A Bright New Day2

I have always worked, I’ve never shirked 
I’ve given of my best 

2	 New words to I’m the Man Who Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo, written in 1892 by 
Fred Gilbert.

Joy Ross, Louise Anike, Betty Friedan and Betty Johnson
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Still pass the ‘use by’ test 
And tackle life with zest 
Am I now to be seen as some suggest 
As a parasite or else a pest? 
I won’t allow this rot to go 
Unchallenged. 
I have won my place in tomorrow’s sun 
I’ ll not be left outside 
I’ ll wear my age with pride 
My rights can’t be denied 
I have lived and worked and laughed and cried 
And I’ve learnt a helluva lot beside! 
I’ve a lot to do before I’m through 
Just watch me! 
As we make our way to a bright new day 
There’s excitement in the air 
A dream we all can share 
For Older Women everywhere 
There’s a job to be done and a world to build 
A goal to be won and a dream fulfilled 
When womankind designs a new tomorrow.

A number of cast members have observed that as well as Judy push-
ing them to rehearse twice a week in the lead-up to the Parliament 
House gig, she had provided a model of professionalism and people 
skills that had helped to create a more cohesive and supportive 
atmosphere within the Theatre Group. 

Judy’s views on rehearsals were in accord with their 1992 arts 
worker, Sue Castrique. In her final report Sue had written that, 
‘Weekly rehearsals don’t work. Rehearsal for a new show needs 
constant repetition, and that means two or three rehearsals every 
week, or even every day. That’s the problem for a non-professional 
group’. 

It is a problem indeed, but one that cannot be resolved because 
the women involved all have other lives to live! We can only be 
amazed that they give so much of their time and energy to creating 
and perfecting such a wide range of scripts and songs.
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Most years there was one event that stood out above the rest: in 
1994 there were four! The first was the Gathering of Women Elders 
at La Perouse in March, the second was the first Bush Tour in June, 
the third was a concert celebrating International Year of the Elderly 
in September and the fourth was a performance in Adelaide for the 
OWN Australia conference in November.

The Gathering of Female Elders
An Aboriginal Support Circle had been established as a project of 
the Older Women’s Network in 1993. Members of the group stud-
ied Aboriginal history, customs and culture with a view to cul-
tivating friendships with older Aboriginal women. Lucy Porter, 
then a newly recruited member of the Theatre Group and its vol-
untary bookkeeper, was also an active member of the Aboriginal 
Support Circle, and had lived in the La Perouse area all her life.  It 
was this connection that paved the way for OWN’s celebration of 
Seniors Week at La Perouse, an historic part of Sydney with strong 
Aboriginal traditions.

In their funding submission to the Office on Ageing, the 
Aboriginal Support Circle noted the different ways that older 
women are treated in black and white cultures. Female Koori elders 
are treated with respect and dignity by their people and have value 
in their communities, while in white society older women are often 
subjected to non-affirming or outright negative labeling. The small 
amount of money they received through the Seniors Week grants 
enabled them to hold a picnic and concert where older women – 
both black and white – could celebrate their lives, their community 
connections and their creativity. 

The Gathering of Female Elders festivities commenced with a bril-
liant performance by the La Perouse Children’s Aboriginal Dance 
and Cultural Group, followed by Shirley Murphy, Lucy Porter’s sis-
ter, reading one of her revealing poems about the history and cul-
ture of the district, A Black and White La Perouse History. More 
dancing followed, with three young Aboriginal men, Dinger, Jason 
and Rodney, performing a special dance tribute to the women 
elders. 



76 | CENTRE STAGE 

The Theatre Group were on next, belting out satirical songs about 
the history and status of older women in white society, and receiving 
a standing ovation and demands for two encores for their efforts. 

The Gathering was an outstanding success, with more than 300 
people involved – the majority of them older women. The feeling 
of friendship and happiness was contagious and there were many 
suggestions along the lines of “When’s the next one?” 

During the following two years, Gatherings to Celebrate the Spirit 
of Reconciliation were again organised by the OWN Aboriginal 
Support Circle at La Perouse.  Many of the connections made with 
women elders during this period proved to be of enduring signific-
ance for both groups, and led to the OWN Aboriginal Support 
Circle publishing an anthology of stories written by Aboriginal 
women called Steppin’ Out and Speakin’ Up in 2003.

The bush gig
The next big event was, literally, a ‘new horizon’: a Bush Tour of 
six towns in western NSW. A Women’s Health Nurse, Catherine 
Brennan, had invited the Theatre Group to perform in Dubbo but, 
true to form, the cast decided to go all the way and take their mes-
sage to six additional outback towns.

La Perouse Children’s Aboriginal Dance and Cultural Group
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The First Bush Tour 
(Words by Merle Highet)

We’re the Older Women’s Theatre Group 
And we come from Sydney Town 
We’ve packed our gear, our songs and scripts 
For western towns we’re bound 
There’s Dubbo, Nyngan and Quambone 
Walgett and Baradine 
Last stop Gulargambone 
Before we head back home to OWN 
We’re feisty older women 
Best wishes to all from OWN

Catherine arranged for the nine performers and guitarist, Bernice 
Lynch, to travel in a fourteen-seat ambulance provided by the 
Western District Ambulance Service, together with a driver.

Their schedule was awesome – two 460-kilometre train journeys 
plus 980 kilometres by road to perform six shows in six towns over 
four days. Given that all ten of them were over 60 and four were 
over 70, and there was little time for sleeping and eating between 
travelling and performing, it seemed likely that they would need 
the services of an ambulance officer themselves before the end of 
the tour! 

Three hours after arriving in Dubbo they were on the boards 
singing their catchy songs and performing skits about the health 
system, doctors, bureaucrats, old myths, invisibility, and even what 
it could be like in the year 2001! Peg put on her top hat and sequins 
as the Golden Oldie; everyone was putting on and taking off their 
costumes, changing the props, altering the configurations, never 
missing a beat, never putting a foot wrong, always delivering the 
smooth, joyous and near professional performances that they and 
their audiences had come to expect.

They dressed and undressed in the ‘ambulance’, used tin toilets at 
comfort stops, ate at odd hours, and every evening were welcomed 
into a country home for a hearty meal and a comfortable bed. At 
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every stop they were plied with country warmth and kindness and 
homemade goodies.

People travelled many miles to see them, with one group of 
Aboriginal women making the journey all the way from Moree, 
a journey of 380 km that took nearly five hours! They played to 
packed houses everywhere, with enthusiastic audiences invariably 
complaining that the show wasn’t long enough! In Quambone, the 
entire population of 200 turned out for the show, including the 
children and the dogs. 

Lucy recalls that it was also in Quambone that they had another 
Picnic at Hanging Rock moment. The Group had arrived at the 
Community Hall by bus and all but Peggy, who had stayed behind 
to chat with the bus driver, went to check out the size of the hall 
and the audience. Eventually Peg came in, only to find that the rest 
of the cast had disappeared. She checked the change rooms, no one 
there. Just as panic was about to overwhelm her, a light went on 
and she asked where the toilets were. “Half a kilometre up the back 

Mollie Smith, Dorothy Cox, Merle Highet, Lucy Porter, June Goss, 
Judith Mustard, Nina Walton and Helen Murphy and the ambulance 
that took them on their bush tour. (Also on tour, but not in the photo 

were Peggy Hewett and Bernice Lynch.)
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paddock,” she was told! Using a particularly graceless version of the 
Highland Fling – once considered a war dance – Peggy scampered 
over cowpats and thigh-high thistles to reach the others and, almost 
on schedule, they walked on stage. Not only did they receive a great 
reception from the locals, they were also served a delicious lunch 
which included jellied lamingtons!

They also received some wonderful coverage in the local media 
during this tour, with the Dubbo Liberal suggesting that young and 
old could “learn a lesson or two from the newest addition to the 
world of entertainment”. In a long front-page  article it proclaimed 
“an end to the idea that older people are invisible” next to a full 
colour photograph of the Theatre Group – known by then as the 
Jewel in OWN’s Crown. 

The saddest thing on their first bush tour was to see the brown, 
drought-stricken countryside, and the dry riverbeds. They were 
also shocked by the acres and acres of cotton fields, stretching as 
far as the eye could see, grown on land from which all trees and 
other vegetation had been removed and, they were told, constantly 
sprayed with pesticides. As city women, they had little idea before 
this tour about the struggles of women in the outback.

Makin’ Whoopee in Adelaide
And the next new horizon? Ten members of the group plus their 
guitarist travelled interstate to perform at the 2nd OWN (Australia) 
National Conference in Adelaide and at a Speakout organised by 
the South Australian Government’s Older Women’s Advisory 
Committee. The songs and sketches exposing weaknesses in 
entrenched bureaucracies and poking fun at hide-bound, conserv-
ative attitudes towards older women captivated audiences at both 
events. They clapped and tapped along to the catchy tunes, all the 
while laughing at well-chosen and pithy observations about older 
women’s lives.  

Two highlights of this tour were the script- and lyric-writing 
workshop the Theatre Group conducted at the Conference, and the 
official launch of Makin’ Whoopee, devised and written by Marie 
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Williams earlier in the year.3 When Makin’ Whoopee was unleashed 
at the Conference, and later at the Speakout, it was received with 
great acclaim, and has continued to do so at every airing of this joy-
ful celebration of the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group.

Makin’ Whoopee 
We’re here today, we’ve come to say 
We’re older women, who pave the way 
To recognition, a new condition  
We’re making whoopee!

We come together to strut our stuff 
And may we say, we’ve had enough 
Of being down there, a place of nowhere 
And not much whoopee.

We haven’t got much money 
Titles or millions plus 
Won’t make the big time honey 
Still that’s all right with us.

We write our shows and sing and dance 
We’re getting famous and not by chance 
These pretty faces are going places 
We’re making whoopee!

We mean to change the system 
Brush off or pills won’t do 
Life’s troubles we can list them 
But we have our point of view.

We’re growing old and much more bold 
Can live alone ’cos we’ve got OWN 
We’re sitting pretty here in the city 
And making … money? No!! 
We’re making whoopee!

3	 New words to Whoopee, written in 1928 by Walter Donaldson and Gus Kahn.
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Dissecting Casemix
The final ‘big event’ for 1994 was an invitation to celebrate 
International Day of the Elderly, which was the focus for that year’s 
Premier’s Forum on Ageing. The usual panic about what issues 
to write about was easily resolved as a new hospital plan called 
Casemix4 had just been unveiled by NSW Health, and many mem-
bers of the Older Women’s Network were concerned about its 
impact on hospital care for older women. Members of the Theatre 
Group shared these concerns and were very keen to highlight the 
problems of Casemix policy – as seen through the eyes of Alice, 
who is visiting in Wonderland Hospital. 

With professional support from Julie Hudspeth, an actor and 
drama teacher, and a short stint with singer-songwriter, Judy Small, 
a satirical script was produced by cast members Lucy Porter and 
June Goss and performed in September at the Sheraton-Wentworth 
hotel to an audience of 700 people, the majority of them over 60.

The first act had Alice asking the community nurse (Queen of 
Hearts) what affect the new health policy would have on her, as the 
cast began to sing new words to the 1964 Spike Jones song, Hello 
Muddah, Hello Faddah.

Dearest Alice, dearest sister 
There are things afoot 
We must consider 
Like the Health Plan 
Thought up by that man  (Pointing to King of Smarts) 
Which he says will save the wear and tear 
On bedpans.

Alice nods off to sleep, and the scene changes, with doctors and 
medical advisers in the form of Dormouse, Mad Hatter, White 
Rabbit and King of Smarts monitoring patients and quickly ush-
ering them In or Out according to the severity of their condition, 
with heart and joint replacement patients being quickly shown the 
door.

4	 Casemix was about classifying hospital patients to compare cost effectiveness and 
quality of care and to save money.
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Mad Hatter� (to patient) Chest pain

White Rabbit� (with a stethoscope to patient’s chest) Heart beat

Mad Hatter� Back on the street!

The action gets faster and more manic, with White Rabbit and Mad 
Hatter processing public patients brusquely and rapidly – 

Quick fix or casemix 
Can’t take them 
They’re on sticks 

At last a Private Health Fund patient appears and all action stops. 
The King of Smarts, Mad Hatter, White Rabbit and Dormouse fawn 
all over the patient.  

Dormouse� (shouts) We advisers have a plan!

Rejected Public Patients� (to the tune of Old MacDonald …) 
But we’re the ones who pay 
With a cut back here 
And a cut back there 
Here a cut, there a cut 
Everywhere a cut, cut

Alice� (wakes up exclaiming) Goodness I’ve had the most frightful 
dream about Casemix.  It was a nightmare! Or was it?

The entire cast burst into a new version of Irving Berlin’s There’s no 
business like show business5:

There’s no business 
Like health business 
Like no business I know 
Everything about it is revealing 
Cutbacks in the system 
See them slash 
Then at times I get that funny feeling 

5	 Written in 1954 for the musical Annie Get your Gun.



NEW HORIZONS | 83

That they are stealing 
That extra cash.

There’s no business 
Like health business 
We fight when we are low 
Even when they tell us 
We are getting old 
Hospitals are about to fold 
Together we are strong 
And we are very bold 
What we want is a fair go.

The truth in this skit was appreciated by the audience, most of 
whom who had no illusions about the shortcomings of our health 
care system and the government’s pandering to private health care 
patients. Thereafter, it became a regular inclusion in shows per-
formed for health care providers. 

 The late Renee Simons, a devoted follower of the Theatre Group, 
wrote in the following month’s Newsletter that the Premier’s 
Forum on Ageing was not as exciting as the year before. Like the 
Curate’s Egg, she said, it was good in parts, especially speakers such 
as broadcaster Anne Deveson, Beryl Evans, MLC and activist Eva 
Cox, who all worked hard to capture the audience’s attention. 

Then it happened. Our wonderful Theatre Group did their 
thing and injected life into the proceedings. What can I 
say that I haven’t said before? I’ve run out of superlatives. 
They get better and better and better. They’re so profes-
sional, and their costumes and material have improved so 
much. They’ve worked hard, rehearsing twice a week, and 
it shows. The regime they’ve set themselves would cer-
tainly tax the stamina of younger people – all that trav-
elling around New South Wales, so many performances 
in such a short time. But they come up smiling, and they 
look so fresh and confident. As I’ve said, they get bet-
ter all the time. The script was witty and pungent, and 
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the audience – 700 strong – was duly appreciative, which 
showed in their applause. They truly lit up the day.

The cast, who sometimes felt their hard work went un-noticed by 
OWN members, welcomed Renee’s appreciative comments, partic-
ularly about their twice-weekly rehearsals.

The curtain came down on what can only be described as a bril-
liant year when, following a performance to doctors and nurses at 
a conference at Hawkesbury Campus of the University of Western 
Sydney, the cast received a very special Christmas message from the 
doctor who organised it. 

Many great moments for me through this year – often 
associated with revealing reflections – but few as enjoya-
ble, challenging, engaging, relevant and timely (his empha-
sis) as your Makin’ Whoopee. I saw, shared, laughed and 
‘teared’ at our recent Organisational Change Conference 
at Hawkesbury. And that, in part, was about your parody 
of myself and my ‘white-coated’ compatriots. Keep on 
‘chipping for change’. Thank you and congratulations. 

Dr Chris Bauer, Organiser, NSW Health Department’s 
Organisational Change Conference 1994.



Chapter 9

The Habit of ‘Yes’

A special feature of 1995 was the number and diversity of groups 
asking for performances, with a big increase in requests from com-
munity health organisations, government health agencies, youth 
groups, and mixed audiences with no previous exposure to the 
Theatre Group’s ‘message entertainment’. Since publicity about the 
group was all but non-existent, the diversity of groups seeking per-
formances could only have come about through word-of-mouth, 
which members of the Theatre Group found truly affirming. 

That year also saw an upsurge in requests from a wider group 
of people for theatre skills workshops, and for ‘sing-talks’ at col-
leges and universities (those who did the sing-talks were sometimes 
called The Singing Lecturers). 

Sing-talks were primarily designed to educate students in social 
work, gerontology, welfare and nursing, and had been offered by 
the Theatre Group and OWN since 1994. Louise Anike and Joy Ross 
(joint coordinators of the Older Women’s Network) would explain 
the history and aims of the Older Women’s Network and two or 
three singers (usually with a musician) would sing songs to illus-
trate key points made by them. 

The format worked brilliantly. On one occasion, a lecturer told 
them that when she first suggested replacing a ‘normal’ lecture 
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with a sing-talk the students broke into a horrified and incredu-
lous “older women??!” However, after two hours of performance and 
questions, the students’ written feedback and verbal responses told 
a different story: energetic and dynamic, engaging, stimulating, 
entertaining and exciting. “Didn’t expect sexuality.” “They opened 
my eyes.” “Very positive view of growing older – it’s about being 
active.” “Quite a change in attitude re older women!” 

In previous years invitations to perform had been coming in at a 
manageable pace and all but the occasional one from out-of-town, 
usually in the mad month of March, had been accepted. The idea of 
saying no to a request was unimaginable, so when bookings for per-
formances, sing-talks and theatre skills workshops began to flood 
in, a well-entrenched habit of saying “yes” clicked into place and 
details of the requests were automatically added to their diary. As a 
result, by the end of that year the Theatre Group had set a record of 
thirty-three performances (ten of them in March!), four sings-talks 
and three theatre skills workshops, two of them in rural NSW. 

Such was the measure of their reputation that when they received 
two requests for International Women’s Day, they couldn’t refuse 
either of them. The first was for a performance for a celebration of 
IWD in a park at Orange, 250 kilometres west of Sydney, and the 
other was for a sing-talk at the University of NSW. In order to say 
yes to both requests they had to split up the Group.

The Singing Lecturers
On Wednesday 8 March,1 four members of the cast plus Joy and 
Louise headed to the University of NSW to deliver their ‘lecture 
with a difference’ to first year social work students. This was the 
first occasion where they’d sung without benefit of Bernice’s guitar, 
but with Louise conducting they found a new skill – unaccompan-
ied singing. Dorothy Cox, who was one of the four singers that 
day, remembers how lovely it was to see those young faces intently 
absorbed in Joy’s and Louise’s words of wisdom, and to hear 

1	 IWD falls on 8 March every year, but the IWD march and concert is held the fol-
lowing Saturday.
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their laughter and enthusiastic applause for the singers. Barbara 
Ferguson, a Senior Lecturer in Social Work later wrote: 

The students were totally engaged in your interesting and 
varied material. Discussions in subsequent tutorials indi-
cated that the stereotypes they held of older women and 
the value they placed on older women were challenged. 
Your contribution to their professional education is sig-
nificant and most appreciated.

On the same day that the ‘Singing Lecturers’ were educating social 
work students, another group of six, with Bernice and her guitar, 
were travelling by train to Orange, 250 kilometres west of Sydney, 
to perform at the Community Health Service’s IWD celebrations 
in a local park. 

The event had been organised by a heavily pregnant Cheryl 
Davenport, who had earlier in the day taken herself off to the Base 
Hospital with what she thought were regular contractions. The exu-
berant performance of the small cast completely wowed the aud-
ience of 100, including Cheryl, whose hospital dash had been a false 
alarm. A young woman, Celia Rochelli, a talented local singer, who 
at one stage sang whilst comforting her young daughter on her hip, 
compèred the show and also monitored the sound equipment! An 
authentic slice of country life.

Sometimes a performance just ‘clicks’, and this is what happened 
in Orange. Cast members have commented on their extraordin-
ary rapport with the audience that day, which they found utterly 
exhilarating.

For the rest of March they dashed around doing shows for 
Sutherland Council, Mid-Mountains OWN, South Sydney Area 
Health Service, Penrith District Area Health Service and ending 
with the second Spirit of Reconciliation Gathering in La Perouse, 
which was as joyful and bonding as the first one.

Life in the fast lane
A bonding experience of a different nature happened after the 
group had performed for the Penrith District Area Health Service. 
The show was received with great enjoyment and enthusiasm by 
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the audience of health administrators, one of whom described it as 
‘health in action’. 

Penrith Hospital had been so keen to see a performance of the 
new show that they even sent a community bus to take the twelve 
performers there and back. On the return trip, the thespians found 
themselves in a brand new role. They hadn’t gone far along the M4 
when the bus decided to give a performance of its own, emitting 
alarming rattles and groans that clearly indicated a call for the 
NRMA. It was peak hour, and it seemed the travellers were in for 
a long wait. 

Well, maybe so for lesser mortals, but not for these lively ladies. 
Within a short time they had all managed to hitch a lift and, serial 
killers notwithstanding, safely made the return trip to Central 
in various forms of transport, courtesy of passing traffic. That’s 
trouping!

Theatre Skills Workshops
The expansion of their repertoire during previous years of learning 
and working with professional art workers encouraged members of 
the Theatre Group to move outside their comfort zone and conduct 
theatre skills workshops for women of all ages. 

The first theatre skills workshop for older women in rural NSW 
was held in Baradine, a small town of less than a thousand people 
500 kilometres north-west of Sydney, where the Theatre Group had 
performed on their First Bush Tour the year before. Peggy Hewett 
and Lucy Porter travelled by train for nearly six hours to conduct 
the two-day workshop, only to find that the group had already writ-
ten a health sketch and wanted to perform it for the Sydney duo! 
Peg and Lucy were delighted with the talent already revealed and 
were happy to continue working with them on the three scripts and 
lyrics that the Baradine women had originally created.

In August they were back in the countryside once again. This 
time five members of the Group, June Goss, Lucy Porter, Marie 
Williams, Merle Highet and Peggy Hewett, were flown to Lismore 
on the north coast of NSW to impart skills in scriptwriting, voice 
production, lyric writing, acting and directing to twenty women 
involved in Women’s Health Matters, a local health and education 
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service. The two-day workshop ended with a very successful public 
performance and a decision to form an Older Women’s Network in 
the town. The Northern Star carried an article and large photo, and 
on the second day they made a brief appearance on local TV at the 
end of the news bulletin.

Another first was a theatre skills workshop for young mothers in 
their early twenties attending a course organised by the Traxside 
Youth Health Service at Narellan, on the outskirts of Sydney. It was 
a learning experience on both sides! Like any good educator, Peggy 
impressed on them that they didn’t have to copy what the Theatre 
Group did, they could make up their own minds about what to do 
and how to do it. Her words soon came back to bite her. The young 
women wrote three songs, all focused on society’s scornful attitude 
towards them for being young mothers, but they wrote all three to 
the tune of the Beatles’ song ‘Yellow Submarine’. When Peggy sug-
gested that they didn’t need to use the same tune for all their songs, 
the assertive comeback was, “You said we could do it the way we 
want to!”. Touché.

Dorothy Cox, Marie Williams, Noel Carpenter, Judith Mustard,  
Merle Highet, (unidentified), Lucy Porter,  

Mollie Smith and Peggy Hewett.
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The young women went on to design a powerful sketch based 
on an Employment Interview, where the employer gave a young 
mother short shrift because of her youth. (“How could she cope if 
the child was ill, and what about all the other obstacles she faced as 
a working mother?”)

Bankstown Older Women’s Wellness Centre2 also requested 
a participating event, so the Group performed its fifteen-minute 
Media Show and then brainstormed with twenty women some top-
ics for new lyrics to old tunes. The enthusiastic involvement of par-
ticipants led to three groups writing three new sets of words and 
performing in front of the other groups – all in a couple of hours!

Then there were the rather wacky invitations that the Theatre 
Group just couldn’t refuse. Why did they do it? To do more net-
working for OWN, to show their face to new audiences, to spread 
the message, or just for the hell of it? Or was it that, like troupers 
everywhere, they’d do anything for a moment’s wild applause? 

With such consistent output the Theatre Group was constantly 
in need of new material. This great maw had to be fed! Once again 
Peggy begged members of OWN to contribute ideas. “You don’t 
have to be a script writer,” she wrote, “just jot down any ideas you 
have and leave it to the Theatre Group to find the spark in them.”

By the end of that year three in-house scripts had been writ-
ten and performed for a series of OWN health workshops called 
The Unmentionables. Unmentionable topics included incontinence, 
memory loss, wind and water, depression, sexuality, ‘down there’, 
feminism, grief, death and dying, and voluntary euthanasia. Some 
of the scripts were hilarious. In coming years ‘sex’, ‘incontinence’ 
and ‘wind and water’ had the occasional airing, while the others 
disappeared.

Sex Special
Newseller� Extra! Extra! Extra! Read all about it! Women’s Weak-

Minded Special Sealed Sex Section.

2	 Bankstown Older Women’s Wellness Centre was established in 1995 as a project 
of the Older Women’s Network. It still receives government funding and is seen 
as an excellent model of health promotion for older women.
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First Woman� What sort of section?

Newseller� Special Sealed Sex Section!

(The women take a magazine.)

First Woman� I must say I enjoy sex but I don’t know about this.

Second Woman� What on earth do you mean?

First Woman� Having sex with a seal!

Second Woman� No, no, no. It’s sealed sex. That’s what we used to 
call keeping our legs crossed.

Third Woman� There’s no use-by date on sex!

All together� Oh, what a feeling  …  That gets our seal of 
approval.

First Woman� Look at all these pages on cellulite. And this one, 
“Don’t let it happen to you. Don’t look your age. Use our anti-
wrinkle cream and stay forever young.

Second Woman�  (sings) Stay as sweet as you are. Don’t let a wrinkle 
ever age you.

Third Woman� My 26-year-old daughter buys them but she doesn’t 
need them. She says I need them but I can’t afford them. They 
don’t work anyway.

Second Woman� Reduces puffiness, conceals blemishes, minimizes 
dry lines, re-texturises skin tissue around the eyes, lessens 
dark circles and promotes elasticity and firmness in an age-
ing skin. H’mmm sounds just the thing for my husband!

Superwoman, in Super or in the Soup?
In addition, a completely new show on superannuation called 
Superwoman, in Super or in the Soup? was the brainchild of Lucy 
Porter, with lyrics written by Lucy, Peggy and Merle Highet and 
input from other cast members. This show was workshopped with 
actor/director Julie Hudspeth, who was once again employed to 
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strengthen the skills of these feisty and irreverent older women, as 
was voice specialist, Leigh Carriage. 

Some of the issues in the 15-minute show on super were secur-
ity of funds, affordability, portability, tax cuts vs super and high 
administration charges. Superwoman, in Super or in the Soup? was 
performed six weeks later at a National Foundation for Australian 
Women’s Forum3, and at a Super: Is It a Con? forum in the Parliament 
House Theatrette. 

The show opened with a new number, They Were the Women, 
written by cast member Marie Williams.4 

They Were the Women
They were the women, the stout hearted women 
Who fought for the vote with their might 
Shoulder to shoulder and bolder and bolder 
They marched for their freedom and rights 
Chained to the rails, they were force-fed in gaols 
Yet their spirit and courage shone through 
Women of the past, we’re proud to sing this song for you. 
Here are the women, the stout hearted women 
Fighting to hold hard-won rights 
Among our intentions are much better pensions 
A fair go for all in our sights 
One hundred years through the blood sweat and tears 
Still we fight for the right to be heard 
Women of Australia raise your voices 
Shout the words  …  Older Women!

Superwoman, in Super or in the Soup? 
On stage were an aged pensioner, a disabled pensioner, a sole parent, 
a carer, an unemployed person, a part-time worker, a fund manager, 
a boss and a successful superannuant.

Sole parent� If you want a raise in pay, all you have to do

3	 From 1 July 1992, employers were required to make tax-deductible superannuation 
contributions on behalf of their employees.

4	 New words to Stout Hearted Men, written in 1928 by Sigmund Romberg.
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Is go and ask the boss for it, and he will give it to you 
He will give it to you my friend, yes he will give it to you 
A raise in pay.

Boss� No, not a raise in pay, Superannuation.

Sole parent� What do we want?

Pensioners� More money!

Sole parent� When do we want it?

Pensioners� NOW!

Sole parent� Hey, what’s that? (shading her eyes and looking into 
the far corner of the room)

Pensioner� Is it a bird?

Carer�	 Is it a plane?

Unemployed� Is it a man?

Sole parent� No! It’s Superwoman!

Superwoman enters singing:

Super is the Way to Go5

Super is the way to go I am so precocious 
I married into money and now I have the mostest 
This could be you, open up your heart take my advice you see 
And listen very carefully to Rose Hancock and me

I’m super granny - I fly here and there  
I fly to Paris to set my hair

To Rome I go for all my fashions 
The dearest designers you can imagine.

And when I babysit I’m a whizz 
Better than icecream for all the kids.

5	 New words to Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious from Mary Poppins, written in 
1964 by RM Sherman and RB Sherman.
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And when down under I cavort 
With my best pal Janet Holmes a Court.

And if I’m in the mood for a good yarn 
Who do I turn to but Sonia McMahon.

And when I go out I’m not aloof 
I have breakfast with Lady Susan Renouf.

I attend all the balls and fashion parades 
Really, here in OZ, you’ve got it made.

I fly frequently to the USA 
To see Tom and Nicole, with whom I play.

I dangle Madonna’s baby on my knee 
Why can’t you be just like me? 

Super is the way to go, I am so precocious 
Now I’m paying super I benefit the mostest 
I have no kids, no Mum or Dad, I’m not a carer see 
The only one I care about is Super, Duper, Meee!

Carer� How superior, but where’s our super?

Pensioner� Super, huh! I worked all my life and didn’t get it, and 
there’s a lot like me.

Boss� Oh stop whingeing. In September you’ll be getting 50 cents a 
day increase in your pension. If you save it for four days you 
can buy yourself an ice cream.

Disabled� With my problem I can’t get a job, never mind super.

Sole parent� Me get super? My husband wanted a new model so 
I’ve been superseded and left holding the baby. How’s that for 
negative interest?

Carer�  What about me? It isn’t fair. I’ve done my share.

Unemployed� Super? What’s that? The closest I get to super is to 
look for super specials in the supermarket.
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Cast� (singing) Superannuation is the topic that’s hot
Superannuation is what we never got
We are older women, worked hard for our pay
Make sure the pension is here to stay.

Part-time worker�

If I Only Had a Brain6

I invested in my super
It sounded super duper
The answer to my prayers.
I ignored the silly jargon
’cos I thought it was a bargain 	
And my future seemed secure.

Cast� 	For some it might be fine
If your pay is high and you have time
To create a nest egg that is real
Then you’ve got a super deal

Part-time worker� But with admin, fees and charges
My savings were mirages
My dreams were never met
Now I find I’m broken-hearted
And I’m right back where I started
And I ended up in debt.

The women form into two groups and begin playing tug-of-war with 
Superwoman, Boss and Successful Superannuant on one side and the 
Pension group on the other.

 Pension Group� Yo, heave ho, yo heave ho. Is super the way to 
go?

Successful Superannuant� Well, super hasn’t been that bad for 
me. I get my cheque each fortnight. But as a woman I had to 
fight to join the scheme and was in my forties when admitted. 

6	 New words to If Only I Had a Brain, written in 1939 by Harold Arlen and 
E.Y.Harburg.
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I ended up having to pay a large part of my wages to get a 
decent payout. It was a government scheme so I eventually 
did OK.

The fund manager, dressed in black and with a top hat, steps forward 
to very sombre music.

Fund Manager� I’d like to speak to Superwoman, ah, there you are! 
I’m sorry to say I bring sad tidings. We invested your super 
in a superlative, tax free, off shore, high interest, fail-safe 
superannuation scheme, but unfortunately the stock market 
in Antarctica froze and your funds died. Please accept our 
condolences.

Superwoman� Died? Died? My future is dead! I’m Bond-ed, Bloodied 
and Skase-trated7 am I? 

Supercilious Superwoman does a dying swan act and sinks to the 
floor as she slowly sings ‘Super is the way to go, I am so precocious …’ 
and pulls the cloak up over her head. 

Sole parent� Travelling down the super highway
There’s a lot that you should know
Why admin fees and charges
Don’t make your savings grow
And why you pay the piper
When fund managers make a blue
And charge you negative interest
And there’s nothing you can do.

Carer� I suppose compulsory super is not a bad idea.

Pensioner� But it’s compulsory, we have no choice.

 Boss� And remember, we are trading pay increases for superannu-
ation retirement benefits.

7	 Refers to Christopher Skase, a wealthy businessman who became one of Australia’s 
most wanted fugitives.
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Disabled� Well in that case the scheme must be run by the govern-
ment so we get the full benefit from it.

Superannuant� Yes, I agree. Why should banks and insurance 
companies reap the benefits?

Sole parent� And the banks are made of marble
With a guard at every door
And the vaults are stuffed with silver
That we all have worked hard for.

Pensioner� In my day a super model meant a new washing 
machine.

First older women� What about older women – most of us weren’t 
offered superannuation.

Second older women� No, what opportunity did we have to accu-
mulate assets?

First older women� There’s got to be a livable, adequate pension 
for people to live on.

Second older women� What chance do we have to get extra 
income? We’re told we are over the hill at 50.

Cast� 	Superannuation is the topic that’s hot
Superannuation is what we never got
We are older women, worked hard for our pay
Make sure the pension is here to stay.

Part-time worker� And what about the unemployed?

Sole Parent� Yes, no job, no super.

Pensioner� We don’t want a Banana Republic with the super rich 
and the super poor.

Sole parent� Well, what do we want?

Cast� (loudly) We want a decent standard of living for everyone!
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The cast then sang A Bright New Day, which had been written and 
composed the previous year, before launching into a rousing rendi-
tion of Makin’ Whoopee. The audience loved them.

Although the songs and the sketch went down a treat, Eva Cox, 
well-known feminist commentator on economic and social issues, 
later told them she disagreed with their anxieties about superannu-
ation. While agreeing that most women do not earn enough money 
to put much into super, especially if they have children and a mort-
gage, or no life partner, Eva argued that superannuation itself was 
a step forward, and that reforms at work and at home could help 
women establish careers and earn decent incomes that would lead 
to better superannuation benefits. 

When ABC TV approached the Theatre Group soon afterwards 
about an interview with The Investigators and Lateline the answer 
was another resounding “yes”. One of their punchy superannuation 
numbers, with words by Lucy Porter and Gwen George, and sung to 
the tune of Glen Miller’s In the Mood, really hit the spot. 

Superannuation is a topic that’s hot, 
Superannuation is what we never got.
Three percent’s the trade off in lieu of more pay.
Get your act together. You’re entitled today.
Is superannuation the right way to go?
Make it a reality, be in the know.
Three percent we never got it,
Three percent the boss forgot it,
Three percent our right to have it,
Justice, Equality, we want it now.

Another interesting invitation came from the organisers of the 1995 
Women and Labour Conference at Macquarie University. The con-
ference venue was huge, and completely fragmented, with different 
activities happening all over the place. Although the large audience, 
most of them young women, applauded the Theatre Group’s per-
formance, the cast felt disappointed with the organisation and the 
venue. It was a memorable experience, but not a positive one.
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A big tick from health professionals
Apart from Superwoman, performances that year were by and large 
a collage of skits and songs from previous years, chosen with partic-
ular audiences in mind. The Theatre Group had become very much 
in demand by government and non-government organisations with 
varied interests in health matters, so the Health Show, put together 
from ‘sugar-coated’ satirical skits and songs written in previous 
years, was a lifesaver. 

On one occasion a member of the audience criticised them for 
being “a bit too hard on doctors”, but the positive feedback8 from 
health professionals and educators encouraged them to believe that 
what they were doing had important ramifications for older wom-
en’s health and wellbeing within the health system.

Three short anecdotes illustrate the openness of health-related 
practitioners to the revealing messages delivered by the Theatre 
Group:

Dr Don Nutbeam, then public health educator with the Northern 
Area Health Services, in thanking the Theatre Group for perform-
ing at the launch of the Area Strategic Health Plan, remarked that 
they were such a “smashing success” and that he didn’t know what 
was left for him to say! 

Health professional and administration people working at Manly 
Hospital were highly impressed with a performance of the Health 
Show, saying that the issues identified by the Theatre Group mir-
rored their own concerns. 

Similarly, at a Geriaction Day at Chatswood, the organisers saw 
great positives in the presentations about ageing, particularly as 
older women were themselves the presenters. They commented that 
performances in Nursing Homes were an education for the people 
working in them! 

To be told that people working on a daily basis with older peo-
ple were understanding their messages always intensified the cast’s 
pleasure in performing to such groups. 

8	 For example, “Congratulations on an excellent performance.” “We thoroughly 
enjoyed the show and found it entertaining and educational.” “What a great way 
to raise awareness of important health questions.”
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There was pleasure (although for a different reason) at a Nursing 
Homes and Extended Care Association Conference when mem-
bers of the cast were approached by a man who told them that his 
firm had made it possible for them to be the entertainers at the 
Conference. “Oh! What’s the name of your firm?” he was asked. 
“Labor Funerals.” was the reply. There were gales of laughter and 
a comment along the lines of “It will be some time before you’ll be 
getting any business from us!”

Throughout 1995, probably more than at any other time, the 
Theatre Group was constantly made aware that their humour and 
satire were successfully confronting stereotypes about older women 
and ageing. Audience feedback confirmed the belief that their per-
formances were a valuable contribution to discussions on ageing 
and gender, and that their creativity and energy were instrumen-
tal in presenting a positive image of older women. They had also 
helped many older women in the community to discover new ways 
of asserting themselves and have more control in their lives.

During the year the Theatre Group had grown to fifteen mem-
bers: fifteen vital and active women who excelled as role models for 
ever-increasing audiences. 

Funding falters9

Community arts funding in NSW, and throughout Australia, has 
always been extremely competitive – so many worthy groups and so 
little money. The Theatre Group had ‘lucked out’ when OWN sub-
stituted a stage performance for a workshop at the 1990 Premier’s 
Forum on Ageing. It meant that they were now qualified to apply 
for arts funding, which they did, and continued to do for many 
years. 

During 1991, 1992 and 1993 they received a total of $34,000 in 
grants from the Cultural Community Development Unit of the 
Australia Council (CCDU) – all of it targeted for professional devel-
opment through paid arts workers. 

9	 See Appendix C – Money Money Money – for an outline of community arts grants 
received between 1991 and 1995.
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The State Government’s Office on Ageing was another source of 
secure funding (albeit much smaller than the CCDU grants), which 
meant that for the first four years the Theatre Group could confid-
ently plan to produce a new show relevant to that year’s theme for 
the Seniors Week concert or forum. 

They were deeply shocked when their submission failed in 1995 
and a Seniors Week official advised them that the Office on Ageing 
had decided to have younger entertainers at future forums. Having 
successfully promoted the positive aspects of ageing in their very 
entertaining performances, the Theatre Group was struck with dis-
belief to hear that the very body that should have been supporting 
them had pushed them aside in favour of a ‘tits and bums’ approach 
to entertaining seniors. 

Up to this point the Group believed that funding bodies – differ-
ent state government departments and the CCDU – were unfazed 
at their sacred cows being satirised. Following the 1995 rejection of 
their funding application by the Office on Ageing and the CCDU, 
they were not so sure. On one occasion their suspicions were con-
firmed when they were asked to send in the script they planned to 
perform at an International Women’s Day function being attended 
by the Premier. They were asked to delete a song about public 
transport!

Hopes for a large grant under the government’s Women’s Grants 
Program were dashed when Minister Fay Lo Po’ advised the Theatre 
Group that she had signed a $10,000 cheque for freelance filmmaker 
Kay Donavan (formerly with SBS TV) to make a promotional video 
of them. Better than nothing, they thought, although in the event 
it turned out to be not much better at all.

An SOS
Towards the end of the year the pace was beginning to tell, and 
Peggy was feeling desperate. With no funding, an increase in book-
ings and extra administration, the Theatre Group had become 
impossible for one person to manage. Peggy put out another SOS 
in the monthly newsletter for members of OWN to get involved, not 
necessarily on stage, but wherever their talents lay in:
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• Script writing, based on the reality of older women’s 
lives

• Words for old tunes
• Help in administration 
• Whatever … 

A meeting was set up between representatives of the Theatre Group 
(Peggy Hewett, Lucy Porter and Noreen Hewett) and the OWN 
Working Committee as to future prospects now that they were 
unfunded by the Australia Council and unwanted by the Office on 
Ageing! The outcome of the meeting was far from satisfactory, with 
no new initiatives forthcoming other than a general agreement that 
the Theatre Group should have both a Coordinator and an Artistic 
Director. Louise was asked if she would take on the role of Artistic 
Director, but she was very involved in researching older women’s 
experiences of domestic violence and was unwilling to take on any 
more work. 

With no support forthcoming life went on much the same as 
before, with Peggy continuing as coordinator and Lucy Porter and 
June Goss helping out with the bookings and finances. As in most 
aspects of life, the Theatre Group and OWN owe much to their 
‘willing horses’.



Chapter 10

Swings and Roundabouts

Despite funding cutbacks, the buoyant note pervading the Theatre 
Group at the close of 1995 continued into 1996. The Group had a 
strong sense of themselves as feisty older women with a lot to say 
about their place in the world.

Life wasn’t perfect, of course – they had lost two key members 
in Marie Williams, who resigned at the end of 1995, and Noel 
Carpenter who resigned in early 1995. On top of that, Peggy was 
off sick for some months. However, they had great hopes that Kay 
Donovan’s video, Our OWN Time of Life, would promote their ‘mes-
sage entertainment’ to organisations and communities where they 
were not yet known.

The promotion that never was
Kay began interviewing and filming in February for Our OWN Time 
of Life, a documentary supposedly focused on the Theatre Group. 
Everyone was excited about the idea of starring in the video, but 
trying to organise so many busy women to be in the same place at 
the same time to suit Kay’s needs was not easy. Endless retakes of 
songs and interviews soon took the glow off their initial enthusi-
asm, and by year’s end the cast was unanimous that making videos 
was not for them!
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But worse was to come. During the course of making the video 
Kay became worried about copyright issues and how they might 
impinge on the video being shown in public. Finally, she advised 
the cast that she was unwilling to face the possible legal conse-
quences1 of using lyrics and music not written or composed by the 
Theatre Group, or by members of OWN. While the cast was aware 
of copyright law, much of the material they used was out of copy-
right and in the public domain, and could therefore be used with 
impunity. Kay’s rigidity around the copyright issue was extremely 
disappointing. Many questioned why she hadn’t considered the 
copyright issue before taking on the project. 

The completed 15-minute video, which opened with Peggy sing-
ing Mary McCusker’s song Inside of Me, was launched in December 
1996. Since it provided a very limited view of the Theatre Group’s 
capacity to be entertaining, whilst also politicising issues facing 
older women, it quickly dropped off the radar and was only rarely 
used as the promotional tool it was intended to be. 

International attention
The Theatre Group was often written up in The Manly Daily2 and 
The North Shore Times, and had occasionally been featured on 
Australian television, but international media attention was some-
thing else again! A flattering interview with a journalist from the 
BBC TV Women’s Program and a very positive story published in 
the Chicago Tribune may not have increased bookings, but they cer-
tainly boosted their confidence. In the full-page Tribune article, 
Nick Haslam, who had interviewed the cast and seen a perform-
ance, wrote with great insight about the cast’s motivation, passion 
and determination to “give the stereotyped view of older women a 
good sharp kick in the nether regions”.

1	 The Theatre Group took the practical view that being a non-profit group would 
probably protect them from legal action.

2	 A journalist working on the Manly Daily was a great fan of the Theatre Group (and 
a relative of a former OWN community worker!) and would often write stories 
about OWN and the Theatre Group.
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Overload
On top of their creative and performance activities, the huge admin-
istrative workload that Peggy and Lucy were carrying was weighing 
heavily. “We are really desperate,” Peggy wrote in the March issue 
of the OWN Newsletter. “We need someone to help with adminis-
tration or, indeed, anything that takes your fancy that can assist the 
Theatre Group to keep going.” 

Once again her pleas fell on deaf ears, although the OWN 
Working Committee, perhaps seized by remorse at their continu-
ing neglect, issued an invitation for the cast to attend an ‘apprecia-
tion luncheon’. Noreen Hewett, who had originally bestowed the 
title ‘The Jewel in OWN’s Crown’ on the Theatre Group, suggested 
that this time the toast be to “the diamond cutting edge of older 
women’s satire, which sparkles as brightly as any jewel as it pierces 
through to the heart of the issues …” 

Another positive development came with a decision to spend 
some of their performance fees on a paid worker who could ease 
the burden on Peggy and Lucy, administratively and creatively. 
Victoria Campbell, who had many theatrical talents, was employed 
to work seven hours a week on administration and to help out at 
rehearsals and performances for six-months. A drop in the ocean, 
but better than nothing.

Towards the end of March the talented Julie Hudspeth ran more 
acting workshops. Leigh Carriage, who always put them through 
their paces, also ran a couple of excellent singing and breathing 
workshops, and later in the year Beryl Winter, a member of OWN, 
ran two speech and drama workshops for the cast.

The occasional lemon
The Theatre Group was not always enthusiastically received. 
Sometimes it was not the fault of the performers or the choice of 
material, but a combination of failed technology and inappropri-
ate venue.

International Women’s Day, usually their favourite gig of the 
year, was a case in point. The day began poorly when they arrived 
late after a Park Ranger refused to allow guitarist, Bernice Lynch, 
who had a mobility problem to park close to the stage. Then they 
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found the stage too small for the cast of nine and the generators 
kicked up so much noise that the audience couldn’t hear them. They 
plodded through a fifteen-minute presentation of Superwoman, 
received a sprinkling of applause, and departed feeling frustrated 
and discouraged.

Then there was the day they arrived at a Blacktown Council 
venue to find an empty hall. With the organisers, they managed to 
scrounge an audience of twelve from the streets and real troupers 
that they were, performed their Health Show and Media Show for 
the entire hour that they’d been booked! (They did ask, but no one 
was able to tell them why the audience hadn’t turned up.) 

On another occasion, at a Disability Expo organised by Parramatta 
Council, the cast quickly realised that the acoustics were appalling 
and that their voices were inaudible to people in wheelchairs at the 
back of the hall. What to do? They carried on, but it was a tough 
decision they had to make.

High spots
These unexpected travails were counterbalanced by successful per-
formances at a number of special events throughout 1996, many of 
them organised by the Older Women’s Network.

The first of these was OWN’s first speak-out, Older Women Out 
Louder, funded by Seniors Week and held at a large auditorium in 
the City. One hundred older women were there to have their say, air 
their opinions, offer suggestions to the powers-that-be and express 
their wishes for a brighter future. 

The Theatre Group set the scene with an inspiring program of old 
and new material, beginning with a spirited rendition of a new song 
encouraging participants to ‘stand right up and speak right out’. 
Then each member of the cast picked up a large board in the shape 
of full red lips (Read our Lips!) and sang Where are we going?3

Where are we going?
Where are we going?

3	 New words to Cuanto La Gusta, written in 1947 by Ray Gilbert and Gabriel 
Ruiz.
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What are we doing?
What will be the big surprise
We are moving forward
We’ll open up your eyes.
Having been there
What we’ve seen there
Made us realize
That older women’s issues
Won’t materialize
Unless we fight, with all our might
They’ll keep us down, right out of sight
So join with us, together we are strong
So come on now, let’s move this show along
Health and housing, social justice
Caring, sharing, friendship too
Health and housing, pension increase
Caring, sharing, friendship.

As a finale, statements from Joyce Stevens’ 1975 poem, Because 
We’re Women4 were read out:

•	 Women’s work is never done and is often underpaid or 
unpaid, and we are the first to get the sack.

•	 What we look like is often more important than what we 
do.

•	 If we get raped or bashed it’s our fault and we must have 
provoked it.

•	 If we ask our doctors too many questions we are neurotic 
or pushy.

•	 If we expect community care we’re selfish.
•	 If we stand up for our rights we’re aggressive and 

unfeminine.
•	 And if we don’t stand up for our rights we’re typical, 

weak females. 

4	 Because We’re Women was originally written for an IWD broadsheet. The words 
have been republished on postcards, stickers, posters and T-shirts in Australia 
and overseas.
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Then it was into their last song for the day, A New Tomorrow. At the 
last note, they shouted at the top of their voices, “Here’s our answer! 
A New Tomorrow!” 

While their performance was punctuated by enthusiastic clap-
ping throughout, it became tumultuous as the cast began to walk 
off stage. What could they do but return for an encore – Makin’ 
Whoopee – which brought the house down, again.

Are we invisible?
Less impressed, it seemed, was the unidentified writer of a report 
on Older Women Out Louder in the following month’s OWN 
Newsletter. The reporter waxed lyrical about the success of the vari-
ous speakers and the immense value of the graffiti board, but failed 
to mention the Theatre Group’s performance and the enthusiastic 
response they received from the large audience. 

Dorothy Cox, a cast member and regular contributor to the 
Newsletter, was outraged. On behalf of all the members of the 
Theatre Group she wrote to the Editor:

The Theatre Group was delighted to take part in the recent 
Speakout. We devised a script especially for it, and had 
the professional expertise of Julie Hudspeth to polish up 
our performance. We rehearsed loud and long for many 
weeks (at the same time doing eight other shows all over 
Sydney) and we felt we did a good job. So we were more 
than a little puzzled to find no mention of our efforts in 
the report of the Speakout in the April Newsletter. Are 
we indeed invisible?

In the May Newsletter the Editor responded:

The account of the recent Speakout did omit to mention 
that one of the highlights was the performance by the 
Theatre Group. It was quite unintentional, and we were 
mortified to receive Dorothy’s letter. It really pulled us up 
with a jolt and we will be much more careful in future.

Our Older Women’s Theatre Group is such an integral 
part of the Network and so loved and appreciated, is it 
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possible that we take them for granted just a little? Do we 
sometimes treat them like the favourite member of the 
family who is always expected to be present and who is 
sorely (and indignantly?) missed if they are not?

That Saturday morning when they sang many old 
favourites, they had the audience, as usual, tapping their 
feet and humming with great enjoyment. Their polished, 
seamless show was the result of many hours of rehearsing 
– it’s true that the most professional work in any sphere 
always appears to be the most effortless.

The Speakout performance truly delighted us, and we 
definitely should have said so.

This experience of feeling under-valued by the broader member-
ship of OWN was not new. The Theatre Group believed that its 
representations of OWN’s political perspectives on older women 
were of equal significance to the contributions made by members 
sitting on various policy-making committees, yet this was rarely 
acknowledged by the organisation. This lack of recognition would 
have repercussions just over a year later.

The art of persuasion
There were a few more big thrills that year. One was the compli-
mentary feedback they received from an audience of Aged Care 
Providers and government representatives following a show mostly 
consisting of health sketches and songs. The Theatre Group’s ‘mes-
sage entertainment’, they said, had inspired them to think differ-
ently about their work and to feel more hopeful about the future for 
older people in aged care. For their part, the performers found it 
deeply rewarding to hear that they had assisted professionals work-
ing with aged people, or making policies about them, to become 
more aware of the stereotyped attitudes behind many aged care 
practices.

Wouldn’t it have been exciting if they had been able to sway 
the government’s attitude to Telstra through their performance at 
the annual Telstra Consumer Council (TCC) dinner? The Older 
Women’s Network, like most community groups, was vehemently 
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opposed to the proposed sale of Telstra, so when the Theatre Group 
was invited to perform at the TCC dinner Lucy Porter set about 
writing a powerful and persuasive script for the occasion. She also 
wrote the lyrics of what would become known as The Telstra Song, 
sung to the tune of Don’t Bring Lulu.5 

After many rehearsals the cast’s highly polished script, delivered 
with great assurance at the dinner, received overwhelming approval 
from the audience. Unfortunately, their big success on stage did not 
influence the sale of Telstra6 in the slightest and, what’s more, they 
had to change the lyrics as Telstra was sold off!

Don’t Sell Telstra
Women alone need a telephone
Why sell Telstra?
Double one, Double O is the number we know,
But they’re selling Telstra.
Telephoning is the way
Old folks keep in touch today.
Selling Telstra really sucks
Just to make a coupla bucks.
Calls not timed with our national Line
Don’t sell Telstra.

Triple ‘O’ please, for emergencies
People should come first you see.
Telstra’s hale and hearty
So please Mister Liberal Party
Have a rethink Telstra’s our link
The rest is not for sale.
You can sell coal, copper, tin and gold
Why sell Telstra?

You can sell sheep to the East, they’re cheap
But they’re selling Telstra.
Privatisation’s not the way

5	 New words to Don’t Bring Lulu, written in 1925 by Ernest Hare and Billy Jones.
6	 Following its 1996 election win, the Howard Government began selling Telstra 

and by August 2003 Telstra was in full private ownership. 
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To save environment today
Selling Telstra bit by bit
We’ll all end up in the (pause) pit.
Calls not timed with our national Line
Don’t sell Telstra

Triple ‘O’ please for emergencies
People should come first you see.
Telephones are vital
To which we’re all entitled
Have a rethink Telstra’s our link
The rest is not for sale – No!

Later, at a large Don’t Sell Telstra rally at Sydney Town Hall, the 
Theatre Group was invited to sing The Telstra Song before the speak-
ers were introduced. Amongst them were OWN’s representative on 
the Telecommunication Consumer Network, Gwen George,7 and 
the leader of the Australian Democrats, Cheryl Kernot. The Theatre 
Group was also asked to close the rally with the Telstra song, and 
on ABC’s Lateline coverage of the rally that evening they were heard 
singing it yet again.

The cream on top, so to speak, was a request for the words from 
Trade Union delegates who were present at the rally. They wanted to 
sing it as they wended their way the following day by bus and train 
to a Don’t Sell Telstra protest rally outside Canberra’s Parliament 
House. 

Internal affairs
There was some juggling of parts when the troupe performed at 
meetings of newly formed OWN groups in Woy Woy and Wyong, 
because Peggy was absent having an operation on her shoulder. 
Merle agreed to sing Ms Cellophane, which she did splendidly, and 
others took on roles that they had to learn from scratch. Swopping 
roles was not uncommon, and was only a problem when the person 
‘filling in’ didn’t want to let go of the role when the original person 

7	 Gwen was a co-author of Information Superhighway or User friendly Byway? The 
Telephone and Older Women, published by OWN in 1994.
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was back on deck. In this particular case Merle was very happy for 
Peggy to take back Ms Cellophane.

At the OWN Australia Conference in Brisbane a new publication 
on women and retirement, What the Figures Show: Older Women 
in Australia, was launched to great acclaim, as were two new thea-
tre groups, one from OWN Western Australia and the other from 
OWN Queensland. 

Peggy recalls how impressed she and other members of the cast 
were by the quality of the scripts and the ingenuity of the costumes, 
especially those worn by the Queensland group for their media skit. 
“You wouldn’t believe,” she still recalls, “what they did with those 
newspapers and plastic bags!” The group from Western Australia 
also gave a colourful performance in their gold sleeveless jackets 
worn over black blouses and skirts – absolutely stunning! 

Sound sentiments
An invitation to perform at the Australian Pensioners & Superannu-
ants Federation (AP&SF) Fortieth Anniversary dinner was quite 
special, as some cast members had been involved with Combined 
Pensioners in the eighties and the Older Women’s Network was 
affiliated with AP&SF. (The Howard government defunded AP&SF 
in 1997 as part of a general cut-back on advocacy organisations 
critical of its policies.) 

 The cast dragged Superwoman out of the closet, with Lucy Porter 
once again donning her red cloak and blonde wig, and along with 
a few old favourites, plus a new one on transport, the audience was 
well entertained. 

Transport Song8

Pardon me Carl9 public transport is so risky,
Boarding a bus is never ever a plus.
Steps are too high, just be sure to hang on safely,
Can’t get a seat, you can be swept off your feet

8	 New words to Chattanooga Choo Choo, written in 1941 by Mack Gordon and 
Harry Warren. 

9	 Carl Scully was Transport Minister at the time.
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Oh, yes, you struggle and you stagger as the bus pulls away,
Clutching other passengers as forward you sway,
Shake and roll and rattle, travel is a battle
Cutting down on service is the government’s way.

Never see a pollie when you’re riding a train.
They are in a limousine, not out in the rain
You can write a letter, say it must be better
If you want more passengers to use the train

Now we’re getting older, we’re not driving a car,
Got to have a service that is better by far.
Find a new solution, cut down on pollution
Trolley bus and light rail there you are.

Find a new solution, cut down on pollution,
Trolley bus and light rail, cycle ways and ferries,
Back to horse and buggy,
There you are!

There was an unusual glitch to the last performance of the year, at 
the Daceyville Fitness for Seniors Centre. Just as the performance 
was coming to an end, the cast was asked by the facilitator if they 

Back: Judith Mustard, Peggy Hewett and Merle Highet 
Front: Louise Anike and Jo Allon
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would continue performing as there had been an armed holdup 
along the route that their sandwiches were taking! Of course they 
would, and they did. The sandwiches finally arrived, the cast 
received huge applause for their generosity, and an extra $50 was 
added to the usual performance fee.

That made 30 appearances from January to December in 1996. As 
someone wrote in a report at the time: “Six years down the track 
and still in demand!”



Chapter 11

New Challenges

The optimism of the previous year masked two important issues – 
depleted cast numbers and tensions within the Group. 

At different periods during the previous seven years there had 
been as many as fifteen members of the cast, but at the beginning 
of 1997 they numbered eight, and at one stage during the year they 
were down to seven. Those who had been with the Theatre Group 
from the beginning were now seven years older – some were well 
into their seventies – and many had health problems that some-
times made it difficult to perform, and always made it difficult to 
carry their gear up and down railway steps! The requirement to 
attend weekly rehearsals and perform fortnightly (and sometimes 
weekly) was very demanding, especially for those with family or 
other commitments.

Despite their best efforts to recruit budding singers, actors 
and writers from OWN’s ranks, there had been few nibbles dur-
ing 1996, and this was not surprising – the commitment required 
of cast members often appeared to daunt prospective newcom-
ers. Nor was it surprising that when tensions arose between indi- 
viduals, those women who were overstretched or vulnerable tended 
to resign rather than to put time and energy into bringing issues to 
group meetings or dealing with them one-to-one. 
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In a group of older women volunteers1 in their 60s and 70s from 
different political, economic, educational and artistic backgrounds, 
tensions were inevitable. Sometimes they resulted from personality 
clashes, at other times tensions arose when one or more performers 
felt left out of what they perceived to be an ‘inner clique’. At times 
tension resulted when a performer insisted on putting her own 
interpretation on a character, and had to be told that in skits made 
up of one-liners the parts were too small to allow this. On other 
occasions a performer, usually with little or no previous experience 
of being on stage, would object to being “bossed around” or “told 
what to do” during rehearsals. Then there were the newcomers who 
felt that it was unreasonable when Peggy explained that they were 
not ready to go on stage until they had been to more rehearsals. 

Over the years a number of the professional arts workers had 
commented, sometimes in written reports, on how members of the 
Theatre Group were too individualistic, and how this came across 
in performances. What they meant was that members of the cast 
did not always understand that the first responsibility of a per-
former is to the group as a whole, and that an individual’s creative 
urges (unless agreed to by the director during rehearsals) should 
not interfere with that. The irony is that an amateur performance 
group of feisty extroverts will always be attractive to free-spirited 
women, who might sometimes find it a struggle to suppress this 
aspect of their personalities. 

Individualism became more evident over the years as some per-
formers moved on and new women, not in tune with the aims 
and objectives of the Older Women’s Network, joined the Theatre 
Group. To counteract this, a six-page Introduction to the OWN 
Theatre Group2 was produced in 1995 to make prospective perform-
ers aware of OWN’S raison d’etre and the Theatre Group’s role in 
spreading its message, plus detailed descriptions of the roles and 
responsibilities of everyone involved.

1	 Groups of paid workers also experience tensions but do not always have the same 
choices about how to deal with it that volunteers have. 

2	 See Appendix D Introduction to the OWN Theatre Group, written in 1995.
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Despite this, it was sometimes hard to get across that they were 
not just a group of older women performing, but a group of older 
women from the Older Women’s Network performing.

 This is not to suggest that working together was all that diffi-
cult or indeed very complicated. For the most part performers were 
united in their desire to shake up, through satire and song, conven-
tional ideas about how older women should be spending their later 
years. And to do this they realised, on the whole, that they needed 
to cooperate with each other and be directed. 

As the coordinator, Peggy knew something had to be done about 
the increasing workload some members of the cast were carrying, 
and the dissatisfactions about a range of issues felt by others. Some 
were still smarting from OWN’s 1996 Speakout the previous year 
when the Theatre Group’s very successful contribution to the day 
was omitted from a Newsletter report of the event. Some of the 
cast, Peggy included, felt they were ‘owed’ some support from the 
management of OWN.

Peggy was a member of the OWN Working Committee at the time 
and with encouragement from members of the cast she requested 
that the Committee schedule a Review and Planning meeting early 
in the year to focus specifically on the needs of the Theatre Group. 
It was agreed, and seven cast members3 attended an all-day meeting 
in April with four representatives from OWN.4 Two paid workers, 
Robyn Cahoun and myself, attended as facilitators.

The Review and Planning session gave everyone involved in the 
Theatre Group an opportunity not only to air their grievances, but 
to recognise and acknowledge the positives that they got from being 
part of such a dynamic group. By day’s end, four issues were identi-
fied and solutions suggested:

•	 Management issues: bookings, coordination, diminish-
ing funds. An undertaking was made to advertise for vol-
untary coordination assistance via the OWN Newsletter, 

3	 Peggy Hewett, Dorothy Cox, June Goss, Merle Highet, Judith Mustard, Lucy 
Porter, Nina Walton and Bernice Lynch.

4	 Joy Ross, Pat Carr, Louise Anike and Noreen Hewett
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Universities, the Actors’ Centre, NIDA and similar edu-
cational institutions.

•	 Group issues: Working as a team, discipline, courtesy, 
valuing the group rather than the individual, time con-
straints. Agreement was reached for members of the 
Theatre Group to meet every Tuesday, with a general 
meeting in the morning followed by lunch and then 
rehearsals in the afternoon. It was hoped that this struc-
ture would create time for team building and help mini-
mise tensions between cast members.

•	 Planning issues: Developing new material, attracting 
new members, identifying priorities, and responding to 
requests. It was suggested that a series of generic work-
shops, open to a wide range of women, be initiated. The 
first was a Writing Workshop in July at the Actors’ Centre 
with Alyson Lyssa as facilitator.

•	 Connecting to OWN: Making links, getting support. A 
decision was made to have an open day at rehearsals for 
any interested OWN members to attend, although a date 
was not set. Requests would be made for poems, songs or 
ideas for sketches from OWN members to assist in build-
ing new scripts. 

As we all know, change is more easily talked about than achieved 
and unfortunately life went on much as before, with Lucy and 
Peggy working on administration and coordination tasks as well 
as writing scripts and performing. They were a great team – Lucy 
had bookkeeping skills and could use a computer, while Peggy had 
a range of networking and coordination skills – and they enjoyed 
working together. 

Performances didn’t stop while the soul-searching and decision-
making was taking place, although that year, for some unknown 
reason, they received only five invitations to perform in March 
compared to the usual ten. No one was complaining – they were all 
slowing down a bit too! 
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The highlight of March was once again International Women’s 
Day. After marching with thousands of other women from Sydney 
Town Hall down George Street to First Fleet Park at Circular 
Quay, they were soon on stage singing their socks off. The audience 
applauded wildly after each song and this of course spurred them 
on, old troupers that they were.

In late March the third, and final, Aboriginal Gathering organ-
ised by OWN and the Women’s Reconciliation Network was held 
at La Perouse. Aboriginal elder and OWN member Betty Little fea-
tured as a special guest singer that year, alongside Aboriginal artist 
Rhoda Roberts, who spoke about the importance of the Gathering 
for reconciliation. Betty accompanied herself on guitar, singing 
songs that reached into and touched the hearts of the audience. 
One that she had specially written to honour the role models in her 
life: her Mother, Aunties and Nan, was greeted with appreciative 
cheers and sustained applause.

After a story-telling segment the Theatre Group took centre stage 
and delighted the audience with a program of well-known songs, 
plus two new additions to their repertoire, Sister and White Hands, 
Black Hands, a short song highlighting reconciliation written by 
Lucy Porter. 

Sister5

Sister, you’ve been on my mind 
Sister, we’re two of a kind 
Yes, sister, I’m keepin’ my eye on you. 
I bet you think I don’t know nothin’ 
But singin’ the blues
But sister, have I got news for you, 
I’m something, 
I hope you think that you’re something too,

Lucy introduced White Hands, Black Hands with an acknowledg- 
ment that white people were never taught the true history of 
Aboriginal people. “We now know,” she said, “that under the guise 

5	 Written by Lionel Richie, Quincy Jones and Rod Temperton for the 1984 film, The 
Color Purple.
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of civilisation and Christianity their land, children, culture and 
language were stolen from them. To help heal the past we need 
to listen, learn and understand, and continue the fight for social 
justice.” 

White Hands, Black Hands
White hands and black hands
Who’ll take my white hand
I’ ll take your black hand
Walking together
Reconciliation 
Treaty for our nation

Towards the end of March the Theatre Group was delighted to open 
OWN’s Older Women and Creativity Festival at The Rocks, funded 
through Seniors Week. Members of the cast were in fine form, cap-
tivating the large audience with a selection of material from past 
shows and showcasing a couple of new songs. 

Guest speaker Toni Lamond, an older woman herself – she was 
born in 1932 – who had been in show biz since her first professional 
job at ten, just loved them. After their performance she enthusiastic- 
ally described them as creative, talented and politically spot-on. 
This was music to their ears, coming as it did from such a veteran 
of film, television and stage.

A revelation
Stop Domestic Violence Day6 in April 1997, co-sponsored by the 
NSW Department of Community Services and a number of wom-
en’s services, and MC’d by well-known comedienne and entertainer 
Julie McCrossin, set a new challenge for the Theatre Group. With 
Minister for Women Faye Lo Po’ opening it, and a number of tel-
evision crews planning to be there to cover proceedings, the Group 
was anxious to accept the invitation to perform, but felt they had 
no material in their repertoire to ‘fit’ the topic of domestic violence. 
Louise Anike, who had presented a paper based on her research into 

6	 Sponsored by the NSW Department of Community Services and non-government 
agencies.
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abuse and violence towards older women at a Domestic Violence 
Committee Conference back in 1991, came up with a suggestion.

“Why not delve into our own experiences,” she said. Then came 
an amazing revelation. There was not one woman in the cast who 
had not been a victim of some form of domestic violence7 dur-
ing her life. All the material they needed was right there in their 
midst.

Eventually they agreed on a 15-minute program of existing songs 
and sketches plus a new segment where cast members would share 
personal stories of violence and abuse, and the impact that it had 
had on their lives. Each song and sketch in the program was linked 
to domestic violence through a spoken introduction or comment. 
For instance, after the opening number, Makin’ Whoopee, one of 
the cast explained: “We’ve been lucky enough to survive domestic 
violence – that’s why we’re makin’ whoopee.” And to introduce All 
I Want is a Home Somewhere, someone else commented that, “Some 
older women have great difficulties surviving elder abuse …” 

When they were ready to make personal statements8 about 
domestic violence, Judith Mustard introduced the segment with: 
“Domestic violence is not only black eyes and broken bones, it can 
also be the relentless whittling away of self-esteem by a hostile part-
ner”. This was an important point to make as previous speakers, 
mostly workers, had narrated horrendous stories of physical vio-
lence and abuse, and members of the Theatre Group wanted to show 
that there was also an insidious aspect to domestic violence – verbal 
and psychological abuse. 

One by one, three members of the cast stepped forward, intro-
duced herself, and spoke about her experiences. Their colleagues 
had already heard their statements during rehearsals, but it wasn’t 
until they heard their friends get up there and expose their pain to 
an unknown audience that they properly realised the level of guts 
this took. 

7	 Domestic Violence was defined as physical and sexual violence, verbal (emotional, 
mental, or psychological) abuse, and financial abuse.

8	 See Appendix E for personal statements of domestic violence and abuse.
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Although their performance was well received, some of the cast 
felt that the personal stories had been almost too much for the audi-
ence. The organiser of the day commented somewhat ambiguously 
that they were certainly “a change of pace”, but seemed positive 
about their unusual presentation, saying many in the audience were 
very moved. In later shows, where written evaluations were received, 
members of the audience generally reported that they were not only 
deeply moved by the women’s statements, but also educated about 
the diversity and nature of domestic violence and abuse.

Down the track there were some unexpected consequences for 
some of the women. Josie Jackson was one who found sharing her 
story of family violence extremely traumatic. Although other mem-
bers of the cast were very supportive, Josie felt she needed pro-
fessional support and resigned from the Theatre Group for some 
“recovery time”. Following her return a year or so later she contin-
ued to speak openly and eloquently about her personal experiences, 
even going on national television in 2003 to raise awareness about 
the issue.

Not long after this landmark performance, Peggy had another 
fall and was hospitalised the day before a scheduled performance 
to one hundred frail aged people and their carers at Bondi Pavilion. 
With rapidly reassigned roles and great trepidation, the Peg-less 
cast, supported by their talented guitarist, Bernice, swung into a 
selection of songs and skits which they could see hit the right spot 
when faces lit up and feet started tapping. They called that perform-
ance their baptism of fire, proving that you can’t keep good older 
women down.

“You give us hope”
The Theatre Group created a sensation in June when they per-
formed a selection of material from their Health and Media shows 
to a packed audience of delegates from all over Australia at a 
Community Aged Care Conference at Sydney University. The audi-
ence response was nothing short of astonishing, with continued 
applause and laughter throughout the performance and a sustained 
standing ovation at the end. The cast was literally mobbed by peo-
ple when they left the stage, and for at least an hour after the show 
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they were surrounded by people asking questions about the Older 
Women’s Network and OWN Wellness Centres. It was a moving 
and exhilarating experience. 

Comments from conference attendees included: 

You give us hope. I gained more from your performance 
than I did from the whole conference. It was inspiring. 
So clever and witty, with such cogent messages. So much 
to the point of what older women want. Will you come to 
Goulburn? South Australia? Western Australia? Central 
Queensland? Tasmania?

The experience gave them new heart. They felt their message about 
the Older Women’s Network and its vision for older women might 
finally be heard throughout Australia. Four bookings were received 
that day, and within six months they were negotiating a week-long 
tour of the Murray/Mallee region of South Australia, which finally 
eventuated in mid-1999. 

But tensions had once again begun to surface within the Group 
and it was decided to ask Robyn Cahoun, who was employed on 
another OWN project at the time, to facilitate a meeting, this time 
with members of the Theatre Group only. Women raised many 
issues, including frustration with role allocations, why there was 
little recognition of previous acting experience, why performances 
had to be tailored to audiences, why they weren’t attracting new 
people, and why scripts had to be so political. With Robyn’s assist-
ance, they eventually agreed that having a permanent director who 
was not involved in performing would go a long way to resolving 
many of the issues they had raised. But where would she come from? 
It was not until October 1999 that this question was answered, and 
in the meantime they just got on with it. As usual.

In September they performed to another very large audience 
– this time to feminists attending the Women’s Electoral Lobby 
(WEL) Twenty Five Years of History conference at the Russian Club 
in Strathfield. Being invited to be ‘the entertainment’ at a feminist 
conference was a little daunting and required a particularly care-
ful selection of songs and skits. They finally decided to open with 
Makin’ Whoopee, followed by a bracket of songs – Wouldn’t it be Fun, 



124 | CENTRE STAGE 

Just Because We’re Grey, the Transport Song and Ms Cellophane, plus 
three sketches, Doctor’s Surgery, Put Upon Mum and the Centrelink 
skit, before ending with I’m not an Elle McPherson, and for an 
encore, A New Tomorrow. Judging by the generous applause and 
the written comments from organiser Anna Logan, they hit just the 
right note. “You were a perfect choice,” Anna wrote, “we identified 
with the ideas and feelings expressed in your songs, and being a bit 
raucous and cheeky kept us interested. I loved it”.

October 1997 could well have been renamed the Wesley Mission 
Retirement month. Invitations were accepted for five separate 
performances at Wesley Retirement Villages from Carlingford to 
Narrabeen, with a Wesley bus picking them up and taking them 
back to Central Station on each occasion. Apart from the pleas-
ure of having a strong man to haul their props on and off the bus, 
private transport was essential as many of the villages were tucked 
away in side streets. One Wesley show was televised and later shown 
on Channel 7. 

The large audiences of both men and women were particularly 
interesting for the range of expressions on their faces during each 
of the shows, no doubt because the OWN Theatre Group was so dif-
ferent from their usual entertainment. At the end of the first show a 

June Goss, Dorothy Cox, Nina Walton, Judith Mustard and Lucy Porter
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Wesley organiser had asked the cast to tone things down a bit. The 
cast were not surprised at this, but imagined it would be for the 
‘bums and boobs’ segment or for using that three letter word, ‘sex’. 
Not so! The organiser was asking them to cut back “stirring” com-
ments in their personal statements related to the then raging debate 
about entry fees to aged care and nursing homes. He explained that 
they had just settled their retirees down and didn’t want them upset 
again.

The pattern of supporting OWN events continued with a per-
formance at the OWN NSW Conference, a Theatre Skills Workshop 
for Mountains OWN, a performance at the opening of the new 
OWN Wellness Centre at Chatswood and a sing-talk for women 
attending OWN’s Wellness Centre at Bankstown. 

The year had been a tough one in many ways, but with a surfeit 
of good will from within and practical support from without, they 
lived to tell the tale!



Chapter 12

The Show Must Go On

Each year, as they waited for bookings to start flowing after the 
four-week summer break, members of the Theatre Group would 
wonder if their ‘moment in the sun’ had passed and whether book-
ings had finally dried up. Their anxieties proved baseless of course 
– during 1998 they performed a total of thirty shows!

Concerns about the health and wellbeing of cast members con-
tinued. Throughout the latter half of 1997 and at the beginning of 
1998 a few stalwarts were experiencing a range of health and per-
sonal problems. Nina Walton had serious joint pain and eventually 
left to have a knee replacement, Dorothy Cox was battling problems 
on the home front, and Lucy Porter gave them a terrible fright when 
she fainted amongst the cabbages at Woolworths with high blood 
pressure and an irregular heartbeat after attending Gwen George’s 
80th birthday party. And then there was Peg’s gammy knee …  

Two new members, Brigid Sen and Janet Waters were welcomed 
early that year, but amongst the ‘oldies’ there remained an under-
lying worry that reduced cast numbers and the lack of money to 
employ arts workers would seriously affect their capacity to keep 
going. Another issue for some of the cast was memory. They were 
sometimes asked after a show, “How do you remember it all?” and 
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after 45 minutes on stage many of them were asking themselves the 
same question!1 

For the first four years of the Theatre Group’s existence they had 
received funding from a variety of sources to pay a range of arts 
workers. One grant they relied on during those years came from 
the government-sponsored Seniors Week Grants Program, which 
allowed them to employ an arts worker at the end of January who 
would work with them to brainstorm ideas, write a show, rehearse it, 
and then perform it in March, during Seniors Week. Performances 
during the rest of the year were basically a repeat of, or a variation 
on, the show they had created for Seniors Week.

With no funding for four years2 they had been forced to create 
collages of previous shows for different audiences, which meant that 
weekly rehearsals were more mentally and physically demanding 
on the cast, who were constantly required to take on new roles and 
re-learn old songs and skits. During the early months of 1998 there 
was the added stress of learning and rehearsing an entirely new 
script written by Louise Anike for the launch of the latest OWN 
publication, Untold Stories: Voices of Older Women.3

Performances began in mid-February when they appeared at 
the opening of a Health Services Access and Equity Symposium in 
the Blue Mountains. Guest speaker Jane Woodruff, then Director 
General of NSW Department of Ageing and Disability and obvi-
ously a keen fan, prefaced her speech with “I’m glad to be speak-
ing before the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group performs 
because they’d be a very hard act to follow”. 

They performed a total of seven shows in March: at the Premier’s 
Senior Awards, the annual International Women’s Day rally at First 
Fleet Park where, despite being placed later than usual on the pro-
gram, they received a rousing welcome from the many hundreds of 
women present, and at the Marion Street Women’s Refuge where 

1	 By mid-year they had decided to employ June Berrington from the National Voice 
Organisation to run a weekly one-hour voice workshop for six weeks, teaching the 
cast about vocal cords and how to use them. 

2	 In 1998 they made four funding submissions. Bar one – for a small amount of 
money - all were unsuccessful.

3	 See Appendix F for the complete script.
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they received much applause and laughter from women residents 
and staff, and a fabulous home-cooked multicultural luncheon. 
There was also a trip down the coast to perform at the inaugural 
meeting of a new OWN group in Corrimal. 

At a Seniors Week event for 500 organised by Canterbury Council 
Aged Services in mid-March they received an unexpected and mov-
ing accolade. As the performers descended the stairs from the stage 
and moved down the hall, the large audience of older men and 
women rose as one, and with unrestrained gusto clapped them to 
their seats. 

Untold Stories
The launch of Untold Stories: Voices of Older Women, an anthology 
of short stories written by OWN members and published by OWN 
to commemorate the life and work of Pam Benton, proved to be 
an exciting and satisfying climax to March. Louise had written an 
innovative play about women’s experiences from the arrival of the 
first convict ships to the present day. It was directed by June Goss 
and had a cast of nine. Louise’s narration was interspersed with 
popular songs collaboratively re-written by the Group illustrat-
ing the exploitation of women during each historical period. They 
received loud cheers and a prolonged ovation from the hundred-
plus women in the audience who found the script brilliant, funny 
and moving. Determine Our Fate, the final song in the show, bought 
an end to what had been a fascinating commentary on the untold 
stories of women’s lives.

Determine our fate4 
We’ve told you our stories
We’ve spun you our tales
How our humble beginnings
Put the wind in our sails
Telling our story for our place in the sun
OWN’s page in history has only begun

4	 New words to Cigarettes and Whiskey and Wild, Wild Women, written in 1949 by 
Tim Spencer.
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Chorus:
We’ll fight for our future
It’s never too late
Older women together
Determine our fate

Networking together, through cities and towns
For women no limit
Our message is sound 
We’ll rewrite our stories 
Our history unfold
Australian women, courageous and bold

Chorus

Doomsdayers tell of a world that is bleak
Old age as a burden 
And pitifully weak 
Our message is different
It stands straight and tall
With wisdom and wit
Shapes it for one and all

Chorus

The Theatre Group had received many enthusiastic ovations for 
performances ‘out there’, but as Lucy Porter wrote in her new- 
sletter report of the Untold Stories launch, 

At the conclusion of our performance the audience rose 
en masse, greeting us with loud cheers and continuous 
applause. The cast, Jo Allon, Louise Anike, June Goss, 
Peg Hewett, Merle Highet, Judith Mustard, Lucy Porter, 
Brigid Sen, Janet Waters and guitarist Bernice Lynch, 
were over the moon. It’s the first time we have won such a 
reception from members of OWN and it was so exhilarat-
ing. Tends to make up for the amount of time and energy 
that goes into being the Older Women’s Network Theatre 
Group.
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For another OWN-organised event – a speakout called Tell It Like 
It Is! – the Theatre Group prepared a program of skits and wrote a 
new song called Hey! Hey! We’re the Oldies.5

Hey! Hey! We’re the Oldies
Here we come
Singing loud and clear
And we’re bringing our message
To everyone that’s here

Hey! Hey! we’re the oldies
Fighting for our place in the sun
Lot’s of history behind us
Many battles we’ve won

We’ve worked in the factories
Offices, banks and the schools
Reared our kids and paid taxes
Mostly followed the rules

Now that we’re on the pension
User pay is government’s way
Hospitals, nursing homes, health care
Denied to us day by day

GST is their buzzword
Privatisation the same
Stealing our valuable assets
Rorting the public the game

Hey! Hey! Join us oldies
No time now to be slack
So at the next election
It’s time for us to fight back  
(All punching their right arms forward)

5	 New words to Hey, Hey, We’re the Monkees, written in 1965 by Tommy Boyce and 
Bobby Hart.
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Immediately after the speak-out it was straight into rehearsal for 
a half-hour performance of material culled from the Health and 
the Media Shows for a Retirement and Home Living Expo held in 
the vast Exhibition Centre at Homebush – not the most successful 
show of their career. In the midst of an assortment of stallholders 
the cast of eight performed on a small dais to an audience of at 
least ten people, the microphones were reluctant to work, the MC 
thought they’d finished when they were half way through, and their 
voices got lost in space. Altogether, not much Whoopee, but as one 
of them reported back in the next Newsletter, “Heck, we’re troup-
ers, so in good spirits we just got on with the show!”

Shortly afterwards, they performed a large part of the Untold 
Stories script at the OWN NSW Conference at Sydney University’s 
Women’s College, and what a contrast to Homebush! Perfect acous-
tics, a wonderful audience, and a performance with a real ‘zing!’ 
to it. Once again they were fortunate in having Betty Little’s lovely 
voice and moving songs to add depth to their performance.

An Edna for Peggy
Accolades were common for collective undertakings like script 
writing and performing – much less so was personal recognition 
and praise for an individual’s achievements. With the advent of the 
Edna Ryan awards6 in 1998 this changed, not only for some women 
in the Theatre Group, but also for women involved with OWN 7. 

Peggy Hewett was nominated by OWN in 1998 and received an 
Edna Ryan Award for her Feminist Contribution to the Arts. The 
award was richly deserved. Peggy’s nomination described how her 
political activism had begun when she was a teenager singing ‘songs 
with a message’ at political fundraising functions, and had con-
tinued through her work with Women’s Action Theatre, which she 
helped establish in the early seventies. After retirement from the 
paid workforce, Peggy’s commitment to social justice through the 

6	 Edna Ryan was a political activist who died in 1997. The Women’s Electoral Lobby 
decided to honour her life with annual awards to women who have made a femi-
nist difference in areas such as the workforce, the media, lobbying and the arts. 

7	 Lucy Porter, Merle Highet, Noreen Hewett, Betty Johnson, Cate Turner and 
Muriel Hortin received awards between 1999 and 2004.
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arts continued with the establishment of the OWN Theatre Group 
in 1990. Not only was it personally thrilling for Peggy to receive the 
award, it also underscored the political work of the Older Women’s 
Network and the special focus of the Theatre Group. 

The following year Peggy’s story of activism through the arts was 
accepted for inclusion in a UK publication Life After Work: Stories 
of Freedom, Opportunity and Change. She wrote about realising 
her wildest dream – to establish an older women’s theatre group – 
despite the difficulties of living on a pension and experiencing the 
loss of perceived status in retirement.

Professional training, or lack of it, remained a big issue for the 
Theatre Group. Not only was it team-building for the whole group 
to be involved in skill development, it was necessary if new per-
formers were to feel confident about performing. Throwing finan-
cial caution to the winds mid-year, the Theatre Group contracted 
with June Berrington from the National Voice Organisation to do a 
one-hour voice workshop for six weeks, teaching them about vocal 
cords and how to use them. Whether or not this stirred them up to 
look for more performers is not known, but at the same time they 
did begin a full-on recruitment drive. 

The following advertisement was sent out to women’s centres, 
seniors’ centres and assorted community centres in July:

 
Put yourself in the picture! 

Join the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group!
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All you need is commitment, a sense of humour, a will-
ingness to have fun and a secret desire to be centre-stage. 
It won’t hurt if you can sing, act, write scripts, use a com-
puter, look after props, drive a car, or play an instrument. 
You will have to put up with audience appreciation, public 
acclaim, lots of pleasure and an increase in self-esteem. 
Your training will include weekly rehearsals, public per-
formances and periodic workshops on voice, movement, 
microphone techniques and stage-craft. Don’t resist! Call 
Peggy Hewett now, and ask how you can be involved!

The only people to ‘call’ Peggy were Margaret Bridger, Sam Smart 
and Renate Watkinson, all members of the OWN Management 
Team and all offering to help with transport. Finding older women 
to join the creative side of the Theatre Group was turning out to be 
an intractable problem. Perhaps the Theatre Group’s success and 
professionalism was part of the problem – all that polish can be 
daunting.

The Theatre Group was invited to perform at two NSW Premier’s 
Forums on Ageing in September – the first in Bankstown and the 
second in Gosford. The Bankstown audience of more than 300 
clapped and laughed all the way through. There had not been a vast 
amount of time to devise and rehearse the show, so it was a huge 
relief to find that they had finally got their pom-poms twirling in 
unison for the bouncy In Olden Days routine.

In olden days8

In olden days a glimpse of stocking 
Was looked on as something shocking
Now heaven knows, anything goes
Good authors too, who once knew better words 
Now only use four letter words
Writing prose, anything goes

The world has gone mad today
And water’s bad today

8	 New words to In Olden Days, written in 1936 by Cole Porter. 
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Banks are tight today
We’ll have to fight today
To have a say today
About our year today
T’will keep us
On our toes

Older women not born yesterday
Know lots that’s not OK
With what’s proposed
Not everything goes

(Spoken) Like ageism, racism and sexism or any other kind 
of discrimination

Older women not born yesterday
Know lots that’s not OK with what’s proposed
Not everything goes
No, not everything goes!

Fairyland
When Peggy, Lucy and Judith appeared on stage dressed in an 
assortment of fairy costumes and carrying wands, the audience 
began to laugh before they’d even opened their mouths. However, 
as Peggy launched into her introduction to Nobody Loves a Fairy 
When She’s Forty the laughter subsided and the audience quietly 
listened. 

Spoken� We have the skills and the experience yet it’s a known fact 
that for older people looking for employment, it is very, very 
difficult to get a job – if not impossible – and Job Network is 
not available for the likes of us. Now the government wants 
us to work until we’re 70. So, instead of getting the commu-
nity bus to the shops we’ll be getting the bus to our place of 
employment. It’s not a matter of shop till you drop – it’ll be 
work till you drop. Now, here’s a very sad story of people with 
skills learned over a great many years, who are now being left 
out in the cold.
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Nobody Loves a Fairy When She’s Forty9

Queen� Where, oh where, are my fairies in waiting – Sweet Pea? 
Tinkerbell?

Queen� For years a fairy queen I’ve been
For years I’ve foiled the Demon King
But alas I’m getting on, the years have flown somehow
And I feel that Fairy Snowdrop isn’t wanted now. 
Nobody loves a fairy when she’s forty

Chorus� (spoken) Forty?
Nobody loves a fairy when she’s old
She may still have magic power but that is not enough

They like their bit of magic from a younger bit of fluff
When once your silver star has lost its glitter
And your tinsel looks like rust instead of gold
Your fairy days are ending when your 
wand has started bending
No one loves a fairy when she’s old.

9	 New words to Nobody Loves a Fairy, written in 1934 by Arthur Le Clerq. 

Fairies – Brigid Sen, Peggy Hewett and Judith Mustard.
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Fairy 1 �Nobody loves a fairy when she’s sixty
Nobody loves a fairy when she’s old

As far as I can see they try to push you off the map
When once your wand has withered  
and your wings refuse to flap
When you can’t cast a spell without it spilling
And a fairy tale for years you haven’t told
You stand there shouting “What O” but 
they all pass by your grotto
No one loves a fairy when she’s old.

Fairy 2� Nobody loves a fairy when she’s seventy
Nobody loves a fairy when she’s oldThey don’t give 
you an earthly chance to earn a livelihood
They’re building highrise units now in my enchanted wood
When you’re too old to be on television
And the air you breathe is government controlled  
(cough, cough)
It seems that they would rather listen to a ghetto blaster
No one loves a fairy when she’s old

Fairy 1� Well, so what, we’re … 

Voices�	 (spoken) Never too old!

And they all lived happily ever after! The Fairies skit remains a great 
favourite with audiences and cast members alike.

By late September cast numbers were down from eight to six 
– Brigid had gone overseas and Lucy had made a mercy dash to 
Queensland. This might have disheartened those who were still left 
– Peggy, Judith, Merle, Jo, June and Janet – but with great spirit 
they pitched in and re-allocated roles in songs and sketches for the 
remaining schedule of performances. These included a show for the 
Bankstown Women’s Health Centre, entertaining a mix of younger 
and older women at the Benevolent Society in Campbelltown, 
performing at a Centacare (the Welfare Division of the Catholic 
Church) function and at Rockdale Council’s Housing Conference. 
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As 1998 was coming to an end, their thoughts were focused not 
only on their well-earned four-week break but also on the following 
year, International Year of the Older Person. With June Goss’s res-
ignation and Lucy’s three-month overseas holiday, plus six book-
ings they had already accepted, and talk of a country tour to the 
Southern Highlands area of NSW, 1999 was shaping up to be quite 
a challenging year.

 

 
Theatre Group and Friends, Christmas Party 1998



Chapter 13

A Year to (Almost) Die for…

The United Nations had nominated 1999 as International Year of 
Older Persons (IYOP) and with much fanfare declared that during 
the year there would be an increase in public awareness about the 
important role that older people play in all walks of life.

In NSW, the Government asked older people to take a proactive 
role in dispelling myths and stereotypes about ageing. One of the 
ways they could do this, it was suggested, was by holding events to 
highlight older people’s diversity, talents, skills, resources, know-
ledge and contributions to the community. Right up the Theatre 
Group’s alley, one would think. Especially as older women had been 
identified by the UN as one of a number of marginalised groups 
who should receive special attention. 

IYOP funding was made available through both state and fed-
eral governments. The Federal Government allocated $11 million 
to ensure that “IYOP resulted in cultural change in the way we 
value the ongoing contribution of Senior Australians” and the 
NSW Government’s first big spending item was a “Rediscovery 
Tour of the Blue Mountains…followed by an entertainment spec-
tacular three days later on the steps of the Opera House”. The tour, 
according to Minister Fay Lo Po' – an older woman herself – was 
entirely appropriate because “the latest research from the Ageing 
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and Disability Department shows that adventure-seeking seniors 
in NSW are spearheading the flocks of empty-nesters taking flight 
to spend millions on travel”. 

The Theatre Group was not at all interested in the government’s 
“entertainment spectacular” at the Opera House, nor were they 
interested in “taking flight”. What they wanted was a small IYOP 
grant to employ professional arts workers to help them write and 
produce some new material. Their $5000 funding application to 
the State Government for Catching Tunes, a professional develop-
ment project, was knocked back. Instead, they received a cheque 
for $2500 with the unspoken expectation that they could achieve 
the same outcomes. The cast refused, arguing that their submis-
sion was based on paying arts workers industry rates of pay and 
that it would be unethical to compromise by offering them lower 
rates. The government accepted the Theatre Group’s counter offer, 
which was to retain the Catching Tunes title and to use the $2500 
to employ two women – one to research copyright issues and one 
to work as a ‘Mistress of All’.1

Who OWNs it?
Copyright, as you might remember from the segment on Kay 
Donovan’s video in Chapter 10, was causing some unease. The 
Theatre Group knew that some of the material they were using, or 
planning to use, was still under copyright, although it didn’t seem 
to worry them all that much. Their attitude was, “who’d bother 
with us?”

A law student was employed to identify tunes where copyright 
had expired or where material was already in the public domain,2 
and to investigate the copyright status of the music and lyrics then 
being used by the Theatre Group. Her final report in December 
1999 confirmed that an amateur group performing for a non-profit 

1	 Caroline Downs was employed as administrator and director for seven hours a 
week for seven months.

2 	 http://www.pdinfo.com/copyrt.htm is a reference site to help identify royalty-free 
public domain songs and music.
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purpose is not absolved from prosecution under the Australian 
Copyright Act. 

Despite this, it was the researcher’s non-legal opinion that with 
more serious copyright infringements occurring regularly – and 
for commercial purposes – it was improbable that attention would 
be focused upon a non-profit organisation such as OWN. The 
researcher also provided a long list of lyrics and music out of copy-
right, as well as a list of popular music in the public domain. The 
idea was for songwriters in the cast to scan these lists for inspira-
tion, which they did. 

Towards the end of 1999, copyright issues were again on the 
agenda when Digby Duncan, an independent film-maker, vid-
eoed the Theatre Group on a tour of south eastern NSW and came 
up against the same problems that had confronted Kay Donovan 
a couple of years before. Digby found that getting permission to 
use some of the songs and music was very difficult. One company 
wanted $300 for every 30 seconds of copyright material used! Most 
copyright holders, however, were much more generous. 

Reality bites
The lack of IYOP funding for professional training wasn’t the only 
challenge facing the Theatre Group. Early that year, the City of 
Sydney Council finally decided to renew the floor of the Mott Hall, 
their rehearsal space, without offering an alternative. Always inno-
vative, the Group began rehearsing its composite twenty-minute 
IYOP show on the Village Green, amusing and bewildering tourists 
and other passers-by until another space materialised.

When bookings began to come in for Seniors Week and IWD 
celebrations it all seemed simple enough: the IWD collective asked 
for a ten-minute show, a south coast group asked for an IWD show 
of half an hour, and OWN requested a six-minute performance for 
its Gains and Pain Retirement Forum. Cutting down or expanding 
performance times to suit different groups was not new, but dur-
ing 1999 it became endemic. Some members of the cast expressed 
annoyance about always having to accommodate those who were 
requesting a show, rather than times being negotiated by each 
party. There was also an increase in last-minute program changes, 
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which intensified the stress of getting to a venue on time and often 
resulted in the cast having to stand around for long periods waiting 
to perform because organisers had rearranged the timetable.

But it wasn’t always organisers who got the timetable wrong. On 
one occasion Peggy got the performance time wrong by half an 
hour. However, the woman organising the Bankstown Council’s 
Aged Care Team Day had a good solution to the problem – she 
asked if the cast could perform for an extra half an hour! Quickly 
rattling through her grey matter, Peggy returned to the microphone 
and led the audience in When Irish Eyes are Smiling. When the rest 
of the group realised what was happening they returned to the stage 
and joined her in singing a couple of other Irish songs. Everyone 
was happy.

At more than one event the cast experienced big problems with 
the space allocated for their performance. In one instance two of 
the cast had to hold up a bed sheet for the three fairies to change 
behind in a small corner of a room – with the audience looking on! 
On another, they had the pleasure of practically sharing the ‘stage’ 
with the former Prime Minister’s wife, Hazel Hawke, at the 25th 
anniversary of Leichhardt Women’s Health Centre. 

International Womens Day 1999
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Extending themselves 
The first ‘big event’ performance for 1999 was a twenty-minute per-
formance of their IYOP show at the Premier’s IWD reception at 
Government House on 2 March. They were scheduled to start per-
forming at 5.30 pm, but government protocol required they be at 
Government House well before to set up microphones and other 
props. It was a long day. They had rehearsed that morning, and 
by the time the speeches, their performance, and packing up were 
concluded they had been on their feet for six hours!

The next day they were contacted by the Deputy Principal of 
Burwood Girls’ High School, who had been told by one of her teach-
ers that the Theatre Group’s performance at Government House 
was one on the best things she’d ever seen. “Would you come and 
perform at our Assembly for nine hundred girls and a hundred 
staff members?” the Deputy asked. Yes, they would, and in May, 
they did! 

At OWN’s Seniors Week event in mid-March – the Gains and 
Pains Retirement Forum – the Theatre Group managed to stun, 
woo and enchant the large audience of women with the skit on 
Superwoman and her lost super (June Goss stood in for Lucy on 
this occasion) and their signature song, Makin’ Whoopee. 

One of the themes of the Forum was how to avoid the ‘void’ and 
how to find a way to handle all the freedom that retirement brings. 
The Theatre Group certainly had an answer to that one – join the 
Theatre Group! In her April newsletter report, after noting the suc-
cess of their six-minute performance at the Forum, Peggy once 
again implored women ‘out there’ to give the Theatre Group a go, 
either by joining up to perform or taking on administrative work.  
“Please make it NOW” she pleaded, “We are getting low in numbers 
and need all the help we can get.”

 Towards the end of March the cast was auditioned by the City 
of Sydney for a Cabaret Showcase, to be held in June. The idea was 
to give entertainers an opportunity to ‘strut their stuff’ in front of 
entrepreneurs looking for club entertainers. The thought of enter-
taining in a club environment was bizarre to say the least, but it was 
another opportunity in the International Year of the Older Persons 
to “have their say”, so they agreed to audition. 
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When the day arrived cast numbers were seriously depleted, with 
Lucy Porter overseas, Judith Mustard in Perth, and Merle Highet 
on holidays, so Louise Anike was called on to quickly devise a 
seven-minute selection of songs, which they performed to appre-
ciative laughter and loud applause. The Theatre Group missed 
being selected on the grounds that “there were a large number of 
entries, and if you were given a spot a young people’s group would 
miss out”! What was that about the International Year of the Older 
Person and its aim for a “society for all ages”?

Not long after this ‘setback’, the Mercy Foundation, a Catholic 
organisation working to create greater social equity and inclusion 
in the Australian community, boosted the coffers and self-esteem 
of the Theatre Group with a cheque for $1000 and a handsome 
plaque in recognition of their work in “confronting social, cultural 
and political attitudes and issues that discriminate against older 
women”. Later in the year the cast performed for a small group of 
older nuns at the Mercy Foundation’s Monte Saint Angelo Convent 
at North Sydney as a special thank you for the award.

You can’t beat a woman
For the Queanbeyan Older and Wiser Conference on Violence 
Against Older Women, the Theatre Group was flown to Canberra 
by the Attorney-General’s Department, which also paid taxi fares 
to and fro and overnight accommodation. They performed their 
IYOP Show to deafening applause from an audience aged between 
40 and 65, most of them rural women from isolated areas in south- 
eastern NSW. Audience responses were along the lines of ‘fantastic’, 
‘inspiring’, ‘wonderful’ and ‘fabulous’. 

During feedback after the show, a policewoman suggested that 
older women living alone should go to St Vincent de Paul and buy 
men’s underpants to hang on their clothes lines so people wouldn’t 
know they were living alone! The cast thought this was hysterical 
and briefly (no pun intended) thought about writing a skit about it, 
but never did. Pity!

It was at this conference that the Southern Area Health Service 
organisers presented each member of the cast with a purple T-shirt 
with the slogan You Can’t Beat a Woman printed across the front. 
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The T-shirt, as mentioned previously, is still part of the official ‘uni-
form’ of the Theatre Group. 

It was disturbing to be told some time after this performance that 
a community organisation in Manly was planning a Safety Seminar 
for Older Women – they had asked the Theatre Group to perform – 
but the event was cancelled due to “lack of interest”. One of the cast 
members living in the area questioned whether the word ‘violence’ 
was a turn-off for older women. 

This was certainly the concern of Wollongong feminists who 
held a forum to reduce violence against women, but called it Older 
and Bolder: Older Women Speak Up, presumably because women 
wouldn’t come along if they knew it was about violence. Louise was 
asked to speak about her research and report into older women and 
violence – Violence Against Older Women 1999, and another woman 
agreed to close the day with a speech on violence. In between, the 
Theatre Group prefaced its special IYOP show with four cast mem-
bers telling their personal stories of domestic violence.

The women organising the Reclaim the Night Rally in Hyde Park 
that year had no doubts about advertising their focus as anti-vio-
lence. They had approached the Theatre Group on a number of occa-
sions to sing a couple of songs at the rally, but Peggy had always felt 
that their material didn’t quite fit the program. Now that some cast 
members were willing to share their personal stories, the cast felt 
confident about participating in such an event. The audience reac-
tion after the final song, I am Woman, was incredible. Hundreds 
and hundreds of women stood up, waving their arms in the air 
and screaming for more – a bit like a rock concert audience. And 
there was guest speaker Carmen Lawrence, the longstanding ALP 
Federal Parliament member for Fremantle, vigorously applauding 
and looking as if she too might have liked to scream for more. 

A Fair Go
The Group had created a half-hour show of personal stories, songs 
and skits which had become the standard response when they 
were asked to perform at an event with a violence theme. The show 
began with Makin’ Whoopee, followed by a member of the cast step-
ping forward to explain that, “One of the many reasons we make 
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Whoopee is because some of us in the Older Women’s Network, 
along with many other older women, are survivors of violence in 
and out of the house. We didn’t have the laws and resources that are 
available now. We didn’t even have the term domestic violence”. The 
show then continued with songs such as Inside of Me, I Am Woman, 
Older Women on the Go followed by The Fairies and Never Too Old. 
The two skits they performed as part of this show focused on inad-
equate health services and greedy banks.

A Fair Go Banks!
First Woman� (looking at her bank book)� Can you believe this? I’ve 

been charged $6.00 for taking out my own money.

Second Woman� Yeah. These days the banks have more fees than a 
picnic has blowflies!

Third Woman� I reckon they make Ned Kelly look like a sensitive 
new age wimp!

Fourth Woman� What about that bank bloke who said we should 
all use cards in ATMs because the bank was not there to pro-
vide us with a face-to-face social experience.

First Woman� Yeah, they’re pretty bad

Second Woman� They’re not pretty bad, they’re bloody awful! 

The Bank Fees Song3

They’ve got fees for putting in
They’ve got fees for taking out
They’ve got fees to keep our money
And for opening an account
They’ve got fees for having fees
Our credit’s all wiped out
And what ain’t we got
A fair go bank

They’ve got profits into billions, branches closing down
Lots of funny business in the money end of town

3	 Music composed by Ann Cunynghame with words by Louise Anike.
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Farmers going bust, bush towns closing down
And what ain’t we got
A fair go bank

Now the banks want us to like them, use paid ads every day
‘Our money they are spending, in such a generous way
Charges keep on rising, don’t care what people say
So what do we want
A fair go bank

They’ve got bosses getting millions for just a yearly pay
Families getting poorer, poorer every day
We want the banks to listen cos we all want fair play
And what do we want – a fair go bank

Third Woman� Banks don’t know what a fair go is. They only see 
us as fair game.

(Three bankers enter singing …)

We’re in the money, our life is sunny4

We’ve got a pile of dough to help us get along

We’re in the money, our life is sunny
We’re rollin’ in clover and we like it that way

You’ll never see a headline about a breadline for us
We’re sitting on a goldmine. Golly, gee 
and shucks we’ve got the bucks

We’re in the money, life sure is sunny
We like the gravy train that makes us lots of cash

First Banker� Who wants to be a millionaire? We do!

Second Banker� And make profits everywhere? We do!

All Bankers� You’ll never see a headline about a breadline for us
We’re sitting on a goldmine. 
Golly, gee and shucks we’ve got the bucks

4 New words to We’re in the Money, written in 1933 by Harry Warren.
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We’re in the money, life sure is sunny
We like the gravy train that makes us lots of cash 

(Exit Bankers)

Third Woman� I’d be better off keeping my money under the bed.

Fourth Woman� Well, I know what I’m going to do.

First Woman� What? Put it in a piggy bank?

Second Woman� Tell you what – no radio announcer will line his 
pockets again at my expense.

Third Woman� Roll on community banks.

Fourth Woman� There’s plenty of people who think like us. We can 
show those profit junkies we have grunt.

First Woman� I’m going to give them a social experience. I’ll use 
the old withdrawal method. I’m taking my money out and 
putting it in a credit union.

Second Woman� Just do it!

Bankers: Lucy Porter and Jo Allon 
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Pollies
Nowra, a couple of hours further down the coast from Wollongong, 
was the location for a large IYOP conference at which the Theatre 
Group had been invited to perform. Well-known social comment-
ator Hugh McKay, the guest speaker, chose diversity as his theme, 
using the different realities and expectations of people born in the 
1920s and those born post-war – the baby boomers. The cast were 
delighted when, as the Chair began to thank special guests local MP 
Joanna Gash and Senator Kay Patterson for attending, and excusing 
their anticipated early departure, Joanna Gash exclaimed that they 
weren’t going anywhere until after they’d seen the OWN Theatre 
Group perform! 

There were many occasions when politicians were present at a per-
formance and almost without exception they appeared to enjoy the 
show. On one occasion, at the Kooloora Community Centre Local 
Women’s Day, the performance followed an opening speech by then 
Minister for Women Faye Lo Po', who stayed to enjoy the show. She 
laughed out loud when they sang that line from the Transport Song, 
Never See A Pollie When You’re Riding a Train. Kerry Chikarovsky, 
then deputy leader of the Liberals, was another who always seemed 
to enjoy their digs at politicians. 

Winners
In May they performed at the First National Community Education 
Conference at the Taronga Park Zoo Function Centre, and were 
almost overwhelmed when they received the feedback forms. What 
a range of adjectives: “fantastic, wonderful, inspired, exhilarating, 
emotional, terrific, warm and fuzzy, brilliant, uplifting, vibrant, 
empowered, fabulous, happy and gutsy, left me smiling, strong, felt 
humble, energised, they ought to be on TV, great, let’s get old...” 

Also in May, they kept their promise and performed to 1000 
girls and nearly 100 teachers at Burwood Girls High School. It was 
the largest and noisiest audience they’d ever entertained, with the 
girls’ earsplitting response to the opening number Hey, Hey, We’re 
the Oldies becoming even louder after each song and sketch. The 
tumultuous applause was exhilarating and moving and certainly 
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set the pace for their performance. Apart from a rather flat response 
to their anti-GST song, the students really seemed to ‘get’ the satiri-
cal nature of their material. (The GST was introduced the following 
year, so it’s highly likely a majority of students ‘got’ it then.) 

GST5

What does it mean to me
Higher prices
Ice cream, pies and all those vices
Now are off my shopping list

To survive 
Bread and cheese 
To stay alive
GST
Life’s getting harder all the time

Rents are going up, electricity too
Tampons also taxed
Now what’s a girl to do
If it’s fair, I’m no slacker
But I pay more tax than Kerry Packer

Can’t go on
All the joy in life is gone
GST
It’s not fair to you or me
Taxes, taxes all the time
Taxes, taxes all the time.

Amazing feats
The last quarter of 1999 was a roller coaster of country and inter-
state tours, plus local performances – a combined total of 36 per-
formances between September and December. 

In early September they were off to Canberra again – back to 
where the seeds of the OWN Theatre Group were first planted – to 
perform at the National Conference of OWN Australia. With three 

5	 Sung to Stormy Weather by Harold Arlen 1943
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other OWN performance groups now well established, the Theatre 
Group organised a combined show with a retrospective flavour. 
Each group performed their individual shows, which were really 
impressive.

 

In late September the cast flew to Adelaide for a seven-day, 1500 kil-
ometer tour of the Murray/Mallee district of South Australia under 
the auspices of Murray-Mallee Aged Care, Soroptimist International 
of South Australia, and the South Australian Arts Trust. The tour 
was a huge logistical operation – as well as being billeted, dined and 
wined, there was a wheelchair for their ailing musician Bernice, 
and two husbands to load and unload the heavy equipment and set 
up mikes before each performance. They performed eleven times 
during the six days, but everything was so well organised there was 
also time for fun. 

Audience sizes varied between 30 and 100, probably because 
some towns were quite small, but also because the tour had not been 
widely advertised. Realising this, on the Sunday morning Peggy 
phoned the ABC’s radio program Australia All Over to promote the 
tour. It was a very successful advertising strategy, with many peo-
ple later saying that they were there because they had heard Peggy 
talking to Macca on air. 

Performers at the OWN (ACT) conference with Federal MP  
Carmen Lawrence (centre) 
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Dance Eccentrics, a very talented family group were also on tour 
with them. At the final performance, Dance Eccentrics played the 
drums and danced the Conga to the Theatre Group’s rendition of 
I’m Not an Elle McPherson. It was quite an emotional end to a very 
successful tour.

The Theatre Group had done itself and OWN proud. There were 
no dramas, they worked well together as a team, and although 
there was a video camera on them for the whole time, they were 
relaxed and confident in their capacity to meet the expectations of 
the organising group.

Soon after their return, the cast ran a Theatre Skills Workshop at 
the Mott Hall for twenty-six women from OWN groups in Wyong, 
Woy Woy, Wollongong, Nowra, Sydney and Katoomba. They spent 
a very successful day, amid much laughter, fun and good food, writ-
ing and performing three scripts. Those involved from the Theatre 
Group found these skill development days with their peers enor-
mously relaxing and enjoyable after performing so often in the pub-
lic eye. 

Hope springs eternal
While they enjoyed working and travelling together, it didn’t alter 
the fact that changes still needed to be made to the way the Theatre 
Group operated. With Peggy stepping down as Coordinator at 
the end of the year, a meeting was convened with members of the 
cast and the OWN Working Committee to discuss the future of 
the Group. On this occasion the aim was to look at organisational 
issues in the context of the personal goals and roles of cast members 
– a highly successful approach that led to a number of significant 
decisions and changes.

One was Louise Anike’s offer to take on the role of director – she 
said she was finally giving in to Peggy’s nagging – a decision that 
was greeted with riotous applause. Louise had been a creative force 
in the Theatre Group since the very beginning. One of her great 
strengths was her ability to appear calm under pressure, which 
had a very positive effect on cast members, as did her ability to 
sum up and present diverse points of view in a kind and courteous 
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manner. For the next five years, under Louise’s directorship the 
Theatre Group thrived. 

The planning meeting analysed every aspect of administration 
work, drew up duty statements and completed a skills audit. From 
here it was relatively easy to allocate tasks to cast members based on 
their self-identified skills, interests, and the time they had available. 
Various tasks related to performances (props, costumes, etc) were 
also identified and allocated. With Louise as director, Peggy was 
now free to concentrate on coordination and performing.

Another important decision was made at that October meeting 
– to create a group called Friends of the Theatre Group. For three 
years the Theatre Group had been unfunded, except for small local 
government grants, and performance fees were their only source of 
finance. The idea was to bring in OWN members from outside the 
Theatre Group who could provide general support when needed, but 
who would also share specialised knowledge about accessing non-
corporate sponsorship and other forms of income and patronage. 

Friends of the Theatre Group were to receive front row seats at 
performances and would be invited to attend rehearsals and spe-
cial events, all for an annual fee of $25. It was an inspired idea that 
never quite came up to expectations. For the most part, Friends of 
the Theatre Group took on the occasional ‘roadie’ role, researched 
a student placement and enjoyed celebrating with members of the 
cast at end-of-year restaurant lunches. Friends of the Theatre Group 
still exists, but has never really functioned in the way it was origin-
ally envisaged. 

As another act of support, the OWN Working Committee held 
a ‘literary lunch’ to launch its second anthology of older women’s 
stories Tell Me More … Voices of Older Women,6 and advertised it as 
a fundraiser for the Theatre Group. The launch involved scrump-
tious home-cooked Italian food and wine served at beautifully 
decorated tables, and readings from Tell Me More …, launched by 
Joyce Stevens, a well-known feminist activist and writer who was 
also a member of OWN. The Theatre Group put on a cabaret-style 

6	 Copies of Tell Me More … Voices of Older Women are available from OWN NSW.
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performance which opened with a couple of much-loved songs 
and closed with Wouldn’t It Be Fun and Where are the Women? In 
between they sang limericks and ‘libellous’ lines about the mean-
ness of the NSW government, penned specifically for the day. A 
well-subscribed raffle and an entry donation netted the Theatre 
Group around $700. 

Pacesetters 
In November they were off on another tour, this time funded by the 
NSW Southern Area Health Service (SAHS) and jointly organised by 
SAHS and OWN. Called Off the Beaten Track it involved a ten-seater 
bus, eight cast members (Peggy, Merle, Josie, Janet, Jo, Judith, Lucy 
and Bernice), a bus driver (Kate Lohse, from SAHS), Sam Smart and 
Betty Murphy (from the OWN Wellness Committee), plus inde-
pendent film-maker Digby Duncan and Tashe Long (SAHS) who 
accompanied them in a car. 

The gruelling seven-day tour of southern NSW offered sing-talks 
to women in Crookwell, Young, Dalgety, Braidwood and Moruya. 
Sam and Betty presented OWN’s history and its Wellness initiatives 
and the Theatre Group sang songs to support their comments. After 
lunch the Theatre Group did a half-hour show, which was followed 
by discussions to allow local women to have their say. Once again 
the segment where four cast members talked about violence in their 
lives triggered non-verbal and verbal responses from audiences. To 
hear older women talk about how they had not only survived vio-
lence, but were leading full, active lives with loving support from 
friends, always had a powerful effect on audiences. 

Overall, a total of 500 women attended the sing-talks. They 
included women who were carers, had disabilities, women who had 
experienced, or were experiencing, violence, women from non-Eng-
lish speaking backgrounds and Aboriginal women. Each town was 
different, yet all shared the common bond of being older women 
who were interested in talking and sharing and exploring. 

December is usually a time for slowing down, but someone for-
got to tell the Theatre Group! Instead of slowing down, the Group’s 
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activities went up a couple of notches with five major performances 
that month, plus the usual ‘muck-up’ at OWN’s end-of-year party 
and their own special luncheon.

Win a bit, lose a bit
A number of conference presentations, not all of them positive 
experiences, were undertaken during the first week of December. At 
the Age and Retirement Conference at the University of NSW, the 
audience of academics, many of them male, appeared quite stony-
faced during the performance. According to conference convenor 
Dr Diana Olsberg, many attendees later expressed enthusiasm for 
the presentation, while others mentioned it in their speeches as an 
example of how the vitality of older women can be channelled. She 
said they had “hit the Internet” and a check of the conference web 
page the following day showed a photo of their fairy segment.

At the University of Technology’s International Conference for 
Education through Cultural Action, they performed in a wind-
swept courtyard with no electrical facilities to an audience of about 
30 women and a handful of men who showed their appreciation by 
clapping and taking up a collection for them! 

At a third conference, the Public Sector Spokeswomen’s Con-
ference, the cast received a really big hand from TAFE teachers 
and public servants in the Bankstown area. This was not surprising 
since the role of Spokeswomen is to “enable women to participate 
fully in their working environment and to provide opportunities 
for women to develop skills relevant to their career”. The women-
only audience would undoubtedly have identified with older wom-
en’s struggles to participate fully in life and to also develop skills 
relevant to their interests. The conference was held in a room once 
designated Male Only. As a cast member commented at the time, 
“The standing ovation would certainly have shaken any male ghosts 
still lingering there!”

Then there was Fairfield Council’s International IYOP event. 
The program included a male compère who was also a comedian, 
a Vietnamese dance group, a yodeling group, a glitzy ballet with 
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dancers’ thighs exposed through side-slitted skirts, a juggler who 
kept dropping his balls, and the Theatre Group! Enough said…

The grand finale for 1999 was pure indulgence. The cast, plus five 
Friends of the Theatre Group, entertained themselves at a smor-
gasbord lunch at the Manly Pacific Hotel. June Goss, a member of 
the Theatre Group for eight years, was farewelled at the lunch (she 
had moved up to the Central Coast), and it was au revoir to Peggy 
Hewett who had finally decided to take some well-deserved ‘long 
service leave’. Janet Waters and Lucy Porter agreed to take on the 
role of acting coordinators of the Theatre Group for the first three 
months of 2000, so Peggy was able to say a relaxed goodbye, content 
that all would be well, in the short term at least.

At the beginning of the year there was a general feeling amongst the 
cast that without funding they’d have a fairly easy time of it in 1999. 
In reality their ‘special’ year turned out to be their busiest ever. 
They performed a record fifty-one shows, undertook two country 
tours – one to the Murray Mallee district in South Australia and 
one to the south eastern area of NSW – withstood numerous ova-
tions and invitations for repeat performances, and were subjected 
to rave feedback and evaluations.

Lunch at the Manly Pacific Hotel
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And contrary to fears, expectations and dire warnings, IYOP 
didn’t kill them. As the year progressed they just got stronger, wit-
tier and more provocative! 



Chapter 14

Wow! 2000

“In this 21st century, we don’t have a crystal ball, but we can try to 
foresee some things that might touch us all.” These words intro-
duced a new script written by Louise Anike over the four-week 
summer break to welcome in the first year of the third millennium. 
Its signature tune – In the Years 2000 to Come – was a winner, as 
were skits on hospital funding, the GST, pensions, banks, disability 
access, and a new song, Celebrate Our Age. 

In the Years 2000 to Come
Jobs will be abundant and women at last get equal pay.
Health cover will be redundant, with bulk billing all the way.
Free dental care will restart. Now that deserves a mention!
Banks at last will get a heart and give us more attention.

All the pollies will say they’re sorry and agree to take less pay.
The homeless will have no worry with homes in which to stay.
Public transport will be excellent
There’ll be interest-free home loans!
CentreLink will be competent – Real people on the phones!

In the years 2000 to come
Let us keep our hopes on high.
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It’ ll be bonzer, beaut and fun
In the future by and by.

Women will not live in fear. Violence in the past.
Children will be full of cheer with security at last.
Older people will get a go, and young ones will get a say.
Single mums will get more dough.
Unfairness will go away.

Fridge magnets help us relax. No pollution in the sky.
Kerry Packer will pay more tax, and pigs might really fly.
Our country will be Utopia, without grief and poverty.
We will all say, “Good on ’yer!”
When it’s a reality.

In the years 2000 to come
Will we have pie in the sky?
Or this be a fairy tale
Can governments really try?
Can governments really try?
In the years 2000 to come … 

New show, new script, new music, new blood! Could they get it 
together in time for International Women’s Day and Seniors Week? 
Blood, sweat, tears and sacrifices went into ten rehearsals over five 
weeks. It was a herculean effort. Two cast members cut short a three-
day Hunter Valley holiday and endured a five-hour early morning 
bus and train trip to get back to a dress rehearsal on time, while 
Merle Highet sat in grief and anguish for long hours by her dying 
daughter’s hospital bed, and never missed a rehearsal. 

Ann Cunynghame, Jean Jacobs, Norma Bastock, Olga Jacubova, 
and Valda Marshall, a talented musician, joined the Theatre Group 
in 2000 bringing their numbers to eleven. With twice-weekly 
rehearsals, it wasn’t uncommon to see totally preoccupied older 
women muttering and humming to themselves on footpaths, trains 
and buses. “Do not be alarmed”, Lucy cautioned, “it’s only cast 
members practising their lines and polishing their coloratura scales 
in preparation for the launch of our fabulous new show!” Glamour 
was a strong feature in the new script, so rummaging through op 
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shops (ultimately futile) for colourful costumes was another task to 
be fitted in. Finally, Jo Allon’s sewing machine began feeding out 
pure gold jackets for the three ‘bankers’ and material donated by 
Bernice was transformed into shimmering evening gowns for other 
cast members. 

Let the show begin!
The first outing of WOW! 2000 was at Leichhardt Town Hall for 
a coterie of blank-faced Year 12 girls. Their blankness turned to 
interest and delight as the Theatre Group launched into what was a 
politically stimulating and very professional show. Their next stop 
was very grand – a special performance at the Opera House Studio 
for the female staff employed by the Royal Botanic Gardens and the 
Opera House. The women in the audience, many of whom would 
have qualified as ‘older’, were rapt to see a show of such boldness 
and creativity written, directed and performed by a group of older 
women volunteers. During March they performed WOW! 2000 at 

Peggy Hewett
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IWD celebrations, at Seniors Week events in Neighbourhood and 
Community Centres, and at a number of OWN-organised events. 

In April they had the good fortune (and money) to work with 
professional jazz singer Sue Cruickshank, who happily passed on 
to them her expertise in musical and stage presentation. At the end 
of Sue’s employment, their performance skills had received a good 
spit and polish and their voices showed no trace of the tiredness 
sometimes evident at earlier rehearsals.

In May Peggy returned from long service leave and to “help her 
feel at home” Lucy gave her the job of writing the May report for the 
OWN Newsletter. “More like pay-back,” thought Peggy. Then dis-
aster struck. Josie was unable to perform because of a bad fall and 
Brigid was struck down with ’flu. Into the breech stepped Louise 
to take over Josie’s role, while Peggy stepped into Brigid’s. The dia-
logue wasn’t a problem for Louise – after all, she’d written it – but 
it was a big problem for Peggy. She tried to learn it overnight, but it 
was impossible! Necessity being the mother of invention, she pasted 
two sheets of dialogue into an OWN newsletter, which she pre-
tended was a prop, and voila! – she ‘knew’ her lines. 

The Theatre Group continued to perform its WOW! 2000 
show to appreciative groups throughout the year. Feedback from 
Masters students in the Faculty of Nursing, Midwifery and Health, 
University of Technology, and from 70 members of the Survivors of 
the Holocaust Group at Jewish Care NSW was extremely positive. 
Zoe Williamson, the Jewish Care social worker wrote, “The audi-
ence loved the show, and found it inspiring. Your material was very 
interesting and humorous. It was obvious that the performers love 
what they are doing and feel empowered while performing. They 
gave off such a positive attitude and their passion came through to 
the audience.” 

In mid-May women descended on the Mott Hall from the five 
Southern Highlands towns that the Theatre Group had visited dur-
ing their Off the Beaten Track tour the previous year. The Hall was 
transformed with check tablecloths, autumn leaves from the Blue 
Mountains, the wonderful Crookwell quilt depicting women speak-
ing out against domestic violence, and photo displays of the tour. 
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Digby Duncan’s video1 of the tour was launched alongside a written 
report. It was great to renew friendships with the country women 
and to return in a small way the wonderful hospitality that was 
afforded them on the tour. The Theatre Group closed the afternoon 
with a shortened version of WOW! 2000.

Further fame
One Tuesday in May, following a normal rehearsal, a television 
crew from ABC’s Quantum arrived to film them for a forthcoming 
segment on menopause. What was supposed to be a lark turned out 
to be a couple of hours of really hard, repetitive work which the cast 
knew from previous experience would be cut down to about ten 
seconds. As it turned out, edited extracts from interviews with a 
number of OWN members were televised, together with the Theatre 
Group’s rousing rendition of Celebrate Your Age! sung to the tune 
of Old McDonald Had a Farm.

Celebrate your age 
Celebrate your age 
Getting older
Getting bolder
Celebrate your age.

We celebrate our age 
We celebrate our age 
Come along women let it go
EIEIO

When you have a birthday
Don’t worry fret or frown
Don’t ease up, freeze up
Or get the breeze up
Celebrate your age.

Spoken� Getting older is a good thing when you consider the 
alternative.

1	 The video Off the Beaten Track is available from OWN NSW.
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Spoken� One of the advantages of getting older is that you never 
have to do it again.

Spoken� I really enjoy all those candles on my cake because I like 
playing with fire.

Spoken� Do you know that from the moment that we are born we 
have wrinkles on the most important organ in the body, 
(pause) I mean the brain, of course.

Spoken� Burying your head in the sand about getting older only 
makes a sensitive part of your anatomy more vulnerable!

Just one week later they were at Parliament House to perform at 
the 70th anniversary dinner of the Public Service Association’s 
Women’s Council. It was not the easiest of venues, despite the opu-
lent setting, the fantastic paintings and wall hangings, and the fine 
white china with the Parliamentary crest emblazoned in gold – off 
which they dined! 

Half the audience was too far to the right or to the left to see or 
be seen from the ‘stage’; they had two mikes instead of three, and 
not much room to move, with waiters serving dessert during the 
show. The only available electrical socket meant that Bernice had 
to sit right behind the cast and be manoeuvred into place for her 
solo before being pushed back after it. The distance from the change 
room area to the ‘stage’ was so large that the three Bankers and the 
Glamour Girls had to make a grand entry of it, rather than attempt-
ing to dash from A to B to come in on cue. And it all ran so late that 
the performance didn’t start until 9.45 pm. But were they defeated? 
Not a bit of it. And the audience was totally wowed by WOW! 2000, 
particularly by the health songs and skits.

It’s a Shame2

She was taken to the hospital
Emergency they said
But there wasn’t any room in any of the wards
So they put her on a trolley 

2	 Sung to Polly Wolly Doodle written and composed by Dan Emmett in 1880.
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’Cos they couldn’t find a bed
And left her in the corridor.

In the geriatric ward 
Confined to her bed
With dementia, amnesia or a clot
A poor old soul 
Fell and landed on her head
They forgot to raise the rail of her cot

It’s a shame
A crying shame
That we’re made to play the waiting game
It really isn’t funny
They’re short of time and money
It’s the government who’s to blame

Well it wasn’t very long 
Before she wanted to go home
Sick and tired of eating cardboard and pap
Or getting constipated
On a diet that she hated
No fruit or veg just micro-waved crap

In the end she made it home
And what’d you think she found
After treatment lasting weeks or more
She was full of golden staph
Streptocci and a rash
And on her bum she had a bloody bed sore.

It’s a shame
A crying shame
That we’re made to play the waiting game
It really isn’t funny
They’re short of time and money
It’s the government who’s to blame
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Hospital Casino
(A musician plays a few lines from the Mary Poppins song, A Spoonful 
of Sugar.)

First Doctor� I’m exhausted, that’s the second double shift I’ve had 
to do this week. And it’s only Wednesday.

Second Doctor� When is this going to stop? We’re overworked, 
over budget, under staffed, under funded and under tremen-
dous strain.

First Doctor� Something just has to be done. And trying to get 
more funding from the government is much harder than …  
than … 

Second Doctor� Putting socks on a rooster! Hey, I’ve got this bril-
liant idea. Let’s have a casino in the main entrance to the 
hospital.

First Doctor� A casino? You’ve flipped – go and have a rest.

Second Doctor� No, no. The government gets heaps of revenue 
from gambling, so why can’t we? Just listen to this. We can 
have a roulette wheel to decide who gets to be on top of the 
waiting list for a hip replacement.

First Doctor� A hip replacement on the roulette wheel – no deal!

Second Doctor� Poker machines. The jackpot being a bed straight 
away.

First Doctor� A bed for a jackpot? You’re a crackpot!

Second Doctor� We’ll play blackjack for lunches – if you win you 
get a hot meal and if you lose it’s sandwiches again!

First Doctor� Winning lunches with blackjack? How about a big 
Mac?

Second Doctor� And two-up – heads for a bed, tails for a trolley.

First Doctor� Two-up for a trolley! By golly, you’re off your 
trolley.
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Second Doctor� Craps.

First Doctor� I beg your pardon!

Second Doctor� You know, shooting craps – rolling the dice for 
your turn in casualty.

First Doctor� Casualty with dice – not at any price.

Second Doctor� What about playing poker for priority on wait-
ing lists?

First Doctor� Priority on waiting lists if you win at poker? What 
a joker!

Second Doctor� Just imagine it! We’ll have lots of bright lights, 
and a big fountain just inside the door and a spruiker yelling� 
“Roll up, rollup, this way to the casino. Pokies to the right 
down near the gents. Two Up straight ahead, Blackjack on 
your right and rolling the dice over near the desk. Get a piece 
of the action! Come and have a go! Be a high roller! You could 
be lucky and get some traction.”

First Doctor� (snapping fingers in Second Doctor’s face) Snap out of 
it. Come back to earth! We’re not about to gamble on essen-
tial services.

Second Doctor� (sighing) No, I suppose not. You know the Olympic 
Games are one thing, but governments and hospitals must 
not play games with people’s lives. Tell you what though, 
how about an Olympic torch relay around the wards with 
bedpans?

First Doctor� Get real. Come on, it’s time to get on with our 
rounds. But still … 

(All the cast sing)

We can dream3

We’re dreaming of some decent health care

3	 Sung to White Christmas, written and composed by Irving Berlin in 1942.
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Just like the one we used to have
Where staff have time to listen
And waiting lists don’t grow and grow and grow!

Never say die
In 1995 the then Prime Minister John Howard, in response to voter 
backlash, said that a “GST would never become part of Liberal 
Party policy”, and then designed legislation to implement it when 
he won the 1998 election. The legislation was passed in June 1999 
and came into operation on 1 July 2000. That didn’t stop the Theatre 
Group from performing to an appreciative audience of 500 at an 
anti-GST rally in front of the Sydney Town Hall on 1 July. With the 
police blocking off half the street, they clambered aboard the back 
of a truck and, to loud cheers and thunderous applause, sang their 
protest songs about bank fees, cuts in hospital services, and the 
effect that a GST would have on low-income groups.

GST Song 4

We will remember this
We wont be remiss
On that you can rely
GST came in July
And time goes by

Chardonnay and roses
Building tolls and hoses
We laugh and then we cry
The GST is all awry
As time goes by

No more discussion no more debate
No more concessions now it’s too late
People pay tax on the due date
Governments won’t deny

This is the tax directive
No matter how defective

4	 As Time Goes By, music and words by Herman Hupfeld 1940.
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On tampons and meat pies 
The stultifying rule applies
As time goes by

10% on rents
Caravans not exempt
But condoms are tax free
The fundamental lack of sense 
Is what we see

No more luxuries
No imported cheese
Those goods we will not buy
Only fundamental things of life
As time goes by

Repeat chorus

GST’s not funny
The poor will have less money
We cannot help but sigh
For the detrimental way of life
As time goes by.

At a performance mid-year for the Neighborhood Advisory Board in 
Redfern, the audience, which included a large number of Aboriginal 
people, went wild, particularly following the greedy bankers skit. 

Unlike previous years there were no tours in 2000 – just one 
overnight visit to Orange, organised by the local Regional Violence 
Specialist. The violence segment, performed first, was met with 
stunned silence from the audience of police officers, students, 
social workers, refuge workers and interested locals. Later, there 
were comments such as “awe inspiring”, “stunningly effective” and 
“inspirational” (from a man). The second part of their show was 
met with laughter, applause and a great appreciation of the words 
of the songs in WOW! 2000. Someone later remarked, “No-one is 
safe from you lot!”

By early September, the Sydney Olympics had taken over the 
city and rehearsals were cancelled for a month. Brigid Sen left for 
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18 months to teach English in China, while Peg Hewett and Janet 
Waters took themselves off to hospital for repairs and maintenance. 
During the Olympic recess Louise Anike, Marie Williams, Merle 
Highet and Judith Mustard met to explore new themes and write 
scripts for their 2001 show, which was a selection of old and new 
material called Doing Our OWN Thing! 

On return to ‘normality’ in October, the Group agreed to spend 
more time rehearsing songs and skits from WOW! 2000 and learn-
ing songs from previous shows. With so many new members of the 
cast and a lull in bookings, it was an ideal time to try out different 
cast members in skits as replacements, and for everyone to learn 
every line of every song. It was also hoped that during this period 
new and old members of the cast would ‘bond’. 

Not everyone felt ‘equal’ to the job! Jean Jacobs wrote in her first 
newsletter report: 

“Everyone knows that these women in their purple and 
green T-shirts are talented, confident, committed, experi-
enced and, let’s face it, bloody marvellous. This is all very 
well, but for the new recruit it’s overwhelming, intimi-
dating and gives one a bad case of the wobbles! You’ve no 
idea how much there is to learn. Initially the easy part is 
learning who’s who and who does what. Then come the 
more difficult tasks of learning songs, scripts, dance steps, 
stagecraft, finding out about props and the ever-trouble-
some sound equipment. Every Tuesday is rehearsal day – a 
must. Under the supervision of Louise Anike, we prepare 
for the shows. Yes, shows! What about stage fright? Not 
to be underestimated – Ruth Cracknell, along with all the 
other theatrical greats, insists that pre-show nerves are 
essential for a good performance. If this is the case then 
a good show is guaranteed with us, believe me!”

Despite having an Olympic vacation in September, the Theatre 
Group performed to 30 different audiences in 2000.



Chapter 15

Entertaining Wellness…

A responsive audience is a sure-fire way to bring out the best in any 
performer and the women in the Theatre Group, individually and 
collectively, were no exception. Their new show Doing Our OWN 
Thing really struck a chord with audiences throughout 2001 and 
the cast rose to new heights. The show focused on myths of ageing 
(bring on those fairies!), skits and songs on current issues affecting 
older women – age discrimination, mutual obligation and volun-
teering – and ended with a vision of a future free from violence. 
Their material was witty, clever and relevant and with their haunt-
ing reconciliation song Black Hands and White Hands, they were 
on a winner. 

I’m not going to take it any more1

I’m not going to take it any more.
You’re gonna walk right out that door.
You’ve always had your way,
But now I’m pleased to say,
I’m not gonna take it any more.

1	 Words by Josie Jackson to the song, She’ ll be coming ‘round the mountain, written 
in 1927 (lyricist and composer unknown).
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Pack your bags and get out of that door.
I don’t have to take abuse no more.
Sorry’s not a word
That I have ever heard.
You’re not coming back, you can be sure!

You have made my life a living hell.
You took my self-esteem as well.
Now I’m the one who’s strong
And I am moving on.
I’m not gonna take it any more.

My life is sweet now you’re not here.
I live my life without the fear.
Each day is just a dream,
I’m like a cat who’s got the cream.
I’ ll stand up and give a cheer … Yes

I’ ll stand up and give a cheer! YES!!

The focus of their first tour of the year, Stories Over the Back Fence, 
was on domestic violence. It was organised by the New England 
Area Health Service, the Country Women’s Association and the 
NSW Strategy to Reduce Violence Against Women. For five days 
audiences of older women, health professionals and community 
workers at Tamworth, Narrabri, Warialda, Glen Innes and Armidale 
were gob-smacked as members of the cast openly talked about vio-
lence in adult relationships and in childhood. As in previous shows, 
women approached them afterwards to disclose similar stories of 
abuse and violence in their own lives, often for the first time, which 
cast members found both moving and powerful. 

 The old motto ‘the show must go on’ stood them in good stead 
on a number of occasions in the first half of 2001. The first challenge 
was when the wonderful Bernice Lynch, who had been with the 
group from the beginning and whose invaluable support and tal-
ented musicianship for more than 10 years had been so important 
to their success, was forced to retire to the wings for health reasons. 
Ann Cunynghame, a fine musician and gifted composer, who had 
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started with the Theatre Group as a member of the cast, saved the 
day by offering to be their full-time musician. 

On other occasions, there was panic when key members of the 
cast were unavailable because of a heart bypass, knee replacement, 
a varicose vein operation and travels to China and Czechoslovakia 
for teaching purposes and vacations. Josie Jackson, who had been 
doing brilliantly in the coordination role for six months, but wasn’t 
doing so ‘well’ in other areas, “fell off” (her words) her high-heels 
in May and broke her foot so badly she was wheelchair-bound for 
many weeks. Josie’s resignation was greeted with sadness by the 
members of the cast, who nevertheless admitted to a sneaking hope 
that Josie’s health would bloom and that she would return. Which 
she did! Jo Allon also resigned for family and health reasons, and 
she too returned six months later.

During these periods the versatility and talents of the remaining 
cast were tested to the limit. Fortunately, it seemed as if stamina 
and determination had become second nature to them, and with 
Louise’s excellent direction they continued to present a first-rate 
show. 

Well-presented
One of the first ‘wellness’ invitations accepted in 2001 was to per-
form at an open day at the OWN Bankstown Wellness Centre, 
established in 1995 as a result of Noreen Hewett’s passionately held 
belief that “older women could do it for themselves”. 

What a morning! Their Bankstown sisters showed them how they 
enjoy themselves, have fun and keep fit – treating the audience to a 
splendid array of artistic talent, including dancing, tai chi and the 
juicy Jam Tarts on drums. The Theatre Group performed a mixture 
of old and new skits and songs, with the ever-popular fairies com-
ing across as a clear winner. 

Their final performance for March was at Eastwood Masonic 
Temple where OWN Wellness practices were being showcased for 
local older women and where the opening number to Doing Our 
OWN Thing set the tone for a great day. 
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We’re Out There2

We’re out there, dusting off our glad rags,
grabbing up our handbags,
putting on our shows.

We’re out there being more than pretty faces;
going through our paces,
putting on our shows.

We’re stepping out right here in an atmosphere
where we can strut our stuff.
And with style we’ll make you smile
by golly, that’s enough.

We’re out there in many different places
showing off our graces,
putting on our shows.

We’re out there, getting all a-twitter,
dabbing on the glitter,
putting on our shows.

We’re stepping out right here in an atmosphere
where we can strut our stuff.
To break the mould that says too old
and by golly, that’s enough.

We’re out there, a-moving and a-shaking,
bringing home the bacon,
putting on our shows.

We’re out there, being quite contrary.
We’re not airy-fairy;
doing our OWN shows.

Following the Eastwood performance, a reporter from the Northern 
District Times wrote an article for that paper in which he sang the 
praises of the Theatre Group and published a photo of two of the 

2	 New words to I’m putting on my top hat, written in 1935 by Irving Berlin
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three fairies, Peggy and Lucy, and a greedy banker, played by Janet 
Waters.

Wellness OWN-style was, and still is, very attractive to funding 
bodies. Local councils in particular can usually see that a small 
grant plus volunteer labour and free or low-cost access to a suit-
able venue is a very cost-effective way of providing age-and-gender-
appropriate activities for large numbers of socially isolated older 
women in a community. 

Noreen Hewett, who was the leading light behind the Bankstown 
Wellness Centre, had moved to Cronulla in the late nineties and 
immediately began to lobby her local Shire Council for a grant to 
establish a Wellness Centre in the area. Once again she was success-
ful and the Sutherland Wellness Centre opened with great fanfare 
in May 2001. 

The Theatre Group was invited to participate at the opening, and 
they performed to a level of wild acclaim rarely witnessed before. 
The cast always said that the quality of their performance increased 
when an audience was uninhibited in its appreciation – and this 
audience was certainly uninhibited! They clapped, tapped and sang 
along, clearly relating to the comical, insightful and satirical skits 

 
Peggy Hewett, Janet Waters and Lucy Porter (Northern District Times)
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and songs in Doing Our OWN Thing because the words ‘spoke’ to 
them. The cast received a fantastic ovation after the show and lots of 
personal congratulations. The entire morning was an outstanding 
success with more than 150 older women smiling their way through 
a range of wellness activities – dancing, singing and exercises, some 
of them even designed for the very old or disabled who were chair-
bound. 

A letter published the following month in the OWN newsletter 
came straight from the heart: 

I had the pleasure of meeting ladies from the Older 
Women’s Network Theatre Group at the first day of the 
wellness centre of the Sutherland area. They performed so 
well, and all had the loveliest smiles and warmth on their 
faces. It was the most enjoyable function I have been to 
for years. They were far better than professionals – they 
all seemed so happy and fit, as though they were really 
enjoying it all.

I was so thrilled and happy to think elderly ladies could 
do such a performance and I could become a member of 
such a group. I felt like crying with emotion. I know I 
won’t be able to perform like them, but I can assure you 
I will certainly give it a go. I feel I will get help and not 
be laughed at like a silly old lady of 85 years. I have been 
looking for something like this for years. I was never a 
craft person. I was always active and interested in sport. 

Since my husband died seven years ago I have been so 
lonely. I have outlived my relations and friends in my own 
age group. I have two good and lovable sons but work has 
taken one to Victoria and one to Queensland, so I have 
felt out on a limb.

Many, many thanks to you all for starting such a won-
derful Older Women’s Network.

Yours sincerely,
Charlotte Dobeson
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Perhaps Charlotte got her wish and became part of a small singing 
group called the OWN Sutherland Singers, which briefly fluttered 
into existence three years later. It took a further four years before 
a fully-fledged performance group of older women was established 
in Sutherland, but when it did those DAMES certainly took the 
Shire by storm! 

Another performance to promote Wellness was organised mid-
year by the North Sydney Women’s Health Service at the Tramshed 
Community Centre on Sydney’s northern beaches. It was also wildly 
successful. The 100 women present were a very lively and pro-active 
audience who clapped and sang along as the Theatre Group pre-
sented the entire half hour of Doing Our OWN Thing.

On 4 July the Group performed at the inaugural OWN NSW 
Conference at Sancta Sophia College, Sydney University. OWN 
members from across the state were an enthusiastic and recep-
tive audience, which of course stirred cast members on to greater 
heights when they heard insistent cries of More! More! and some 
reasonably well-mannered foot-stamping. 

It was back to Sutherland again in August to do a sing-talk at the 
Sutherland Older Women’s Wellness Centre. Louise Anike led them 
through OWN’s history as eight cast members enthusiastically sang 
songs to illustrate the points she was making. A week later they 
were also back at the Bankstown Wellness Centre to talk about the 
history of the Theatre Group and their personal experiences about 
why they became thespians at an older age. Their reasons ranged 
from a love of music and singing to a burning desire to raise older 
women’s issues and dispel myths of ageing.

Later in the year, 160 friendly, relaxed and energetic older women 
gathered at the Mott Hall to learn about OWN’s unique model 
of wellness and to be entertained by the Theatre Group. Noreen 
Hewett, with her matchless warmth and exuberance, talked about 
the history of OWN and the birth of Sutherland Older Women’s 
Wellness Centre earlier in the year. This was followed by a ‘wellness 
menu’ of gentle exercise (not all that gentle!), creative movement 
(so expressive of the whole person!), traditional Greek dancing 
(colourful and structured), drumming (for the extroverts!) and 
International Dancing (always a winner!). Then it was the turn of 
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the Theatre Group to treat the audience to a smorgasbord of satiri-
cal songs and skits.

Have show will travel 
Transport was not always by road or rail. On one occasion the 
cast cruised down the river on a Rivercat for a performance at the 
Parramatta Riverside Theatre. Fellow passengers looked somewhat 
bemused as 11 spirited older women in purple and white jumped off 
the ferry and began lugging a keyboard and lagerphone on a huge 
trolley, plus two bags of props, alongside the river and up a steep 
flight of steps before making a wild dash across a busy main road 
to the Riverside Theatre. 

In late August, seven members of the cast travelled to Canberra to 
perform at the Office of the Status of Women’s Conference, Women 
Speak Out. They had been asked to perform during a cocktail 
party in the foyer of the new National Museum of Australia. When 
they walked in and saw the massive size of the foyer and the huge 
number of women ‘dressed up to the nines’, there was a collective 
gulp and a few whispers along the lines of “Are these people really 
going to be interested in us?” It was too late. The platform (stage) 
and the microphones were ready and what seemed like hundreds 

June Goss, Josie Jackson, Peggy Hewett, Janet Waters, Merle Highet, 
Jo Allon, Judith Mustard, Brigid Sen and Louise Anike.
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of women were already forming a semicircle around them. The 
audience, which included a few men and a handful of Aboriginal 
women, listened attentively and showed their enjoyment of differ-
ent songs and skits, particularly the Reconciliation Song, by cheer-
ing and clapping. They even asked for an encore. 

While those women were performing in Canberra, other members 
of the cast were on a five-day tour of the Upper Hunter. Organised 
by the Upper Hunter Arts Council and funded by Urban Affairs 
and Planning, the tour required them to perform two shows a day 
in five different towns: in the morning they presented their anti-
violence show and in the afternoon Doing Our Own Thing.

Art reflects life, it is said, and life is sometimes a pain. Although 
the Theatre Group had grown used to establishing a good rapport 
with their audiences and receiving enthusiastic responses, occa-
sionally they struck a flat spot.  The Upper Hunter tour was a case 
in point.

Things got off to a bad start on Day 1 when the cast found that 
their main audience was a group of Murrurundi schoolchildren 
waiting to use the stage. It got worse. On the four subsequent days 
they journeyed from Murrurundi to Scone (30 minutes each way), 
Merriwa (1 hour each way), Muswellbrook (1½ hours each way) and 
Singleton (2 hours). That would have been gruelling enough, but the 
tour had been so badly promoted that audiences in each town were 
not only miniscule, but also very reserved. Perhaps women in the 
Upper Hunter weren’t ready for so much directness and honesty!

They had left Sydney on the XPT believing they would be billeted 
over the five days in a convent. What they didn’t know was that the 
convent had been converted into a beautiful guest house and func-
tion centre. The cream on top, so to speak, was a genial guest house 
owner who was also a Cordon Bleu chef. Each evening they were 
treated to a magnificent two-course meal, a blissful decadence that 
went some way towards balancing the disappointment they faced 
each day. 

A splendid dinner was also served at the home of an OWN mem-
ber in Canberra at the beginning of another two-day visit to that 
lovely city. They had agreed to perform the following day at the 
opening to Carers’ Week, which was being officially opened by the 
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then Governor-General, Dr Peter Hollingworth. He and his entou-
rage arrived on the dot of 2pm. Several chairs were placed at the 
back of the makeshift stage at the shopping centre for the dignitar-
ies to be seated while the Governor-General made his speech. 

Called on to perform their two songs, they found themselves on 
stage, facing the audience, but with their backs to the Governor- 
General and the dignitaries! Makin’ Whoopee and I’ve Always 
Worked were both enthusiastically received, with the Governor- 
General later remarking that, “The ground trembled beneath my 
feet …” They weren’t too impressed – they thought he probably had 
to say something flattering! 

Then it was a short walk to the Legislative Assembly to perform 
Doing Our OWN Thing for the Carers’ Association, who especially 
loved their volunteers’ song.

Volunteers’ Song3 
We are volunteers, worked for years and years
and we give our time for free.
We’re the backbone of the nation, 
ever ready you and me.

Grandchildren carers, conference preparers;
so don’t call us old dears!
Celebrate our worth; we’re the salt of the earth -
recognise all volunteers.

No matter what the task, always do what’s asked.
And you’ll find us everywhere.
We’re ready, willing and able, 
prepared to do our share.

A say in decisions, better working conditions;
out of pocket expenses please.
Value our worth – we’re the salt of the earth!
Three cheers for the volunteers.

Spoken� Hip hip hooray!!

3	 New words by Peggy Hewett to A Brown Slouch Hat, written in 1942 by J Albert.
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Spoken� Meals on Wheels
Red Cross 
Teaching English to migrants 
Legal Aid centres 
Radio for print handicapped 
The Smith Family 
Conservation Foundation 
Community visitors 
Museum guides

… and that’s to name but a few!

The best medicine
It had become a tradition at OWN’s end-of-year party for the cast 
to really kick up their heels. The year had been as exciting as it was 
demanding, with 27 shows plus two country tours, and by the third 
week in December the cast was ready to play! 

Lucy Porter and Peggy Hewett had everyone laughing hysterically 
as they performed a Joyce Grenfell skit illustrating the difficulties 
that buxom women face when dancing together. Peg and Lucy had 

 
Back: Ann Cunynghame, Jo Allon, Janet Waters, Judith Mustard,  

Josie Jackson. Front: Lucy Porter and Peggy Hewett
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been ‘bosom friends’ for over 50 years, but had never been as close 
as they were that day! Tits also featured prominently in a poem 
by Dorothy Cox, while Norma Bastock had everyone cheering 
and jeering to her menopause number sung to the tune of Darling 
Clementine. The Lady is a Tramp performed by Jo Allon and Janet 
Waters, was also a winner. It was a wonderful party celebrating the 
end of another wonderful year.



Chapter 16

Women on Wheels

The year 2002 was one of highs and lows! In January 2002 the cast 
was reinvigorated with new and returning performers, increasing 
their number to 14. By the end of the year they were down to seven. 
Four of seven performers returned to Sydney with severe flu after a 
punishing 14-day Women on Wheels tour of NSW (poorly) organ-
ised by the Department for Women, and the Theatre Group faced 
the devastating death of a very popular member, Jean Jacobs, in a 
car accident. Towards the end of the year five performers knocked 
them in the aisles at the 2002 Gathering of Women in Bourke. And 
then, shock, horror, Peggy Hewett, Lucy Porter and Marie Williams 
resigned in December to “take care of other areas of their lives”!

Energy to burn
Rehearsals twice a week became the new norm as the year moved 
into gear. Director and script-writer Louise Anike had written a 
new show Older Women on Show over the summer holidays, which 
meant that the cast had to learn a completely new script while 
simultaneously rehearsing and performing the previous year’s show. 
At one stage during the early months of 2002, the cast had three 
shows running simultaneously – what was that about older women 
and learning difficulties? Older Women on Show was provocative, 
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funny, inspirational and topical. “Altogether marvellous” was how 
Jean Jacobs had described it. Louise had done it again! 

The opening number to the new show, which had its debut in 
April, was Older Women on the Go, written by Louise to the 1920s 
Al Jolson tune, California Here I Come.

Older Women on the Go
Older women on the go
Older women we’re on show
We’re up here and out there
We’re everywhere
Each morning at dawning
We’re hot to trot with our best shot
Social justice for all, we say
Older women not born yesterday
That is why we’re here today
Older women on the go!

Older women on the go
Older women we’re on show
We’re caring and daring
We’ll show you how
Ambitious, capricious
We like to sing, do everything
We’re not here to play patty-cake
Ageism gives us a stomach ache
That’s why we say, make no mistake
Older women on the go!

Other members of the Theatre Group had also been busy over the 
summer break – Josie Jackson presented a new song she’d writ-
ten about greedy company directors (some things never change!), 
and Mary McCusker wrote the lyrics for Unlearning, with original 
music by Ann Cunynghame. 

Somewhere between a skit and a song, Unlearning (or Flat Shoes, 
Warm Socks, as it was often referred to) was first performed in Older 
Women on Show. It was a gentle parody of the social conventions 
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that inhibit women from throwing off the ‘oughts’ and ‘shoulds’ 
that limit them in older age. 

Unlearning
Flat shoes, warm socks
Hairy legs and pants
Loose bra, T-shirt
Give me room to dance.

Grey hair, straight hair
Clothes don’t mean a thing
Not worrying what others think,
Gives me time to sing

Security and status gone,
It’s not a sorry plight,
It’s freedom from the ‘oughts’ and ‘shoulds’
Gives me time to write

And do more fun things

(Spoken) Warning1

When I am an old woman, I shall wear purple  
With a red hat which doesn’t go and doesn’t suit me. 
And I shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves 
And satin knickers and say we’ve no money for butter. 
I shall sit down on the pavement when I’m tired 
And gobble up samples in shops and press alarm bells 
I shall go out in my slippers in the rain 
And pick flowers from other people’s gardens 
And learn to spit. 
You can wear terrible shirts and grow more fat 
And eat three pounds of sausages at a go. 
Or only bread and pickle for a week! 
And hoard pens and pencils and beer mats and things in 
boxes. 
Maybe I should practise a little now.

1	 Jenny Joseph’s best known poem, Warning, was written in 1961.
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Flat shoes, warm socks
Hairy legs and pants
Loose bra, T-shirt
Give me room to dance.

Carefree, duty free 
Clowning, acting daft,
Who cares, if I don’t care?
Gives me time to laugh.

It took me seventy years and more
To learn I can be free
To dance and sing and write and laugh
Happy to be just me – Just Me!

Ann also wrote the music, and Louise the words, to There’s No GST 
on Laughter. Audiences were invited to join in, and did so with 
gusto. 

There’s no GST on laughter – ha ha ha ha ha
When it’s fun we’re after - ha ha ha ha ha
You can raise the roof right off its rafter 
with a ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha

The simple things of life are ours for free
Giving a helping hand makes for harmony
A friendly smile we’re sure you’ll all agree
Brings good cheer to you and you and me

A good belly laugh is good medicine
It’s not hard to make a smile a grin
There’re are no exercises or discipline
It’s so easy, peasy and it’s genuine

Laughter makes the world go round, the world go round
Laughter makes the world go round
In the most delightful way
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Dreams do come true
The larger cast made life easier for everyone. Marjorie Moffat (with 
her lovely voice), joined the Theatre Group in February, Brigid Sen 
returned after an absence of fifteen months in China, and the one 
and only Josie Jackson also returned after a short break – she just 
couldn’t stay away! As a bonus, the multi-talented Elizabeth Swain 
was employed part-time as artistic director, office assistant, choir-
trainer and emergency pianist for a year. 

Fourteen bodies meant understudies galore, a luxury rarely 
experienced since the early ’90s. The burning question was: would 
they all fit on stage? (Since there was often no stage at all they were 
reassured that this wouldn’t be a problem.) The larger numbers also 
meant that there were more people to share routine weekly tasks 
plus the ever-demanding job of preparing and setting up before 
shows and managing props. As joint coordinators and administra-
tors, Peggy and Lucy were in seventh heaven.

 Of the 57 shows the Theatre Group performed in 2002, a few 
deserve special mention: a performance of You Can’t Beat a Woman 
to delegates from 24 countries at a Sydney University International 
Domestic Violence Seminar; an open-air performance to a large 
multicultural audience at the South Sydney Festival, which included 

The 2002 team of eleven (Louise and Brigid absent)
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the Governor of NSW Marie Bashir, who opened the Festival; a 
shared stage with the Sydney Welsh Choir, who thought the Theatre 
Group was very tuneful considering they didn’t have a conductor, 
the 14-day Women on Wheels (WOW) tour, and a brilliant per-
formance for 350 women in outback NSW. 

On the road
The WOW tour was initiated by the Department of Women to en-
able women in country towns on the mid-north coast and inland 
NSW to have access to information not readily available in their 
local area. This was the second WOW tour for the Department, 
but the first for the Theatre Group. It was disappointing that the 
organisers weren’t better organised. On occasions the Department 
of Women presenters and the Theatre Group turned up to a venue 
to discover that nobody knew they were coming. Audience numbers 
improved toward the end of the tour, and those they did have were 
wonderful, but travelling 3900 kilometres and visiting 14 towns to 
deliver a message to almost empty halls was quite dispiriting. On 
the other hand, it was always exhilarating to meet and talk with 
the local women.

The Domestic Violence segment of the show triggered tears and 
horrific stories about present and past violence in the lives of some 
audience members. Josie Jackson talked about the ongoing abuse she 
had suffered and was later quoted at length in the local newspaper. 
The courage, strength and endurance of cast members astonished 
the tour organisers and the women listening, who knew that shar-
ing harrowing stories is never easy and always disturbing, at some 
level. The message from the Theatre Group however was always one 
of hope and survival – you can’t beat a woman!

During the second half of each show, the ‘serious’ slinging off at 
banks, hospitals, government policy and the sad state of the unem-
ployed in Fairies over Forty, was greeted, as usual, with loud laugh-
ter and applause.

All together the Group performed 19 shows in 14 days on the 
WOW tour. It is not surprising that, despite the fantastic support of 
their driver, roadie, and general helper Tina King (a staffer from the 
Department for Women) and the excellent food and accommodation, 
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most of them returned to Sydney feeling exhausted and ill. They 
decided that 14 days was just too long to be away from the comforts 
of home at their age!

Not long after their return, the heartbreaking news of Jean Jacobs’ 
death in a car accident reached the Group. They were shattered. 
Their rehearsal and performance calendar was heavily booked, 
which meant little time to support each other in their grief and loss. 
At Jean’s funeral the cast sang a song after a tribute from Louise 
on behalf of them all, and then Josie Jackson read a poem she had 
written, which was later re-printed in the OWN Newsletter. Jean 
had been a tower of strength during the four years she was with the 
Theatre Group and her death was a terrible blow to them all.

On the road again
A month later the Theatre Group, split in two, was on the road 
again. This time five members went to Bourke, in far western NSW, 
to perform at the 10th Annual Women’s Gathering, and five went to 
Canberra to perform at the OWN Australia Conference. 

OWN had planned to run a workshop on the needs and aspir-
ations of older women at the Women’s Gathering, but it had been 
cancelled “due to lack of interest”. Instead, the Theatre Group was 
asked to perform You Can’t Beat A Woman. Travelling long dis-
tances was never a chore for these intrepid women, which was just 
as well because Bourke was 1000 km from Sydney. On this occasion 
the driver of their bus, Maxine, and her daughter Christine, the 
first Aboriginal woman to study law at Sydney University, ensured 
the trip was made even more enjoyable by joining in the cast’s unre-
strained and restorative mix of songs, stories and laughter. 

About 350 women were present at the official opening of the 
Gathering on the Saturday morning. After the last official speech, 
it was performance time. The cast sparkled and shone, engaged 
and touched their rapt audience. Once again, the song White 
Hands and Black Hands, so moving and so appropriate for a town 
with an Aboriginal population of 40%, drew warm and appreci-
ative applause. At the end of the show, the audience rose as one 
to deliver the most boisterous, deafening and prolonged applause 
imaginable! 
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Thanks for the memories
Everyone was shocked when Peggy resigned towards the end of the 
year. She had lived and breathed the Theatre Group for 15 years 
(“You don’t get that much time for murder these days!” she was 
heard to say), and now felt it was time to focus on other things in 
her life.

In her dual roles of semi-permanent director and coordinator/
administrator for so many years, Peggy’s relationship with cast 
members had often been strained. Because her priority was always 
the quality of the performance, Peggy closed her ears to grumblings 
and complaints about the way she made decisions, in particular 
about the way she allocated roles. For Peggy, there was only one way 
to allocate a role and that was according to skill. If cast members 
resented this, it wasn’t her problem – the show was the only thing 
that mattered! Peggy herself admits that she often ruffled feathers 
unnecessarily, but one thing she always did with enormous style 
was put on a great show!

When Louise Anike had taken over the director’s role in 1999, 
Peggy was disconcerted to find herself struggling to accept Louise’s 
creative decisions. Both Peggy and Lucy found Louise’s radical fem-
inist politics at odds with their more leftist perspective, and both 
sought to change this new state of affairs. On the whole, they were 
unsuccessful. 

The lifetime friendship enjoyed by Lucy and Peggy had its ori-
gins in their shared left politics, and over time they had become 
each other’s mentor, supporter and driving creative force. In the 
car taking Peggy home after rehearsals, Lucy would often launch 
into a singalong; this would inevitably result in the two of them 
creating new words to a song, which they’d then present at the next 
rehearsal.

Lucy Porter and Marie Williams also resigned in December. Lucy 
had health and family concerns that required more of her attention, 
and Marie had decided to focus on other things in her life. 

In the OWN Newsletter, Louise Anike, who had known Peggy 
since the late seventies, wrote of the immeasurable contribution 
that Peggy and Lucy had made to the Theatre Group:
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Peggy was the driving force and took responsibility for 
the administrative work, with the multitude of neces-
sary details such as recruiting new members, publicity, 
finances, going cap-in-hand to funding bodies, watching 
finances, and now and then tossing off lyrics for a show. 

Her spirit was irrepressible, even though at times 
there were personal sadnesses and a few health problems, 
including a knee replacement. Over time the Theatre 
Group earned and gained the fine reputation it now has. 
Peggy’s natural presence on stage, along with an engag-
ing and sincere style mixed with a touch of larrikin won 
her many verbal bouquets.

When her long-time friend Lucy Porter retired, Peggy 
was able to persuade her to join the Group. Lucy became 
indispensable in helping with Theatre Group adminis-
tration. And although she took an in-your-face, cheeky 
approach to performing, Lucy could always be depended 
on to know the words and actions.

Together, these women have been a hard-working 
twosome. They have handled the complexities of man-
aging such a group from arranging tours from Bourke 
to Bondi, from Nowra to Newcastle and beyond, and 
into the bush cities around the State, taking care of the 
engagements and checking to see who was to perform, 
compiling scripts and calendars of events, making sure 
the finances were in order, liaising with various govern-
ment and non-government organisations and OWN Inc., 
and later OWN NSW, and, perhaps hardest of all, trying 
to maintain morale, cooperation and goodwill between 
all the Theatre Group members. In the ups and downs, 
standing ovations to missing props, receptive audiences 
to not getting funding, fluffing lines to having audiences 
enthusiastically joining in, Peggy, with Lucy, steered the 
group over the years. 

OWN owes Peggy a debt of gratitude for having the 
courage and stamina to create our Theatre Group, and to 



190 | CENTRE STAGE 

Lucy who came to join her in the arduous and sometimes 
thankless task of administration. 

The Theatre Group has long been recognised as the 
most effective and compelling strategy that OWN has. 
There is no adequate way of expressing our appreciation 
for their long hours of work and commitment – we can 
only say – thank you, thank you, thank you. You both 
deserve the biggest ever Gold Medal.

Farewell, dear friends
The Theatre Group’s Christmas lunch had become an institution, 
and the 2002 lunch was one of the best. On a balmy Sydney day, 13 
members of the Theatre Group and 14 Friends of the Theatre Group 
gathered on the South Steyne ferry at Darling Harbour to reward 
themselves for working so hard throughout the year and to say their 
personal farewells to the three retirees. 

Bernice Lynch
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They were also honouring Bernice Lynch, their talented song-writer, 
singer and guitarist who had devoted so many years to the growth 
of the Theatre Group, and who had retired the year before.

After lunch, despite their full tummies, the new cast sang a song 
to the retirees that Josie Jackson had composed especially for the 
occasion. 

Our Fairies Are Leaving, No More Will They Fly 2

Our fairies are leaving no more will they be
We’re losing a big part of our history
We hear their wings flapping as they fly away
Oh dear, this is such a sad day.

Peggy, we’ll miss you our mentor and friend
There’ll be no more run throughs cos now it’s the end
As we’re on the stage and taking our bow
We’ll be wondering who you’re singing to now

Lucy we’ll miss you, you cared for us all
When something went wrong we knew who to call
You’d give us a big hug make our tears go away
We’re so sad that you cannot stay

The group will be losing two vital parts
When you leave you’ll be taking our hearts
We wish you the best with whatever you do
We’ll always be thinking of you

Now Jo and Marie are not coming back
It must be our perfume or something we lack
We loved being with you for so many years
We’ll miss you, and we’ll shed more tears.

Then came the accolades. Peggy thanked the cast for their tal-
ent, determination, wit and humour without which, she said, the 
Theatre Group would not have been so successful. Lucy talked about 
how she’d been supported by the friendship and knowledge of her 

2	 New words to They Flew Through the Air with the Greatest of Ease, written in 1930 
by George Leybourne.
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co-performers and had accomplished things she’d never dreamed 
possible. Marie also spoke briefly about her many years with the 
Group, and was acknowledged for her talent and commitment.

Misty-eyed and laden down with multi-coloured posies, warm 
wishes and gifts, the former performers walked into their new 
futures overwhelmed by the love and generosity of their friends. 



Chapter 17

Hit t ing the Big Time

At different times during 2003 there seemed to be more WOE 
than WOW amongst members of the Theatre Group. In the early 
months, Ann Cunynghame was admitted to hospital for running 
repairs (she fell on her way to the Christmas party) and Elizabeth, 
their other musician, went to Cambodia for four weeks. Without a 
musician a number of shows had to be cancelled – for the very first 
time! Later in the year Norma Bastock tried walking into space off 
a ladder and sprained her ankle; a new member, Ceri Ritchie, hurt 
herself while catching a train to Newcastle for a performance, and 
Merle Highet had a stint in hospital. Jo Allon resigned mid-year to 
care for her husband and Merle indicated that she would resign at 
the end of May when she turned 80 (happily, she didn’t resign until 
three years later!). Brigid Sen went overseas in March to welcome 
her first grandchild and Louise Anike, as well as battling recalcit-
rant cast members, had a running battle with increasing aches and 
pains. 

On the WOW side, four new members joined the Group during 
the year: Zlata Razmilic, Brenda Hardwick, Monique Reiher and 
Ceri Richie, and … drum roll … Peggy Hewett and Marie Williams 
both returned in August! Despite their ‘retirement’ Peggy and Lucy 
had offered to be available for Domestic Violence Shows and were 
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also committed to performing at the Armidale Women’s Comedy 
Festival. Behind the scenes, Josie Jackson and Marjorie Moffat 
took on coordination and administration roles and Louise Anike 
remained as director. The WOW factor went up a notch in March 
when the Theatre Group performed at the Armidale Women’s 
Comedy Festival, and went up even further when Andrew Denton 
interviewed Josie and Louise on national television later in the year. 
They were definitely hitting the bigtime.

The debut performance of the seven cast members from the pre-
vious year, plus Ceri Ritchie, was at OWN Sydney’s quarterly mem-
bers’ meeting, where the Minister for Ageing, Carmel Tebbutt, was 
the guest speaker. Their performance was the first since Peggy, Lucy 
and Marie had retired and, to the relief of all, they came through 
with flying colours. 

A month later their arrival at a posh Hunter Valley venue to per-
form to GPs and their partners provided great hilarity when their 
mini-bus driver returned from Reception brimming with laughter. 
He had raised a few uppity eyebrows when he asked, “Where do I 
take the bus load of ladies who are to here to entertain the doctors?” 
There was some irony in this, as the organiser had wanted it kept a 
secret, the surprise being that they were older women! 

They wowed the audience that night. Their irreverent skits and 
songs on doctors and hospital waiting rooms received wild applause, 
and in the dining room afterwards most of the audience stopped by 
their table to say what a great show it had been, and how their pleas-
ure had been enhanced by the cast’s obvious delight in performing 
for them. This was their first performance with Ann Cunynghame’s 
stand-in Nicki Boaz, a talented musician who, after only two 
rehearsals, didn’t miss a beat or, if she did, no-one noticed! 

A confluence of stars 
During Peggy’s time as coordinator, Cathy Welsford was the 
organiser of the 3rd Annual Armidale Women’s Comedy Festival. 
Cathy had seen the Theatre Group perform the year before and 
had asked Peggy if they would perform at the 2003 Festival. The 
Women’s Comedy Festival is held in March during Seniors Week, 
International Women’s Week and the annual Autumn Festival. 
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What an opportunity! Cathy organised funding through Festivals 
Australia to fly seven members of the Group (Ann, Marjorie, Josie, 
Marie, Lucy, Peg and Merle) to Armidale on Wednesday 13 March. 
It was an exhausting schedule performing over four days at four 
different venues, including the Gala Concert at the University of 
New England’s Lazenby Hall on the Saturday night. 

On the Thursday they presented their Domestic Violence show 
in a church hall to local seniors groups, and as usual there were 
some very strong emotions felt by the audience. The Theatre Group 
almost always struck a chord with this script because, sadly, domes-
tic violence happens everywhere. The performance took on its usual 
sassy tone after a short break, when they sang some of their more 
wicked songs to lighten the mood of the older audience. The fol-
lowing day the cast held a performance and workshop for Senior 
Citizens, and in the evening let their hair down at one of the many 
pre-festival events. 

The Saturday morning was spent at a full dress rehearsal at 
Lazenby Hall; back to the motel to rehearse their part of the show, 
then back to the Hall for professional hair-dos and make-up. Those 
of us over a certain age know that make-up – especially of the heavy 
theatrical kind – and older faces don’t go all that well together, but 
those old troupers took a grin-and-bear-it approach and proudly 
fronted up for their big moment in the spotlight. The talent of the 
all-star cast of Australia’s top female comediennes was awe-inspir-
ing and somewhat intimidating, but with characteristic nerve the 
Theatre Group enthusiastically took to the stage and performed 
three of their most popular songs from Older Women on Show to 
an equally enthusiastic audience of more than 700!

Blown apart
Their next performance could not have been more of a contrast. 
There they were, outdoors at Kooroola Community Centre at 
Malabar for a Women’s Day celebration with a chilly wind whistling 
around the stage on which musician Ann Cunynghame sat, while 
members of the cast stood on the ground in front of her. That chill 
wind not only blew right through them, it blew them apart. The cast 
couldn’t hear Ann and she couldn’t hear them, which meant the 
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songs and the music finished at different times. Not good. Also not 
good was trying to compete with crowds of people milling around 
the tea and coffee stand – right next to their performance space.

At their next weekly planning meeting, the Group voted unani-
mously not to participate in outdoor shows again. Their kind of 
material has to be listened to in order to understand it, and this is 
not possible when music and voices are ‘blowing in the wind’. 

In the following month’s newsletter Marjorie Moffat’s article, 
Back of the Backdrop: a personal story, touched on this problem.

I was told, but didn’t really believe, what it would be 
like being a member of the OWN Theatre Group. Let me 
tell you, it’s not for the faint-hearted. So here I am, at 
rehearsal every Tuesday; it’s lively and fun, but a definite 
commitment of time, energy and memory. The myriad 
other things involved in our daily lives, such as grand-
children-sitting, Meals on Wheels delivery, OWN Matters 
editing, study projects, socializing and dog walking, all 
go on hold one day a week.

It gets more complicated when we go out to perform 
around or at some distance from Sydney. I confess I am 
not a morning person – mornings really should start 
about 10am with a cup of coffee perfuming the air. But 
somehow our train, bus or car usually leaves before 8am! 
On a chilly, wet and windy, or hot, dry morning it’s more 
like punishment than performance.

We try to arrive at least a half hour before we go on, so 
we can check around the venue, set up the props, organ-
ise the keyboard and the mikes. Sometimes we’re lucky 
and the organisers have a sound system and it’s set up, 
so all we have to do is set out the props and organise the 
keyboard. We always hope there will be a handy change 
room for skits like The Fairies … that the stage is large 
enough to accommodate us, the keyboard, and chairs for 
props and bodies not involved in a particular number. 
Surprising how many organisers don’t realise a perform-
ance group may need a place to change. Hallways, toilet 
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cubicles, sheets strung across a corner of the stage … you 
name it, we’ve probably changed there.

Once we get the ‘feel of the place’ we can warm up and/
or do a quick run through, especially if we’ve had to re-
assign dialogue when someone is ill. Palms have never 
been so handy (sorry).

Then Ann starts to play and we’re on. Generally we 
connect with the audience quite quickly, except on occa-
sions when the stage is outside. Often the audience is at 
a distance, children and dogs run around or through the 
stage area or the wind blows Ann’s music and our voices 
away from the audience. But it’s true – the show must go 
on! So we do our thing hoping we’ll be heard and under-
stood and enjoyed. That’s difficult against a background 
of rattling teacups, spruiking stallholders, children being 
chastised, and all the rest.

Once our performance is over we must clear the set by 
removing and repacking our props, repacking the key-
board, collecting any music, scripts, sound gear, whatever 
we brought with us, and often organise ourselves to go 
home again by train or bus. Usually the host group gets 
us as far as the station or bus stop, but sometimes we have 
to trundle there with all our gear. Our efforts are gener-
ally ‘rewarded’ with a modest cheque, but there are times 
when we feel we cannot ask for payment.

It was of more than passing interest for me to catch 
the ABC’s Radio National program Life Matters which 
had a segment on the Gala Concert from the Armidale 
Women’s Comedy Festival. It was great to hear some 
totally unsolicited compliments from younger women 
about the OWN Theatre Group’s part in the Festival and 
the strains of Older Women, That’s Our Name. Gives me 
a better buzz than any drugs!

April finished on a high note with a performance at OWN Sydney’s 
Older Women’s Right to Safety at Home Forum. The Theatre Group, 
whose approach to Domestic Violence issues is so personally and 
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politically powerful, once again struck just the right note in the 
illustrious company of well-known and highly respected speak-
ers involved in policy-making and support for victims of domestic 
violence. 

Celebrities
When Andrew Denton, host of the national television show, Enough 
Rope, watched the Theatre Group’s Off the Beaten Track video he 
was mightily impressed. His producer Jon Casimir came to a 
rehearsal in early May, and before long was talking filming dates, 
overnight accommodation, taxis, and much more! A week later a 
recording session was set up for mid-June and the Theatre Group 
began rehearsing as if their lives depended on it. Together they had 
chosen four songs and on the night of filming were as rehearsed and 
scrubbed-up as it was possible to be. 

Disappointingly, only one verse of the four songs they sang in the 
studio reached television audiences when the show went to air the 
following week. But that’s television!

Denton’s very personal interview with Josie and Louise was at dif-
ferent times touching, hilarious, clever and wise. The two women 
sparked and sparkled throughout, with not a hint of anxiety or 

Andrew Denton interviewing Louise Anike and Josie Jackson
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shyness in their responses to his probing questions and provocat-
ive comments. The interview had a very powerful effect on many 
people, Josie included. Soon after her appearance on Enough Rope, 
she wrote a heartfelt article for the OWN Newsletter.

I watched myself on national television revealing intimate 
details of my life – details of sexual abuse, physical abuse 
and verbal abuse. I know thousands of women are ‘out 
there’ who have suffered, and sometimes still suffer, some 
form of abuse from partners, or even their children.

Some of us in OWN have chosen to acknowledge pub-
licly the things that have happened in our lives in order 
to help other women feel empowered and take charge of 
their lives. But, to help other women, we have to lay our 
lives bare to our families and friends. I am so lucky that 
my family think that I am brave and support me all the 
way. One of my daughters lives with me and my other 
daughter is quite close. What I reveal affects them in a 
big way, as they have to face their friends and neighbours 
with the knowledge that everyone knows what has been 
happening in their parent’s lives. They are taking this in 
their stride and with great courage, and for this I love 
them to death!

The most important point in my writing this is to say 
that without the initial support of women at OWN, none 
of these events would have taken place. How could I have 
stood up and said the things I did without knowing that 
I had a whole lot of ‘sisters’ behind me, ready to catch me 
if I fell; that they were there to steady me, to help dry my 
tears?

All the compliments are wonderful, but I want every-
one to know that the credit goes to those women who 
are always there in the wings, waiting, in case they are 
needed. How do you thank them? I don’t know. I just 
want them to know that I love them all and thank them 
from the bottom of my heart for giving me the strength 
to reclaim my life.
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In the weeks following the interview, OWN was inundated with 
letters, emails and phone calls from across Australia from people 
describing their admiration for the work that OWN does and 
expressing their identification with Josie.1 She had made the per-
sonal political.

At Christmas that year Andrew Denton donated $500 to the 
Theatre Group. He explained that since they had received no finan-
cial gain from their appearance on Enough Rope, his contribution 
was to support the Theatre Group’s message that older women can 
and do live productive and powerful lives. 

When Denton’s book of 20 interviews, including the one with 
Josie and Louise, was published, Josie and Louise and the cast fea-
tured prominently in TV advertisements promoting it, and when he 
received an Older People Speak Out Award for his interview with 
them, the media sought them out, Josie in particular. OWN and the 
Theatre Group received a valuable mention in a Sunday Telegraph 
Arts Page story covering Andrew’s award, then there was a long 
article about older women written by Sunday Telegraph journalist 
Diana Simmonds as a follow-up to the Denton show. Next came 
an invitation from Channel 9 to be interviewed live-to-air on the 
Kerri-Anne Kennelly morning show. They accepted the invitation 
with alacrity and in five short minutes managed to sing a couple of 
songs, Flat Shoes, Warm Socks and Older Women, That’s Our Name, 
plus mention OWN’s work and what it means to be an older woman 
who is definitely not a burden on society. 

Another WOW – and how!
The Department for Women, since transformed into a pale shadow 
of its former glory,2 had planned another WOW tour, this time to 
towns from Cootamundra to Batemans Bay, and once again they 
asked the Theatre Group to join them. Danny Blackman, Project 
Coordinator for Women on Wheels 3, wrote, “We love you all! My 

1	 See Appendix G: A Selection of Letters and Emails Received After the Interview on 
Enough Rope.

2	 It is now called the Office for Women’s Policy and is located in the Policy 
Development Division of the Department of Premier and Cabinet. 
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own view here is that I wouldn’t take on doing a WOW tour without 
you lot”. Who could resist that kind of smooth talk?

Ten members of the Group set off on the tour, including two ‘new-
bies’. The veterans of the cast worried about the newcomers. Would 
they want to be part of the group after what they knew would be a 
very demanding tour? They need not have worried. It was a taxing 
timetable and they put in a tremendous effort, but after the amaz-
ing reception they received wherever they performed, everyone felt 
fabulous.

The show they took on tour was a potpourri of new and old songs 
and sketches from years gone by, but precisely because so many years 
had elapsed and because there were so many new faces, it required a 
series of frantic rehearsals two days a week for two months to knock 
it into shape. They also took with them around 200 paper carry 
bags holding OWN information and material about violence and 
abuse from the NSW Strategy to Reduce Violence Against Women 
to distribute to audiences.

To their relief, this time the tour was properly organised (except 
for the 7am start from Millers Point on the Sunday morning!) and 
the tour was a triumph. They had all worked so hard to learn new 
songs (and driven director Louise Anike to distraction in the pro-
cess) but the effort paid off. They were clapped and cheered back 

WOW tour: Brenda Hardwick, Josie Jackson, Norma Bastock, Judith 
Mustard, Marie Williams, Merle Highet and Marjorie Moffat
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on stage for encores nearly everywhere they went. When audiences 
are appreciative and enthusiastic, they give performers the energy 
to continue in an exacting timetable such as the one they were on: 
14 towns in 12 days, and twice they did three performances in a day. 
And no one missed a beat!

In almost every town people commented on their appearance 
on the Denton Show. In Tumut, where they were performing at a 
Woman in Business dinner, a male bartender said to Josie, “I’ve 
seen you on the Andrew Denton show. You were fantastic – hey, 
Jack, these women were on the Andrew Denton show. You really 
made us think”.

In another town Josie and Judith Mustard were poking around 
in the local shops when the woman serving said, “I’ve seen you on 
the Andrew Denton show. It was fantastic. You were inspirational. 
When someone I recognise from the media comes in here I respect 
their privacy, but with you I just had to say something. You were 
wonderful, it gives us hope”.



Chapter 18

Soaring Spirits

No sooner had the cast returned from their summer holidays 
than they were rehearsing for the biggest event of their career – a  
variety concert showcasing the theatrical talents of older women! 
The Women Centre Stage concert was by far the most ambitious pro-
duction that OWN had ever planned and, as it evolved, came to be 
seen as a stunning tribute to the creative interactions and modeling 
of the Theatre Group over the previous 14 years. 

From little things … 
The seed that grew the Women Centre Stage concert project came 
from an unexpected quarter … 

During a meeting at Lower Fort Street in 2003 two representat-
ives from Macarthur OWN1 talked about how inspired their mem-
bers were after attending a Theatre Group rehearsal. The cast had 
also entertained their guests with The Fairies sketch, which gener-
ated a great deal of laughter, and taught them the Peace Song, writ-
ten by Lucy Porter, which they sang together. 

1	 Campbelltown is an hour south-west of Sydney and the largest town in the 
Macarthur region.
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Peace Song
ALL� 	 Peace, Peace, Peace, Peace

Solo� 	When will wars ever cease
When will people live together

ALL� 	 Rejoicing in Peace

ALL� 	 Peace, Peace, Peace, Peace

Solo� 	When will wars ever cease
When we learn to trust each other

ALL� 	 We can live in Peace
We can live in Peace
We can live in Peace

In return, the Macarthur women performed a skit for the Theatre 
Group that they had written themselves and performed at their 
last Christmas party. The day ended with laughter all round, and 
expressions of hope on both sides that they could do it again.

After seeing the Theatre Group in action Macarthur OWN 
decided to start a performance group of their own! This gave the 
Theatre Group a real buzz. Receiving praise and compliments for 
a performance was a wonderful feeling, but to hear that a new per-
formance group of older women had sprung up as a result of their 
efforts was fantastic.

Going for broke
There’s no point in having a performance group if you aren’t per-
forming, so proudly labelling themselves The Melody Makers, the 
Macarthur women approached OWN NSW to help them stage a 
concert, Women Centre Stage, in Campbelltown for Seniors Week. 

The theme of Seniors Week 2004 was The Best Time for Ages, so 
a public concert displaying the talents of older women seemed a 
perfect match. The people distributing the grants thought so too 
and awarded OWN NSW $5000, the largest amount they had ever 
received for a Seniors Week activity. By December 2003, a collabor-
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ative planning process between OWN NSW and Macarthur OWN 
was well under way. 

Macarthur OWN aimed high. They wanted the best venue that 
Campbelltown had to offer, which meant the Crystal Theatre in 
the Campbelltown RSL Club, and they wanted it free! Before long 
OWN NSW had signed a contract to use the Theatre free of charge 
and had confirmed negotiations with Campbelltown City Council 
to pay all printing and publicity costs. The Melody Makers success-
fully tackled local businesses to donate raffle prizes, which they did 
in huge quantities. The $5000 grant went to pay a sound engineer, 
lighting staff and buses to transport OWN members from other 
regions to Campbelltown. 

What’s skill got to do with it?
Nothing stood in the way of The Melody Makers, even the fact that 
they were completely inexperienced performers. Having seen Peggy 
Hewett perform on numerous occasions, they approached her to 
help put some polish on their performance, and with her usual 
generosity Peggy agreed. Lucy Porter and Ann Cunynghame also 
agreed to help, and a few weeks before the concert all three ran a 
one-day workshop for the 12-member-strong Melody Makers. The 
Macarthur team had a full-on attack of fright performing before 
these widely celebrated women and the first couple of songs they 
sang were, in their own words, “atrocious”. However, by the end of 
the day they emerged as energetic and confident performers pre-
pared to face an audience, no matter how large and illustrious.

Word was out, and on the day of the concert people began pour-
ing into the RSL Club hours before the doors to the Theatre opened. 
Women Centre Stage was a sell-out, with a 500-strong audience 
whistling, clapping, stamping and shouting their approval as act 
followed talented act. There was a total of 80 performers aged from 
50 to 90, all members of OWN. The line-up included singers, danc-
ers, musicians, actors, drummers, tap dancers, comediennes and 
many different OWN performance groups. 

The concert was a raging success! Back in 1988, when Peggy 
Hewett first lamented the invisibility of older women, who could 
have imagined that 16 years later older women would individually 
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and collectively put to rest the myth of invisibility before such a 
large and appreciative audience. 

The late Muriel Hortin described the energy and colour of the 
day in a lively article in the April OWN Newsletter. 

Oh, Frabjous Day!
High-octane vitality, glorious fun, and breathtaking tal-
ent! What a combination. More than 500 women (and the 
odd man) packed the RSL Crystal Room for the Women 
Centre Stage concert organised by the Older Women’s 
Network for Seniors Week.

With no prior get-together for rehearsals, performers 
from five OWN groups presented the most polished and 
diverse concert with nary a hitch. Everything worked: the 
sound system, the stage lights, the music, and the differ-
ent acts, well, they were wonderful.

First came Josie Jackson, our MC, inestimable, infam-
ous TV star and an act in herself! She is never lost for a 
dry, wicked comment on what is happening around her 
at the moment. 

The Macarthur Melody Makers opened and closed the 
concert and entertained with a couple of exuberant acts 
in between. Those Campbelltown gels, well, they’re really 
something. Their closing song, from the rock musical The 
Rocky Horror Show had them dressed as ‘trannies’ in 
black leather and fishnet stockings, singing, dancing and 
stamping to the beat, and finally, invading the audience. 
The years dropped off as we all leapt to our feet and joined 
the Time Warp dance as the good times rolled. What a 
grand finale.

The other acts were all superb. Lily Hepher, a 90 year-
old performance poet, gave an hilarious account of some 
English compositions written by her fellow primary 
school students. The bowels are near the heart inside 
our bodies along with bits of kidney. There are five bow-
els, a,e,i,o,u … and on and on till my sides ached with 
laughing.
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Following the hypnotic drumming by Wollondilly 
OWN and La Vos, the Sydney Creative Movement group 
dipped and swayed with floating scarves as teacher, Ellin, 
lithe and beautiful, danced among them, controlled and 
sinuous as a temple dancer. Our Greek OWN women from 
Bankstown finished their lively round of age-old Greek 
dances with the beautiful, still haunting, Zorba dance. 
Later, there were more energetic folk dances from the Sole 
Sisters from Bankstown OWN Wellness Centre chosen 
from their very multicultural repertoire. A snappy tap-
dance from Elaine King of Southern Highlands OWN 
had us tapping and humming, and admiring (envying?) 
those lovely legs of hers.

The two instrumental acts, Valda Marshall playing her 
brilliant trumpet, and Marjorie and Olive from Illawarra 
OWN on their sweet violin and guitar calmed us, so pro-
fessional they were. The few bawdy jokes told with relish 
by the Illawarra SilvertOWNs certainly didn’t calm us, 
but the audience loved them.

There were three vocal soloists: Betty Little, Bridget 
Byrne and Marjorie Moffat. Like audiences everywhere, 
I always love to hear the beautiful, resonating voice of 
Betty Little, and was so happy that she sang my favourite, 
I Come From a Line of Strong Koori Women. 

Marjorie’s very funny song, When the Gas Man Calls, 
sung in her really, really glorious voice had the audience 
in stitches. My own personal favourites were the Sydney 
Theatre Group’s songs, and an hilarious act by those two 
born Thespians, Peggy and Lucy, playing posh ladies, Mrs 
Farnsworth and Mrs Twiverton, who find themselves in 
a dance hall with no gentlemen partners, and are forced 
to dance with each other. Not cheek to cheek but bust 
to bust! They ought to be in pictures! After this act, the 
wicked Josie said, “If you’re not in a good mood by now, 
well, you can bugger off!” That said it all, even if it wasn’t 
very ladylike.
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Women Centre Stage was an unbelievable success. 
Ultimately the success of the afternoon was due to meticu-
lous planning and careful organisation over many weeks. 
Dorothy Cora had the final responsibility and with the 
sublimely unflappable and competent Kris Ferguson and 
Peggy Hewett backstage, the afternoon was perfection.

And Seniors Week Events Coordinator, Barbara Haines, felt much 
the same. 

I just wanted to congratulate you all on a wonderful 
event. I had a lovely time and really enjoyed the perform-
ances. Such an inspiration – I can only hope I’ve got that 
much energy in a few years! I arrived just after the first 
performance, I think, and unfortunately had to leave just 
prior to the end but what I did catch was just fantastic.

I’m writing to thank you for your contribution to the 
Seniors Week program this year. Women Centre Stage 
was an important element in the overall Seniors Week  
program and a great credit to the wonderful work taking 
place in your area.

Your efforts towards the realisation and smooth run-
ning of the event are much appreciated. On behalf of the 
Seniors Week Team – thank you! We look forward to 
working together again in the future and wish you the 
best for your continuing work this year.

Of those watching the remarkable performance that afternoon in 
Campbelltown, only a few could remember where it all began …  
the inspired actions of a handful of women on a cold and windy day 
in Canberra 16 years before. 

Older women had indeed become visible!

An enduring legacy
The success of the concert at Campbelltown, with its combination 
of talent from so many different OWN performance groups, was 
testimony to the value of the Theatre Group’s practice of passing 
on their skills. Time and effort conducting theatre skills workshops 
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far and wide had inspired the formation of the performance groups 
that had entertained the audience so well that day. It is a legacy to 
be proud of:

•	 The SilvertOWNS came together in the late 90s to bring 
political issues in the Illawarra to the fore. In recent years 
they have turned their attention to entertaining audi-
ences with light-hearted songs and jokes with a smatter-
ing of short and snappy comments on women’s issues. 
They are a large and lively group whose popularity in the 
Illawarra region, south of Sydney, continues to grow.

•	 The Southern Highland WENCHes (Women Embracing 
New Challenges in Health) began in 2002 delivering 
health messages to older women in a light-hearted and 
entertaining way. Like the Theatre Group, they put new 
words to familiar tunes and cover health issues ranging 
from mammograms and pap smears to snoring, obesity 
and depression. 

•	 A highly energetic performance group that doesn’t fit 
the mould is the Wollondilly Heart Beats. Members of 
Wollondilly OWN formed their drumming group in 
the late 90s and have never looked back. They perform 
regularly in their local community, and are also highly 
sought after outside it. 

•	 Other more conventional performance groups formed in 
Wagga Wagga, Lismore and Nowra and were active for 
short or long periods. Sadly, the gutsy Melody Makers, 
who wowed the audience at the Women Centre Stage con-
cert, were one of those groups unable to maintain the 
momentum and have since folded. 

•	 More recently Noreen Hewett was once again the midwife 
for a performance group, this time for the Sutherland 
Dames. With a council grant of $7500 to expand their 
small singing group into a full-blown performance group 
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with paid musicians and a director, The Dames are well 
on their way to local fame. 

•	 Interstate, the Western Australian OWN Theatre Group 
was formed in 1994 following a theatre skills workshop 
conducted in 1993. They have written, produced and per-
formed a total of 23 shows since then, using parody and 
humour to promote positive ageing, social justice and 
lifelong learning. Recently they received financial sup-
port from the WA government for a new show on inter-
generational issues called Fractured Fairy Stories.

•	 Queensland OWN established a performance group 
in the mid-nineties called Coming Into Our OWN. 
Consisting of between ten and twenty older women, they 
initially used material supplied by the Sydney Theatre 
Group before gradually creating their own. After more 
than seven very active years the group broke up because 
new performers were not coming on board.

•	 In the Australian Capital Territory a performance group 
came together in 1994, following the 1992 OWN Think 
Tank at Narrabeen. It folded five years later following the 
death of the director. Unfortunately, no one else had the 
skills to take it on.

•	 In Victoria, a performance group was established in the 
mid-nineties and was active for various periods until the 
late-nineties.

Each performance group, no matter how long they were viable, is 
a legacy of the Theatre Group and the women who passed on their 
theatre skills in order to share the joy. 

And ‘ordinary’ life went on …
The rest of 2004 was characterised by entrances, exits, a revolv-
ing door and country tours. Brigid Sen was welcomed back to 
the fold after her year in the UK, Jo Allon came back for a while, 
but then went overseas, and Joan Modder joined the Group. Ann 
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Cunynghame, their pianist, was also away, but where …? She asked 
Josie to say she was overseas, as it sounded better than saying she 
was having another operation! 

A temporary replacement was found for Ann. Claire Jordan was 
a delightful and talented woman who, at her first full rehearsal, 
confessed to feeling nervous because she’d never played for such 
a group before. Josie suggested she prepare herself to hear half a 
dozen cast members complaining that the music was too fast, too 
slow, too loud, too soft … Claire laughed and said she thought she 
could cope, which of course she did.

A bit of cheek
Their first tour that year was to Batemans Bay in July. The organiser 
sent an email saying there was a big surprise waiting for them – 
such suspense! It was a big surprise, not only for the Theatre Group, 
but for many in the audience.

The event was a Women in Business Conference, sponsored by a 
local bank. Bank officials were in the audience, along with the local 
Member of Parliament. The cast sang their Fair Go Banks song, and 
then gave them the benefit of Josie’s latest creation, The Liars’ Song. 
Perhaps it was her introduction … 

“These days most people put politicians in the same category as 
used car salesmen – big smiles, lots of words, not very truthful. We 
dedicate this song to our pollies. You’ll probably know the tune, so 
we thought that when all the cast joins in, you might like to join 
in as well.”

Liars’ Song2 
Solo� 	When we don’t know what to say, we tell them lies, 

All� 	 We tell them lies

Solo� 	They come easy off our tongue, we tell them lies.

All�� 	 We tell them lies

2	 New words to If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands (date written and 
original composer uncertain)
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Solo� 	There were no weapons of destruction,
But we just took our instruction, from the good old USA

All� 	 Who told us lies.

Solo� 	When our health system’s not right, we tell them lies. 

All�� 	 We tell them lies

Solo� When the nurses told the truth, we called them lies.
There were no patients dying, and everyone was lying.

All�� 	 We tell them lies

Solo� 	It was other people’s fault.

All�� 	 They told us lies.

Solo� 	When the schools are short of money, we tell them lies. 

All�� 	 We tell them lies

Solo� 	We say private schools are better, we tell them lies.

All�� 	 We tell them lies 

Solo� 	The public system was ok, till we gave their money away.
But we can’t afford to say,

All� 	 We told them lies

Solo� 	When our transport system fails, we tell them lies. 

All� 	 We tell them lies

Solo� 	We blame it on the staff, we tell them lies.

All� 	 We tell them lies 

Solo� 	We can’t afford to do repairs, until we increase all the fares.
’Cos we spent it all before.

All� 	 We told them lies

Solo� 	When the Koories want a say we tell them lies.

All� 	 We tell them lies 
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Solo� 	We screwed them in the past, we told them lies. 

All� 	 We told them lies

Solo� 	There is no discrimination, we are one big happy nation.
We don’t have to say we’re sorry,

All� 	 We tell them lies

ALL� 	 When we’re questioned by the press, we tell them lies.
We say it’s not our fault, they told us lies.
But the press they understand, ’cos we go hand in hand.
We’re both good at telling lies.
We tell them lies.

Both songs received robust demands for an encore by the general 
audience, but went down like lead balloons with officials in the 
audience. 

A daunting audience
In September a four-day health information tour organised by 
Macquarie Health Services involved a number of towns in western 
NSW. After their first performance the Dubbo Daily Liberal ran a 
very upbeat story, with a photo, about “these lively ‘girls’ who poke 
fun at institutions, politicians, bureaucracies, lifestyles and them-
selves with witty skits and songs that reveal how older women see 
the world”.

The performance at Warren the next day was scheduled to take 
place in the auditorium of the local High School, but there was a 
small glitch when one of the buses bringing older people didn’t 
make it by show time. That left a large gap in the audience, which 
school staff decided to fill with students from Years 11 and 12. Like 
kids everywhere, they were pleased to have an hour off school, but 
they weren’t so sure about watching a bunch of oldies on stage. 
Their demeanour said it all … slouching in, slinging legs over chair 
backs, talk reaching the outer limits of volume … if ever there was 
a daunting audience it was right there in Warren.

The show started, and gradually there was a change of mood in 
the auditorium. Legs went down, extraneous comments ceased, 
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young bodies straightened up and leant forward. Judging by the 
expressions on their faces during the domestic violence segment, 
cast members could see that many students were no strangers to 
violence in the home. At the end there was a great round of applause 
and a photo with students and cast.

Later on, a cast member was approached by one of the boys. “Good 
on you women for standing up for yourselves” he said. His grand-
mother had spoken about domestic violence in his family and he 
was very respectful and pro-women. 

A staff member in the audience had also noted the effect of the 
domestic violence segment on the kids, and said that had she real-
ised that this was a topic to be covered she would have arranged 
for an advisor to be in the audience and available to talk to the 
kids later. Josie made a note that in future they would ensure that 
schools were made aware if the topic of domestic violence was to be 
included in a performance before young people. 

At Narromine that night the group performed at a women’s 
health evening called Girls to Grannies, where the audience par-
ticipated in massage and aromatherapy sessions. It had been a hard 
day, and our troupers could have used some massage and aroma-
therapy themselves; instead, they introduced their own therapy 

An intergenerational mix (Photo: Warren Advocate)
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– hoots of laughter – with a soulful rendition of the Fairies skit. As 
usual, it hit the spot. 

The health focus at Gulargambone (Watering Hole for Galahs) 
the next day was osteoporosis and continence, which some might 
consider weighty themes. The Theatre Group accepted the challenge 
and succeeded in showing that, as you get older, you can still be 
active and have fun. 

The final performance of the tour was to a packed house at the 
2004 Women’s Gathering at Coonabarabran. With their previous 
experience in mind, the cast wondered how their songs would be 
received when they discovered there were a local councillor and an 
MP in the audience. 

They needn’t have worried. The audience erupted into deafening 
cheers and prolonged clapping after The Liars’ Song and also after a 
cheeky new song they’d written about politicians’ pay.

Governments are for the People3

We’re here and we hope you will listen
to the things that we’ve come here to say.
We think that it’s time that the government
did something to earn their huge pay.

While they only have a few sittings
their super increases each day;
When members retire from Parliament
it’s not silver, it’s gold all the way.

Chorus
Singing tooral iooral iaddity,
singing tooral iooral iay,
Governments are for the people
so listen to all that we say.

The government gives no protection
to the worker who’s getting the sack.
Who sometimes will lose all entitlements
with no chance of getting them back.

3	 New words to Botany Bay, written in 1886 by Stephens and Yardley.
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The cutting of budgets is regular;
we read about them every day.
The one thing we guarantee you is
politicians will still get their pay.

Chorus	
We need to spend money on transport;
we need to spend more for our health.
We need a good treasurer who somehow
can be taught that we should share the wealth.

We’ll go on protesting and marching;
we all have a right to our say.
We’ll let you know how we are feeling
about their conditions and pay.

Chorus	

Although extremely successful, the four-day Macquarie Health 
tour was an example of how gruelling such a trip can be. Upstairs 
motel rooms with no lifts, travelling long distances in a small bus 
and putting up with irregular meals would have daunted most per-
formers, but the cast took it in their stride. Until they arrived home, 
that is, and could yield in private to their bone-weariness. 

Full circle
In December 2004 the Theatre Group was once again invited to per-
form at the Darling Harbour Convention Centre. This was where 
they came in … their very first performance 14 years before had 
been at the Convention Centre, when Women Centre Stage had 
well and truly put them centre stage. On the first occasion there 
had been 200 in the audience; this time there were 800! There were 
other differences too – this time they were paid to perform, and this 
time they weren’t quaking with nerves. In fact, they felt so sure of 
themselves that the provocative Liars’ Song was included in their 
program despite (or because of) the presence of Federal and State 
health politicians.

They had come full circle. Throughout those 14 years the OWN 
Theatre Group had proved itself unparalleled in giving dramatic 
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form to the concerns of older women, and inspiring others to have 
a go too. In revealing older women in their true light as ‘with it’, 
imaginative, talented people actively involved in living life to the 
fullest, they had powerfully challenged the myth of older women as 
unproductive, geriatric fuddy-duddies. And in doing so, they had 
not only informed their audiences, but had given them what people 
of all ages needed more than ever … fun and laughter.

The magic mix
The women in the OWN Theatre Group come from different back-
grounds and cultures, and have different levels of involvement in 
family and community, but their differences melt away when they 
perform together. 

There’s a magic mix when these older women are centre stage – a 
joy in living, an exuberance and dedication that connects them and 

Cast members 2004 
Back row: Edith Sykes, Marjorie Moffat, Norma Bastock, Josie Jackson, 

Marie Williams and Claire Jordan. Front row: Louise Anike and 
Monique Reiher. (Not present: Ceri Ritchie, Joan Modder  

and Brenda Hardwick.)
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engages their audiences. Their passion has sustained them in the 
past and will keep them performing for many years to come. 

In the course of their lives they have experienced the full 
gamut … fear and pain, joy and despair, zest and weariness, won-
derment, love, loneliness … every emotion there is. Whatever the 
mix in private, once members of the OWN Theatre Group go into 
performance mode, all that life experience is shared with their 
audience. They are living proof that advancing years bring women 
accumulated insight and strength, perception, empathy, warmth 
and wit. 

And for all those reasons, and many more, their voices will con-
tinue to be heard.



Appendix A

Biogr aphical Notes on 

Members of the  

Theatre Group: 1990 to 2004

The profiles of cast members are presented in the order in which 
they joined the Theatre Group (rather than alphabetically) to hon-
our the vision, faith and commitment of those who paved the way. 

Attempts to contact past members for information about their 
involvement with the Theatre Group were not always successful, 
and I apologise to any performers I have not been able to contact. 
Since this is a history of the Theatre Group up to and including 
2004, I did not seek biographies from cast members who joined the 
Group after 2004. 

Peggy Hewett 
Peggy joined the Older Women’s Network in 1987 and immediately 
began working to establish a performance group within the organ-
isation. She had been singing ‘message songs’ for over 50 years, so 
the idea of using her skills in theatre and song to promote social 
justice and a fair go for her peers held great appeal. Three years of 
blood, sweat and tears saw the OWN Theatre Group finally launched 
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at a large government-funded forum for older people in 1990. For 
twelve years Peggy was the lead singer in the Theatre Group in addi-
tion to being coordinator and administrator and, for different peri-
ods, creative director. Peggy retired in 2002.

Gwen George ( – 2006)
It was Gwen’s brilliant idea for older women to perform outside 
Parliament House in Canberra during the 1988 Bi-Centennial cel-
ebrations. Three years later, in 1990, Gwen became a member of 
the Theatre Group, playing a leading role in script-writing and 
performing. Gwen was a committed political activist who fought 
against injustice wherever she came across it. She left the Theatre 
Group in 1993 to concentrate on her consumer advocacy and man-
agement activities with the Older Women’s Network. 

Louise Anike (1926 – 2007)
In 1987 Louise was invited by Peggy Hewett to add her voice to the 
group of older women travelling to Canberra to perform satirical 
scripts and songs outside Parliament House. With Lynette Ariel, 
Louise had already written and performed a short drama called 
Older Women Show and Tell and published a book, Older Women 
Ready or Not, so joining the Theatre Group was merely extending 
her feminist activism in the arts world. Louise and Lynette per-
formed Older Women Show and Tell at the Theatre Group’s first 
public performance, Women Centre Stage, in 1990. Louise was a 
multi-talented woman who used her personal and artistic skills to 
great effect in her role as the Theatre Group’s primary scriptwriter 
and creative director. Ill health forced her to resign in 2006.

Joy Ross
Joy was a founding member of the Older Women’s Network and 
was actively involved in every aspect of its development from 1986. 
Although supportive of the Picnic at Parliament House in 1988, Joy 
was unable to attend. Two years later, however, she was one of six 
cast members involved in preparing material and rehearsing for 
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the Theatre Group’s seminal performance, Women Centre Stage, to 
an audience of 200 at the Sydney Convention Centre. Joy remained 
a member of the Theatre Group until 1991, when her work coord-
inating the newly incorporated Older Women’s Network demanded 
more of her time and attention. 

Marie Williams
Marie met Joy Ross at the Combined Pensioners Association in 1989 
and, through her, became a fan of the Theatre Group. Marie loved 
the idea of being on stage but was also terrified of it. Eventually she 
realized that her fear was ridiculous and with newfound confidence 
joined up in 1991. She wrote a number of lyrics, including those for 
Stout Hearted Women, Makin’ Whoopee and Come On and Hear 
Alexander Graham Bell. It was many years before she played a spe-
cial character on stage, but when she did, it was as one of the fairies, 
which became her favourite role. Bitten by the boot-scooting bug 
in 1995, Marie resigned, but returned in 1997 and performed for a 
further ten years. 

Helen Murphy ( – 2008)
Helen was among the group of older women who travelled to 
Canberra under the Older Women’s Network banner in 1988 to per-
form to politicians and the media about older women’s invisibility. 
For the next three years she was a member of the informal Barber 
Shop Quartette before joining the cast of Women Centre Stage in 
1990. Helen used her magnificent speaking voice and enormous 
exuberance to wow audiences of all ages. She retired in 1996 to 
concentrate on her other voluntary work, including reading to the 
blind on Community Radio.

Sylvia Harding
Following her retirement in the mid-seventies, Sylvia joined the 
Combined Pensioners Association and in 1987 became a founding 
member of the Older Women’s Network. In her late teens Sylvia had 
enjoyed performing with the Workers’ Art Club (later to become 
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New Theatre) so she was a logical choice for the role of narrator 
at the performance picnic in Canberra in 1988. She wrote the seg-
ment on Daisy Bindi, an Aboriginal activist, for that performance 
and was a regular contributor to scripts and songs during her years 
with the Theatre Group. Sylvia’s last performance with the Theatre 
Group was at New Theatre in 1993 at the age of 78. She had come full 
circle – finishing where she had started. (Sylvia and Merle Highet 
are sisters.) 

Merle Highet
Merle joined the Theatre Group in 1990 after being made redun-
dant at 65 and meeting up again with her friend Peggy Hewett. 
As a committed campaigner for social justice for over 40 years, 
and with a lifelong love of theatre – her mother was a foundation 
member of New Theatre and Merle had been a dancer in her youth – 
Merle recognised the OWN Theatre Group as an excellent medium 
to debunk stereotypes and portray positive images of older women. 
Merle was one of six cast members in the first public performance 
of the Theatre Group, Women Centre Stage. During her 16 years 
with the Theatre Group she was involved in administration, script-
writing, making props, singing, acting and teaching theatre skills. 
She retired from the Theatre Group in 2006.

Nina Walton
It all started for Nina when she was five years old strutting her 
stuff in a tutu and black top hat singing Lily of Laguna. Nina found 
the applause delightful and still does! In 1990 she attended Louise 
Anike’s workshop at a National Women’s Conference in Canberra 
and was immediately won over to the OWN cause. Nina very much 
liked what the Theatre Group was saying about older women’s lives 
and before long became a part of it herself. While she found some 
displays of artistic temperament hard to take, she enjoyed the way 
the cast cared about each other and shared a common political per-
spective. Nina resigned in 1997.
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Elinor Russell
When her close friend Louise Anike asked Elinor to join the Theatre 
Group in 1990, she agreed. As a feminist, Elinor found great satis-
faction in putting older women’s issues on the public agenda with 
songs and skits that were both funny and politically thought-pro-
voking. She resigned from the Theatre Group in 1993 with health 
problems. 

Judith Mustard
Judith joined the Theatre Group in 1991 to fulfill a dream of being on 
stage that she’d had since University days. A born performer, Judith 
was a member of the Theatre Group for 13 years. This was alongside 
her roles within the Older Women’s Network, which included long 
periods on the management committee and editing the monthly 
newsletter. Judith’s favourite role in the Theatre Group’s repertoire 
was the Fairy Queen. She resigned in 2005 for health reasons, but 
remains a strong supporter of the entertaining manner in which the 
Group generates interest and awareness of the many social issues 
affecting older women. 

Bernice Lynch (1930 - 2009)
A gifted rhythm guitarist, Bernice was part of the Australian music 
scene for over 60 years. She was present at the ‘birth of television’ in 
Australia, being the first female singer at the opening of Channel 7. 
A dedicated trouper, Bernice joined the Theatre Group as its mu-
sical accompanist in 1991 and for the next ten years her supreme 
musicianship had a powerful influence on its musical and artistic 
development. Osteoarthritis in her hands and legs finally brought 
Bernice’s illustrious musical career to an end in 2001.

June Goss
June was another cast member recruited by her old friend Peggy. 
June’s experience in political street theatre, in New Theatre and 
in radio (she had just returned from three years working at Radio 
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Moscow) meant she was open to the idea of promoting the rights 
and visibility of older women through performance. June joined 
the Theatre Group in 1991 and stayed until December 1998, despite 
moving to the Central Coast some years before. During her time 
with the Theatre Group June was a singer and an actor, involved 
with props, and on occasions took on administration and creative 
director roles.

Dorothy Buchanan
Seeing a performance at New Theatre inspired Dorothy to join 
the Theatre Group in 1991. She was involved in lyric and script-
writing, acting and singing until she moved to the south coast to 
live. Dorothy had planned to continue as a member of the cast, but 
found three hours travelling to Sydney too difficult and resigned 
in late 1994.

Lucy Porter
After working for over 50 years, Lucy had dreams of a quiet retire-
ment. That was before she met up again in 1991 with her old friend 
Peggy Hewett, whose views on older women’s creativity, imagina-
tion and innovation she shared. By 1992, with no background in 
theatre or music, Lucy was soon fully involved in acting, singing, 
script-writing and theatre skills workshops … and loving it! With 
some gentle encouragement from Peg, Lucy also took on the role 
of joint coordinator and administrator, which they undertook for 
almost a decade. Lucy resigned in 2003 for health reasons. 

Mary McCusker
When Mary joined the Theatre Group in 1992, it revived memories 
of the fun she’d had as a performer in high school shows and in a 
college performance group. There were a number of new members 
the year she joined and Mary found it a great learning experience. 
While she was involved on stage as a singer and actor, she is perhaps 
best remembered for her talents in lyric writing and musical com-
position. In 1992 she wrote the lyrics and composed the music of 
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Inside of Me, which remains one of the most enduring and popular 
songs in the Theatre Group’s repertoire. Still in the paid workforce, 
and with many other strings to her bow, Mary resigned in 1994. 

Dorothy Cox
Dorothy’s life was rolling gently along when an OWN friend phoned 
her in 1992 to say the Theatre Group needed an audience for a tele-
vised rehearsal. She agreed to be part of the audience and from 
the first moment she heard and saw the Theatre Group perform 
she was hooked. Being part of a creative, dedicated, hard-working 
and fun-loving group of older women was exactly what Dorothy 
needed. Deteriorating health, family matters, and a desire to write 
her memoirs led to her retirement in 1998.

Mollie Smith
When Mollie retired from paid work in 1993 she immediately joined 
the Theatre Group, which she had recently seen perform at The 
Dougherty Centre in Chatswood. While she sometimes found per-
sonal interactions within the Theatre Group hard work, she mostly 
found it heaps of fun and loved performing. Mollie has wonderful 
memories of her time as a cast member, especially doing country 
tours, performing at State Parliament House and meeting such a 
huge variety of people. She resigned in 1997 to establish an Older 
Women’s Network group in Parramatta.

Noel Carpenter
Noel saw the Theatre Group perform at an International Women’s 
Day rally and was hooked on its positive messages of ageing. These 
were messages about her future! After retiring from paid work in 
1994, Noel joined the Theatre Group as a singer, actor, costume-
maker and ‘roadie’. She loved performing material that confronted 
and entertained audiences and found being on stage a very positive 
experience. Noel resigned in 1996 because of underlying tensions 
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within the group, which she believed were related to cast members 
not sharing similar goals and perspectives. 

Josephine Allon
Jo had always enjoyed and been involved in amateur theatre, so 
after retirement she began to look for something apart from walk-
ing and gardening to keep her active. She joined the Theatre Group 
in 1997 and left in 2000 for health and family reasons, although she 
willingly stepped in as a replacement when there was a cast crisis. 
Jo returned after a few years to take on a coordination role in addi-
tion to acting, singing and making costumes. Being comfortable 
on stage took a while, but Jo stuck with it and continues to be a 
seasoned trouper who is highly valued within the Group.

Josie Jackson
In 1997 Josie walked into the Older Women’s Network office and, as 
luck would have it, Peggy Hewett was on roster. When Josie asked 
about joining OWN, Peggy asked if she could sing and dance. “No” 
said Josie. “Well, you’re in the Theatre Group, because we need new 
women,” announced Peggy. Josie became a key performer and lyr-
icist until the emotional trauma of publicly revealing her experi-
ences of domestic violence took its toll. In 1999 she resigned to seek 
professional support. A year later she returned to performing and 
also took on the role of coordinator, which she held until 2003. Josie 
came and went between 2003 and 2008 and returned to the cast in 
2009.

Janet Waters
Janet, Scottish by birth, Australian by choice, had recently become a 
strong campaigner for older women’s health and wellbeing, so when 
she heard the Theatre Group’s ‘message entertainment’ in 1995 she 
wanted to be part of it. She joined the Theatre Group in 1998 and, 
in addition to singing and acting, was involved in costume making 
and occasional coordination. What kept Janet in good spirits was 
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the often ho-hum look on people’s faces when they arrived and the 
change to broad smiles and enthusiastic applause during the per-
formance. Janet retired from the Group in 2004.

Brigid Sen
English-born Brigid had been interested in acting and singing at 
school and university, so after seeing a performance of the Theatre 
Group at the Wesley Centre in 1997 she was inspired to join them, 
and did so in 1998. It was primarily the vitality and wit of the 
Theatre Group that attracted her. Brigid became assistant direc-
tor to Louise Anike when the group expanded and, when Louise 
retired, Brigid took on the director’s role. She also continued to 
sing, perform and write lyrics. Brigid returns to England every few 
years to spend time with her family.

Ann Cunynghame
Ann was a pianist with a long history of accompanying a seniors’ 
choir and working with the Bondi Creative Music Group, where 
she wrote her own music, and had a collaborative relationship with 
lyric writer, Mary McCusker. Through Peter Winkler (Resident 
Musician at the Bondi Pavillion) Ann met Peggy Hewett and Louise 
Anike and soon began writing music for the OWN Theatre Group. 
When Ann eventually saw the Theatre Group perform in 2000 she 
was blown away, and joined immediately as a performer. Following 
Bernice Lynch’s resignation Ann became the Theatre Group’s pian-
ist. She continued to write original music and, with lyricists Josie 
Jackson and Louise Anike, added many new songs to the Theatre 
Group’s repertoire. Ann joined the OWN Sutherland performance 
group, The Dames, in 2008 as their musician. 

Jean Jacobs ( – 2002)
Jean joined the Theatre Group in 2000. Although she was only with 
the Group for two years before her death in a car accident in August 
2002, Jean was a key member of the cast. On and off stage she was a 
popular performer who was a tower of strength in the various roles 
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she undertook – acting, singing, report-writing and being contact 
person for Friends of the Theatre Group.

Norma Bastock
In 2000, undeterred by having to travel three hours to Sydney from 
the South Coast, Norma joined the Theatre Group. She loves per-
forming, and especially enjoys seeing the smiley faces of audience 
members as they ‘get’ the message that older women are not on 
the way out, but are vitally engaged with life. Apart from acting, 
singing, organising props and making costumes, Norma is the 
Theatre Group’s social secretary. She remains a valued member of 
the Group. 

Marjorie Moffat 
When she was still in the paid workforce, Marjorie saw the Theatre 
Group perform outdoors at Darling Harbour and decided that when 
she retired she’d like to join it. She contacted the Group in 2001 and 
the following year joined the cast. Her love of singing and her long 
experience singing with choirs and in musicals, both here and in 
Canada, ensured her a warm welcome. Marjorie loves promoting 
a different vision of older women through the Theatre Group and 
finds being a member of the cast a fun way of volunteering. In addi-
tion to performing, she became involved in administration and 
coordination until 2006, when she began looking after props and 
costumes. Marjorie is still a key member of the Theatre Group.   

Monique Reiher
Monique had been a member of OWN for around seven years before 
succumbing to pressure from OWN friends to join the Theatre 
Group, which she did in 2003. Although she didn’t see herself as a 
performer as such, she had acted in school plays and enjoyed sing-
ing in choral groups throughout her adult life. Monique loved the 
friendly company and singing in OWN’s a cappella group, so when 
it ceased functioning in 2003 she turned to the Theatre Group, from 
which she retired in 2007.
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Ceri Ritchie
Ceri became a member of the cast in 2003 even though she lived two 
hours away, in the Illawarra region. She believed that the best way 
to deliver new ideas and concepts, particularly related to feminism, 
was with humour and satire. Ceri has warm memories of the strong 
support, friendship, laughter and loyalty she experienced during 
her two years with the group. Eventually the travelling became too 
much and Ceri resigned in 2005.

Joan Modder
Joan became a member of the Theatre Group in 2004 for a number 
of reasons: to have fun, undertake country tours, keep active, enjoy 
social contact, and be involved in issues of political importance 
to older women. She is a lyric writer, media link, involved with 
props and the chief liaison between the Theatre Group and the 
OWN Sydney Working Group. Joan is still a member of the Theatre 
Group.

Brenda Hardwick
Brenda had spent many years working overseas as a professional 
dancer in musicals, TV and films, and as a cabaret and stage cho-
reographer. After her husband died, she came to Australia and in 
mid-2003 joined the Theatre Group. She found Louise an inspir-
ing director, loved being with the other performers and found the 
content of shows very interesting. Before long she had introduced 
dance and movement routines into a number of songs, which other 
cast members enjoyed. Following Louise’s retirement Brenda felt 
her choreographic skills were no longer appreciated so reluctantly 
resigned in 2007. 

Edith Sykes
Edith joined the Theatre Group in 2004 following the death of her 
husband. She felt she was in a bit of a rut, and as she had previously 
performed on stage thought that joining the Theatre Group could 
help – and it did! 



Appendix B

Press Release 

Austr alia 1788-1988  

‘Women 88’  

20 April 1988

“The most outstanding event of the Bicentenary” claimed Gwen 
George of the Older Women’s Network, “making the invisible 
visible”.

“On 28th April in Canberra at a picnic at Parliament House, we will 
reveal the conspiracy which has made older women invisible”.

This is a special picnic, unlike the picnic at Hanging Rock where 
young women disappeared. Our picnic will make older women 
visible.

Let the play commence:

Meet the invisible women of our country.

Meet the performers:

Mrs. Cellophane. You can look right through me.
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Walk right by me and never know I’m there.

Meet the Minister for Insecurity, Mr Leak.

Who designed Canberra, where we are holding our picnic? Walter 
Burly Griffin? What about wife Marion, Architect and Manager of 
the Sydney Office, explaining in brilliant drawings her own and 
her husband’s ideas. Have you looked at that tapestry in the New 
Parliament House? Marion who?

Invisible.

Mrs Hawke has been invited, Senators Margaret Reynolds, Pat 
Giles, Jeanette McHugh M.H.R., all the women Members as well 
as all the women in the Parliament House. A fitting finale for the 
Rose Garden.

CONTACT: Gwen George
PH: (02) 660 6067
Older Women’s Network, Sydney
Peggy Hewett
Ph: (02) 281 1811

CANBERRA
28th APRIL 1988
P.M.
LAWNS AT OLD PARLIAMENT HOUSE



Appendix C

Money,  Money,  Money

Towards the end of 1990, the Theatre Group decided that to become 
more financially secure they would need to charge for perform-
ances. The fee they set was $100 for a performance, which included 
a musician and a screening of the video, Women Centre Stage. An 
extra $25 was charged for a speaker. 

The fee was often waived in cases where the group requesting a 
performance had no money, and this is still the case for particularly 
worthy causes. For groups that can afford it, the Theatre Group’s 
performance fee is now $400.

Early in 1991 the Theatre Group received a four-month grant of 
$4000 from the Community Cultural Development Unit (CCDU), a 
department of the Australia Council, to develop the cast’s theatrical 
skills and stagecraft. They were particularly delighted and some-
what surprised to receive this grant, since they had been warned 
that it was very rare for first-time applicants to receive one. 

The following year, 1992, a further grant of $10,000 was received 
from the Australia Council, this time through its Community 
Cultural Development Performance Projects Program. The grant 
enabled an arts worker to be employed and three shows to be pro-
duced: Older Women on the Rocks and in the Swim, A Bunch of Roses 
and Our OWN Time of Life. 
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In 1993 the Theatre Group was again awarded a skill-develop-
ment grant from the Australia Council’s Community Cultural 
Development Board (CCDB) – this time for $20,000! 

And then Australia Council funding dried up.
Each year the Australia Council grants had been backed up by 

smaller grants from the NSW Office on Ageing, which is respons-
ible for Seniors Week, and the City of Sydney Council. These were 
usually between one and two thousand dollars, and were used to 
produce a new show based on that year’s theme for Seniors Week.

In 1995 this changed. Funding was no longer available through 
the Office on Ageing for its concerts (they wanted younger perform-
ers!), and Seniors Week funding was mainly awarded to the Older 
Women’s Network for an event which included the Theatre Group, 
but was not available to fund the development of a new show.

Discouraged but not defeated, the Group resolved to use the 
income they received from shows to employ specialist arts workers 
for short periods and to continue to seek funding when ever and 
where ever they could. Cast members agreed to undertake the key 
roles of director, coordinator and administrator, and the show went 
on. This in itself deserves a standing ovation.



Appendix D

An Introduct ion to the 

OW N Theatre Group

Compiled in 1995, this brochure explains what the Theatre Group 
offered to members and what was expected of them. 

We’re here today, we’ve come to say, we’re older women who pave the 
way to recognition, a new condition, we’re making WHOOpee!

We are the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group, not a theatre 
group of older women. We present proudly and publicly the philo-
sophy and character of the Older Women’s Network (OWN) and, 
though classed as amateurs, we show great discipline and awareness 
of the responsibility that this places upon us.

The aim of the OWN Theatre Group is to demystify the myths 
and stereotypes of older women in today’s society in a funny, pro-
vocative, feisty, moving, artistic manner, so we endeavour to write 
scripts that highlight this.

Our style is more in the form of street theatre, or political cab-
aret, with short, revealing dialogue interspersed with song and 
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dance. We change the words of popular old-time songs to illustrate 
our woes, worries and triumphs.

Some older women joining the OWN Theatre Group have had no 
previous theatre experience, while others have had no experience 
with the Older Women’s Network. 

Beginnings … 
The Older Women’s Network Theatre Group was based on the suc-
cess of OWN’s “Bicentennial Celebration for Women” contribu-
tion in Canberra in 1988, when a group of women from diverse 
backgrounds (OWN, Combined Pensioners Association, Women’s 
Liberation) travelled to Canberra to let the politicians know that 
older women were not invisible. They performed songs and sketches 
with messages relating to the specific needs of older women, that 
had been identified and are now recorded in the “Older Women’s 
Workshops” manual, which is available through the Older Women’s 
Network.

From the 1990 presentation of Women Centre Stage performed 
at the Office on Ageing forum Facts, Fears and Fictions, the OWN 
Theatre Group has grown into an effective voice in presenting posi-
tive ageing images for women, both old and young, encouraging 
them to debunk the myths and stereotypes of ageing.

It could be argued that, with a Theatre Group such as ours, the 
restrictions placed on the group by working as ‘legitimate’ theatre, 
do not apply. However, the impression the group leaves on an audi-
ence will reflect and relate to the effectiveness of the Older Women’s 
Network.

Funding
In the past the Theatre Group has received funding from the 
Australia Council for the Arts under their Community Cultural 
Development Board program. This has enabled us to employ art 
workers in voice production, script writing, song writing, move-
ment and directing.
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The funding is not ongoing and each year submissions for fund-
ing are lodged with government bodies.

Coordinator
The link between the Theatre Group and the Older Women’s 
Network is the co-coordinator. This woman is appointed by the 
Working Committee of OWN to this position. She is the spokes-
woman for the group and responsible for the overall running of the 
group. She is also responsible for publicity, submissions, enquiries, 
bookings, rehearsals, workshops and reporting back to the work-
ing committee.

This is an onerous load for one person and in the future it is 
envisaged that two women, one for the artistic side and one for 
administration, will handle this position.

Executive
A small Theatre Group executive is elected by the group members to 
assist the co-coordinator, and when funds are available an adminis-
trative assistant is employed on an 8-hours-per-week basis to work 
with the co-coordinator.

Decision-making
The Theatre Group meets weekly, and sometimes twice weekly, for 
three hours. The first half hour we discuss any business or prob-
lems and make decisions. The rest of the time is given over to 
rehearsals. 

Approximately once a month a “Have your say” meeting is held 
where members are encouraged to air any grievances or problems 
that they feel exist within the group.

A resident director and stage manager are elected from within 
the group each year. We employ a professional musician for rehears-
als and performances. No remuneration, except for fares, is paid to 
other group members.
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Definition of terms
We hope you find the following definitions and descriptions useful, 
particularly if you haven’t had previous theatrical experience.

Director
The director is responsible for the staging of a production. This per-
son is in charge of the interpretation of the script, the movement, 
costumes, properties (props) and lighting.

The Director sets movement, as she can view the effect of a move-
ment and also the pattern it forms as a whole with the movement of 
other members of the cast. If there is no Assistant Director, then the 
Director is also responsible for making notes on the script regard-
ing movement, voice etc. At the end of rehearsal, instructions will 
be given to the cast by the director in regard to these notes. 

Assistant Directors are desirable, as it is not only their job to 
assist, but also a great opportunity to train.

Stage Manager
Is responsible for ensuring the cast is ready to begin rehearsals, for 
setting the stage, and for the properties (props). Once the produc-
tion is set and performed, the Stage Manager takes on the same 
responsibility as a Director.

Choreographer
Is responsible for the dance sequences in a performance. In our 
group the Director usually does this.

Auditions
Auditions are held for roles when it is necessary to fill an acting 
position. The Director or Stage Manager does all casting.

Cast
The actors in a performance.
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Rehearsals
Commitment to attend rehearsals is a must for an actor, and fail-
ure to do so could result in the actor losing her role. Please advise 
the coordinator as soon as possible if you are unable to attend 
rehearsals.

Rehearsals are a necessary and vital part of theatre and each 
rehearsal should be viewed as a stage performance before a live 
audience.

Actors should be well prepared for rehearsals, spending time 
each week, prior to rehearsal, going over their lines and movements 
to ensure that there will be no rehearsal time lost due to their ill 
preparedness. Remember the old saying “Practice makes Perfect”.

Understudies
In any theatre it is invaluable to have the lines of one actor known 
by another so that if, for any reason, the actor is unable to perform, 
the understudy can step into the breach. In the Theatre Group it 
gives new members the opportunity to have a part. Time at rehears-
als will be made for the understudies to perform and they will also 
be given the opportunity to perform before an audience.

Movement
Movement is vital on stage. The Director can move the actor from 
point A to point B to obtain the maximum impact on the audience. 
The movement should appear appropriate, natural and fluid. Each 
actor should see the stage setting as a whole and not just about her 
part; she should be conscious of the space around her and use it to 
obtain the best visual effect.

Mark any moves the Director gives you on your script, so it can 
be learnt along with the lines. This will help to prevent arguments 
and save rehearsal time.

Voice Production
Voice and body are the actor’s tools of trade. A single movement 
can often move an audience to tears or laughter. The voice can be 
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developed through correct breathing and various exercises. The 
aim of voice production is to allow the actor to project her voice to 
the maximum, i.e. to reach the audience without always needing 
microphones, yet to give the impression that the actor is speaking 
at normal volume and not shouting or straining.

Discipline
As with all undertakings, discipline is a vital part of the group. 
If the Director gives a direction to an actor when rehearsal is in 
progress, it is necessary for the actor to do her utmost to carry out 
and remember this direction (mark it on script). If the actor does 
not agree with the director, or wishes to comment, it should be after 
the rehearsal when the Director’s notes are being given.

Ensemble
An ensemble is all the parts of something considered together and 
in relation to a whole, and this is a good description of how our 
Theatre Group needs to work, as a team, caring for and helping 
each other.

While the Theatre Group fulfils the role of highlighting the needs 
of older women, it is imperative that we recognise the individual 
needs of the members of the group and be able to support and assist 
them if necessary. As one of our art workers said with feeling, “Be 
kind to each other”.

Workshops
Workshops are held by the Theatre Group to enable women to learn 
new skills and techniques and put them into practice. To hold a suc-
cessful workshop it is necessary to follow certain guidelines. These 
include having a skilled facilitator who knows the importance of 
such things as allowing women time to get to know each other, 
and limiting the time each person speaks in order to give everyone 
the opportunity to have their say. A structured agenda, arriving 
on time, coming prepared to discuss the topic and agreeing about 
starting and finishing times, are all important. 
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Acknowledging the rights of others to different opinions is cru-
cial. “Let all the flowers (and weeds) bloom”!

The most important element in our theatre workshops is humour 
and laughter.

Brainstorming
Brainstorming sessions are held within the group when a new script 
is needed, or on other occasions when a particular issue needs to 
be clarified. All group members are encouraged to participate and 
air their views. 

Scriptwriting
Responses to performances by the Older Women’s Network Theatre 
Group show that scripts based on issues, concerns and experi-
ences relating to older women are well received and appreciated by 
audiences.

Our scripts are usually 10 to 15 minutes long, and some of the 
issues we have dealt with are health, housing, transport, ageism, 
sexism, hospital services, after care, friendship, the role of a grand-
mother, wellness centres, the media image of older women and the 
invisibility of older women in to-day’s society. We endeavour to 
debunk the stereotyping of older women.

To develop a script the whole Theatre Group, led by an art worker, 
workshops all aspects of a concept. Following this, group members 
then write scripts and present these to the members for acceptance. 
The script is then shown to the working committee to appraise. If 
accepted we now proceed to the next stage.

In producing and rehearsing the script, further changes may be 
needed to enhance a point or for dramatic effect, therefore script-
writers or songwriters within groups such as ours cannot be too 
rigid about their creation and should be prepared to accept criti-
cism and allow constructive changes to occur.

If you can write a letter, if you can tell a story, with a little more 
effort, you can write a script. Scriptwriting is made a lot easier if you 
have access to a computer, as you can print it all out and re-arrange 
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at your leisure. From an entertaining and artistic viewpoint it is 
best to open with a bright cheeky song, build the script up to a high 
point, and have a good rousing enthusiastic finish. Some writers 
prefer to work alone and then workshop the results with the group, 
but scriptwriting can be achieved through a group effort or in any 
way which may suit the group involved.

In conclusion … 
We hope this introduction to the Older Women’s Network Theatre 
Group whets your appetite to join us as we ‘tread the boards’!
The Older Women’s Network Theatre Group – 1995
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Domest ic Violence

Lucy’s story 
Domestic violence was a part of my life for over 50 years. 

A disturbed father who kept a cut-throat razor under his pillow 
and threatened to cut our throats as we slept meant many, many 
terror-stricken nights. 

An overly affectionate grandfather with wandering hands left me 
as a child angry, confused and ashamed, but unable to express my 
feelings or confront him.

A husband with low self-esteem, who answered any threat to his 
power with abuse and violence. He ruled with an iron fist and my 
stomach would churn with anxiety when he was due home, know-
ing there would be another scene. I was constantly told to keep 
my mouth shut as I had nothing of importance to say, and not to 
sing, as I wouldn’t make a singer “as long as my arse pointed to the 
ground”.

Though left with emotional scars, I survived, and here I am today 
at 70 singing and dancing and speaking out in the hope that soci-
ety will change and women and children will not have to live in a 
dangerous war zone called home.
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Merle’s story
One of the most insidious forms of domestic violence is verbal viol-
ence. You can’t see the scars but to the victim they are very real.

For many years I suffered verbal violence instigated by my war-
neurosis husband, himself a victim of the violence of World War II. 
In reality he was a very gentle man and highly intelligent, but when 
he drank, which was almost every day, he changed. I was in denial, 
trying to help him through his traumas, but that only exacerbated 
the problem. I always had to be guarded in my conversations with 
him in case they were taken the wrong way – it was like walking 
on eggshells.

 I thought I was Miss Fixit. I went to AL ANON for years to help 
me understand the effects of his alcohol abuse on the children – 
because he was a good father and they loved him. His frustrations 
were all directed at me.

Seven years ago, after gaining more knowledge of his behaviour 
through a Welfare Course, I walked away from a marriage of over 
47 years. It was a very hard decision. My husband died two years 
ago and I am still working through my feelings. However, today I 
am coping with new challenges and continuing to participate in a 
useful life. 

Josie’s story
One of my first memories is sitting down with my mother a few 
weeks before I was due to start school. She was telling me that when 
I got to school the teachers would call me Josephine. I started to cry 
and said “That’s not my name”. She said “When you get to school, 
that’s your name”. I said, “Mum, my name is You Little Bastard, 
and no one will know me”. She smacked me and said “Your name 
is Josephine and that’s that”. I got used to my new name, but I never 
forgot You Little Bastard.

We used to move from place to place because my mother got jobs 
as housekeeper to men, and we would move in until there was an 
argument and we would have to move to another place. We did this 
for a few years, then my mother got a place of her own and men 
would come to visit the house. When they were there my mother 
would take the light bulb out of my room, lock me in and tell me 
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that if I made a noise the spiders would get me. She grew fat and 
unattractive and men no longer came to call.

She had two brothers who were long-distance truck drivers and 
they would pay to stay in our house when they were in London.  
I was sexually abused by both of them from the age of 11 until I 
was 15. I tried to tell my mother what was happening, but she said 
we needed the money because what she earned at work was not 
enough.

At 15 I had a child. While my mother was working I contacted 
an adoption agency and organised my child’s adoption. I took her 
into town and left her with the agency, where her new parents were 
waiting. She was nearly two. My mother was furious and took to me 
with a saucepan. I did not cry; I did not give in.

When I was 18 I took my cousin to a church dance and I danced 
all night with a man who walked me home and said “Let’s get mar-
ried”. We got a special license and a ring and were married in April 
1953, two weeks after we met. I thought we would move away, but 
he just moved in to my mother’s house.

Six weeks after we were married I got my first black eye. Through 
the next 35 years I had more black eyes, broken ribs and a broken 
nose. One night my daughter called the police and the police con-
stable said, “Mr Kelly, behave yourself. Mrs Kelly, put your husband 
to bed and try not to provoke him again”.

When I was pregnant with my fifth child, we came to Australia. 
My husband loved it because drinking was a national sport here 
and he fitted right in. 

The abuse also included throwing his food on the floor and not 
speaking to me or the kids for three months at a time. As my two 
sons got bigger the physical abuse stopped, but not the emotional 
stuff.

And then came quickie divorces. I went to a solicitor in my 
lunchtime from work and I paid my $320. I went home and, with 
my number two son at my side, I told my husband that this time he 
was leaving for good, and he went.

He came back a couple of years later because he was sick and 
dying. I was retired and looked after him – he was my children’s 
father. He was taken to hospital after a year or so and was put on 
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life support. We were asked to turn it off, as he was brain dead. We 
turned it off and went home. He died the next day. All his work-
mates turned up at his funeral and told me what a great guy he was 
and how lucky I had been.

I gave his ashes to a union seaman friend of mine and he organ-
ised for them to be scattered as far away as possible. They finished 
up in San Francisco Bay. When my mother died I had her buried, 
but have never put any kind of marker on her grave and have never 
visited it.

When God-fearing people say you should forgive, I have never 
thought of forgiving, I will never forgive.

I went one better and outlived them all.

Ann’s story
I married in 1949. When sober, my husband was not an unreason-
able man, but drinking changed him. There were arguments in the 
home almost every day because of this. 

One day after a session at the club with his friends, he returned 
home to find that our son had left his bike in the driveway. Enraged, 
he got out of the car to remove it and then took the bike to the 
garage where the children’s other toys were kept – dinkies, scoot-
ers, etc. – and chopped them all to pieces with a hacksaw. On other 
occasions, when he was in a bad mood and had had too much to 
drink, he cut the cords from the radio and TV, punched in walls 
and would throw his dinner at the wall. 

One day my husband came home after an afternoons drinking to 
find our 14 year-old daughter in her bedroom with the door closed. 
He demanded she come out and asked continuously why she had 
the door closed. She was terrified and kept saying she didn’t know. 
I intervened and he gave me a backhander across the face, breaking 
one of my back molars in four. My son was also assaulted. 

I went to the local courthouse and took out a restraining order 
against my husband, but when the police came to serve the order 
I told them I didn’t want to proceed, as I was scared of him. In the 
1960s, with three children, no money and no refuges to go to, I felt 
I had to remain in the marriage.
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Finally, after another violent episode I sought legal advice and 
was advised to try a six-month trial separation. During this time 
I was hospitalised with a suspected heart attack. After discussing 
my situation with the hospital welfare worker, she advised me not 
to return home. 

In 1977 I divorced my husband. It was uncontested and settle-
ment eventually allowed me to get my own home. 

Unfortunately, my children carry a lot of mental scars from grow-
ing up with domestic violence, and in hindsight (if only you could 
turn back the clock!), I should have left the marriage sooner. 

A member of the Theatre Group wrote a song called Life is Not 
a Dress Rehearsal. If you are in a violent domestic situation, seek 
help. It can lead to a more productive and peaceful existence.



Appendix F

Script for ‘Untold Stories’

Written by Louise Anike and performed at the launch of Untold 
Stories: Voices of Older Women, published by the Older Women’s 
Network in 1998.

Woman (Narrator) with a large history book is seated as show 
opens.

Group of three around mikes
Tell me a story, tell me a story1 
Tell me a story of women through the age
Of women and their hopes and fears
Of women and their joys and tears
Tell me a story as you turn the page

Tell me a story, tell me a story
Tell me a story a story not well known
It may be sad, it may be bold
About the young, about the old
Tell me a story, a story of our own

1	  New words to Tell Me a Story, written in 1953 by Terry Gilkyson.
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Tit Willow2� On the rocks near the tank stream (Put on scarves, 
stand back) Some many years on (lean on chairs)

All� We’re bitter, so bitter, so bitter

Tit Willow� For women are not in our history’s song

All� We’re a-jitter, a-jitter, a-jitter

Historian� Here in the Year of our Lord, Seventeen Hundred and 
Ninety, I pursue this noble task – to write the history of this 
new and glorious colony.

Voice� Ship Ahoy!

Historian� No! No! Surely not another convict ship. My God! Not 
more whores. Never have I known such lazy, insolent sluts!

All� Where’s the Mary, the Polly, the Sarah, the Jane?
Aboriginal women who bore so much pain?
In the pages of history let’s write it again  
But better, much better, much better 

(Take off scarves, sit down)

Betty Little� (sings ‘Strong Koori Women’) 

Narrator� So many stories of unhappy convict women, the pion-
eering women, domestic servants, women of the Aboriginal 
nations. All those women who were without status, little 
money and no say as to what happened to them. Then … 

Suffragette� I mean to say … it’s ridiculous when you think about 
it. Can you imagine that a woman, Queen Victoria, can rule 
a whole empire, yet women cannot vote.

The first time I went to the Women’s Suffrage Society I was so 
excited. I am so proud to be part of it.

All� (singing) They were the women, the stout hearted women

2	 New words to the tune of Tit Willow from The Mikado composed by Gilbert and 
Sullivan in 1885
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Who fought for the vote with their might
Shoulder to shoulder and bolder and bolder 
They marched for their freedom and right
Chained to the rails, they were force fed in gaols
Yet their spirit and courage shone through
Women of the past, we’re proud to sing this song for you

Narrator� Cooks, dressmakers, dairy women, laundresses, teach-
ers, shop assistants. Yes, we were there.

Solo� We were there through each changing century
We were there, but still must write our history
For who heard us when we cried? How many fought?
How many died?

All� 	 Hand in hand, side by side, we were there
Friend and mother, sister, lover, we were there

Narrator� The 1920s and 30s. The years of the Depression … 

Packer� I’m a packer at a sock factory. We’ve been cut down a half-
penny a dozen twice in a year! We have to work and work 
without stopping, to make up the shortage. On piece-work 
we can earn a pound more! But to get it we must get through 
three times as much work.

We need that extra quid! Especially now when nearly all of us 
are helping to support those at home who are out of work.

Even when we get tired or sick we have to keep on at a terrible 
pace to earn every penny we can.

Out of Work Woman� For us single women who were out of work 
life was very hard. Some of us got the dole and some didn’t. 
To get a very small dole you had to queue for hours, once a 
week, in their drab little office at Miller’s Point and answer all 
sorts of personal questions from prying petty little men.

One of their favourite was ‘Why don’t you get a job?’ when it 
was obvious there were no jobs to be had.
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We were treated like sheep, never a smile or a please or thank 
you. It was ‘Stand there, sit there!’ They were so rude, and if 
you answered back they could stop your rations.

We only got food chits anyway. We’d redeem them at the 
shops for a little tea, sugar, bread, butter, potatoes, onions 
and a bit of cheap meat. No luxuries, not even soap, just 
rations – no money

Ain’t got a Barrel of Money3

We could not pay the rent without money
Our clothes became ragged and funny
Got notice to quit
So we did a flit
Side by side

They kicked us out of our houses
Those landlords proved to be louses
We slept on the ground
’Til houses we found
Side by side

Through all kinds of weather
Even when rain did fall
While we we’re together
It didn’t seem to matter at all

No use being down-hearted
Once the depression got started
Men took to the tracks
Women, children in shacks
Side by side

Narrator� World War II, (siren sounds) and under the Manpower 
Regulations all unmarried women in Australia were sub-
ject to industrial conscription. If they were not employed or 

3	 New words to Ain’t got a Barrel of Money, written in 1924 by Harry Macgregor 
Woods.
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enlisted in the army or civilian services they were drafted 
into the factories or the Land Army

All Day Long 4

We’re up each morning bright and early
To work on the assembly line        
On aircraft, in the mills and factories 
We’re busy filling quotas all the time 

Hear the lathes and metals ring
And the hammers bang and ding
It’s a noisy world we’re in 
All day long

We’re swinging with the rhythm
And working with precision
Just listen to that Rap-a-tap-tap
Rap-a-tap-tap
Zing-a ding
As we sing a long

And then the whistle’s blowing
We know it’s home we’re going
And though we’re tired and weary
We’re still cheery
’Cos the whistle’s blown the day’s work is done

Sergeant�  Come on! Come on! Fall In! Get those ranks in order.

Major� Shoulders back! Chins up! Stand at ease!

Sergeant Major� (moves to right of stage and sings)
This is the army Private Jones5 

(Privates move into line)
Get up and move those lazy bones
You’re used to sleeping in bed ’til four
But you won’t be doing that anymore

4	 New words to Woodpecker’s Serenade, written in 1940 by Henry Volz.
5	 New words to This is the army Mr Jones, written in 1946 by Irving Berlin.
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This is the army Private Jones
No cushy jobs with telephones
We’ll have you marching around all day
Kitchen chores, mopping floors, that’s our way

(spoken) By the left – mark time!

Privates� (four singers) You’re always right Sergeant Major
Got it in my little wooden head
You’re always right Sergeant Major
Specially when you’re (shouting) show a leg

Yelling at us daily without warning
Telling us the army knows what’s best – Gawd blimey!
You’re always right Sergeant Major
Sergeant Major won’t you give it a rest

Sergeant Major� Halt! Company dismissed!

Narrator� We sang many songs in wartime. Love songs, songs 
about the war being over, songs about being in the war. We 
also sang happy songs to keep up our morale. 

Medley� (in threes around mikes) We’ll meet again6

Don’t know where 
Don’t know when
But I know we’ll meet again 
Some sunny day

When the lights go on again
All over the world
There’ll be peace and joy again
All over the world

There’ll be blue birds over4

The white cliffs of Dover
Tomorrow
When the world is free

6	 New words to White Cliffs of Dover, written in 1939 by Ross Parker and Hughie 
Charles. 
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Narrator� Let’s have a party!

All� (singing) Roll out the barrel7 we’ll have a barrel of fun
Roll out the barrel we’ll have the blues on the run
Zing boom-tee-arrel, ring out a song of good cheer
Now’s the time to roll the barrel, for the gang’s all here.

Narrator� The end of the war came at last … All right! All right! 
(Whistle blowing) Everybody out! All you women, back where 
you belong! Back to your homes and kitchens! Everybody 
out!

(Few bars of ‘In the Mood’. Cast dance and jig back to seats and sit 
down. Two Singers remain on stage)

First singer�	 That’s the music we remember. It put us in the mood 
for the postwar quick step to get us to the church on time.

Second singer� I won’t sit under the apple tree with anyone else but 
him.

First singer� We’ll meet again in apple blossom time.

Second singer�� He’s gonna buy a paper doll that he can call his 
own
A doll that’ ll do anything to please.
I won’t fence him in.

First singer� Tea for two and two for tea, a girl for me
(spoken) but a boy first for him.
(sings) We will raise a family … 

Second singer�� Blue moon he saw me standing alone
Without a mind of my own … 

First singer� I’m just a girl who can’t say no.
I’m in love with a wonderful guy.

Second singer That old love magic has me in its spell.
He’s the mate that Fate had me created for … 

7	 Roll Out the Barrel, written in 1927 by Jaromír Vejvoda and Václav Zeman.
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First singer� I should have danced all night with Mister Right.
(spoken) Instead, him Tarzan, me Jane … 
(sings) and baby makes three.

Second singer� Or four or five … 

First singer� The girl that he marries will have to be
As soft and as pink as a nursery.

Second singer� The girl he calls his own
Will have satin and laces and smell of
(spoken) Staisweet, Arid, Veet and Evening in Paris

First singer� Always we’ll be together

Second singer� Day and night, he’ ll be the one

Together� Ding, dong, ding, dong, the bells are ringing
For me and my boy
(spoken) To live happily ever after

Narrator� So it came about the baby boomers were born. Then in 
the late sixties something else was born. The second wave of 
the longest revolution! The women’s movement!

Solo� I am woman hear me roar8

In numbers too big to ignore
And I know too much to go back and pretend
’Cos I’ve heard it all before
As I’ve been down there on the floor
No one’s ever going to get me there again
Oh oh, yes I am wise
But it’s wisdom born of pain
Yes I’ve paid the price but look how much I’ve gained
If I have to, I can do anything

All� 	 I am strong, I am invincible
I am woman

8	 I am Woman, written in 1970 by Helen Reddy and Ray Burton.
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Narrator� We wanted to put right all the wrongs we felt, and we 
wanted to do it all at once. 

All� (in threes around mikes) Don’t be too polite girls9

Don’t be too polite
Show a little fight girls, show a little fight
Don’t be fearful of offending in case you get the sack
Just recognise your value and we won’t look back

Don’t be too afraid girls, don’t be too afraid
We’re clearly underpaid girls, clearly underpaid
Though equal pay in principle is everywoman’s right
To turn it into practice, we must show a little fight

All among the bull girls, all among the bull
Keep your hearts full girls, keep your hearts full
What good is a man as a doormat or following at heel?
It’s not their balls we’re after, it’s a fair square deal

Don’t be too polite girls, don’t be too polite
Show a little fight girls show a little fight
Don’t be fearful of offending in case you get the sack
Just recognise your value and you won’t look back

Narrator� So many stories, so much was concealed, yet so much 
was revealed. Our hopes and fears, our joy and tears.

Betty Little� (sings Stolen Children) 

Woman 1� We know women’s work is never done. Even when we are 
older we never retire.

Woman 2� As carers we’re undervalued and overstressed.

Woman 3� If we give our time to essential volunteer work we’re just 
filling in our spare time.

Woman 4� If we like sex then we’re ridiculous or past it.

9	 New words to All Among The Wool, an old Australian shearing gang ballad. 
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Woman 5� Have you noticed when we speak up for ourselves we’re 
bossy? If we don’t we’re silly little old ladies.

Woman 6� We’re wonderful for our age if we’re active, intelligent 
and involved.

Woman 7� Yet when we’re upset by sexist, ageist messages we can’t 
take a joke.

Woman 8� And because we want security and dignity and to work 
with other women and feel good about being older … 

All� And for lots of other reasons we are part of the Older Women’s 
Network!

Solo� We are here though the way is long before us
We are here and the world cannot ignore us
We will celebrate our past, and when 
The future’s shared at last
Who will dare to ask if we were there

All� 	 Friend and mother, sister, lover, we were there
Friend and mother, sister, lover, we were there

Women� You know it’s getting that way that … 

All� (in threes around mikes) Everybody’s doing it,10 
Doing it, doing it,
Ageing and believing it, seeing it, being it
Ditch those myths, no need to be forlorn
Ageing starts the day that we were born
Wrinkle creams and diets we do scorn!
Come the dawn, a new morn, we’re reborn!

Here we are a’doing it, moving it, proving it
Actively pursuing it, telling it, selling it
Growing old, we are much more bold
Making sure, we’re brought in from the cold
Accept old age, join OWN’s rage

10	 New words to Everybody’s Doing It, written in 1911 by Irving Berlin.
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We older fem’s are doing it, we older fem’s are doing it
We older fem’s are doing it … Now
Like WOW!!!

Finale�
Here are the women, the stout hearted women
Fighting to hold hard won rights 

(Shoulder to shoulder)
Among our intentions are much better pensions 

(Facing right)
A fair go for all in our sights
One hundred years through the blood sweat and tears
Still we fight for the right to be heard
Women of Australia, raise your voices
Shout the words 

(pause 1,2,)
Older Women!!

Determine our Fate11

We’ve told you our stories
We’ve spun you our tales
How our humble beginnings
Put the wind in our sails 

(Pause 1,2,3, 2,2,3)
Telling our story for our place in the sun
OWN’s page in history has only begun

Chorus
We’ll fight for our future
It’s never too late
Older women together
Determine our fate

Networking together, through cities and towns

11	 New words to Cigarettes and Whiskey and Wild, Wild Women, written in 1930 by 
Tim Spencer and Jim Croce.
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For women no limit
Our message is sound 

(Pause 1,2,3, 2,2,3)
We’ll rewrite our stories 
Our history unfold
Australian women, courageous and bold

Chorus
We’ll fight for our future
It’s never too late
Older women together
Determine our fate

Doomsdayers tell of a world that is bleak
Old age as a burden 
And pitifully weak 

(Pause 1,2,3, 2,2,3)
Our message is different
It stands straight and tall
With wisdom and wit
 Shapes it for one and all

Chorus
We’ll fight for our future
It’s never too late
Older women together
Determine our fate



Appendix G

A Select ion of Let ters

A selection of letters received after the performance and interview 
on the Andrew Denton show, Enough Rope.

Congratulations on an entertaining, informative, hon-
est and enriching interview! I thought you were both 
wonderful on the Andrew Denton show last night. In my 
previous position at Parramatta City Council, I worked 
with Mollie Smith in starting up the OWN group in 
Parramatta. I’m now at the NSW Department of Sport & 
Recreation as the Disability Consultant, but I still have a 
keen interest in issues for older women – considering I’m 
going to be one one day!

It must have taken a lot of bravery, Josie, for you to tell 
your story. I thought you handled it with dignity, honesty 
and pride. It seems to me that you are a role model not 
only for older women, but also for younger women who 
may be experiencing difficulties in their lives.

It’s women of your generation, and before, who have 
made the path easier for younger women like myself. 
I still think we have a long way to go though, and it’s 
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important that women tell their stories without feeling 
ashamed.

The other brilliant thing is that you both showed how 
older women can lead full and enriching lives, no matter 
what their experiences in the past. I think it’s so import-
ant for women to realise that you can move on from a bad 
experience and that you don’t have to live as a victim. 
Joanna Battersby

I just wanted to say how wonderful the interview with 
the two older women was. They were truly inspirational 
- strong, funny, brave, smart, compassionate and real! It 
was really remarkable television and I congratulate you 
for it. Thank you
Alison Wilkinson

My husband and I watched your show this evening,  
July 7. We thoroughly enjoyed the company of Josie and 
her friend. Isn’t she an honest delight? Despite the tough 
times, she appears to have come out the other end smil-
ing. They were both wonderfully entertaining … a hit! 
Thanks for the memories. 
Avril Smith

Dear people at OWN, please pass on to the wonderful 
women of the NSW Theatre Group, the best congratu-
lations from the Mackay OWN women. We loved the 
Andrew Denton show, and think you were wonderful, 
brave, articulate, entertaining and incredibly moving. 
Thank you.
Mary Novikov

You Can’t Beat a Woman! The number of different mes-
sages that can be drawn from this one simple statement 
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are almost endless. I feel they should be out there for all 
and sundry to see and understand. It is such a simple, yet 
strong, slogan. 
Colin Ison

I have just finished watching Enough Rope and have been 
blown away by the public narrative of Josie’s experiences 
of child abuse and domestic violence. 

Constructed within the framework of a women’s sup-
port network specifically designed to provide support for 
older women, this group embraces the fundamentals of 
women working together to validate, support, creatively 
express and triumph in the face of pain and suffering 
experienced specifically because of their gender, age, etc. 
Offering these women the space in which they could be 
respected and their experiences honoured in such a pub-
lic way deserves utmost congratulations. 

Can you imagine just how many women this will have 
touched and could potentially assist, by listening to ordin- 
ary women speak their language and lived experiences? 
Perhaps it would have been beneficial to provide phone 
numbers for DV support networks/agencies in each State 
– free call numbers, etc. There are some marvellous agen-
cies out there and this might trigger viewers to reach out, 
perhaps for the first time. Congratulations. This was bril-
liant television. All power and admiration to Josie and 
her friends. 
Helen Frances 

It wasn’t just the best Andrew Denton show I’ve ever seen, 
it was the best show I’ve ever seen and I’m still laughing. 
Good onya, Theatre Group.
Dorothy Cox
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I thoroughly enjoyed the interview and Andrew Denton 
did a wonderful job. I am 37 and expecting my second 
child next month. (And feeling rather young!) My favour-
ite grandmother passed away in 1995 and these ladies 
made me realise how much I missed her and her wisdom. 
I think it is fantastic that Enough Rope chooses guests of 
this calibre and look forward to future stories on Enough 
Rope. Thank you. 
Natalie Gallagher

Hello Stars! I saw you on Enough Rope the other night 
and thought you were fantastic. Please could I come and 
interview you for my column in the Sunday Telegraph and 
maybe see what else you’re up to?
Diana Simmonds

PS Someone asked me recently what I’d do to make 
money for my old age and I said, “Invest in incontinence 
futures,” but you said it on air, wooo hooo!! 

I was so impressed by the interview I saw last night with 
Andrew Denton and immediately looked to see if there 
was a group in the ACT. I am rapidly approaching my 
59th birthday and still working full-time, so some of the 
issues do not apply to me, but I agree totally that you have 
a tendency to just disappear and/or become stupid at this 
stage of your life. I always get such a shock when I see 
myself in a shop window! 
Leigh Dennis 

I just wanted to congratulate OWN on a brilliant appear-
ance on the Andrew Denton Show. Both my husband and 
I thoroughly enjoyed the interview which had a good mix 
of humour and serious information. My husband, who 
had not known about the Older Women’s Network before, 
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said that he thought it was the best interview he had heard 
this year. You have to understand that for a couple of seri-
ous news and current affairs ‘junkies’ like we are, that 
comment is really saying something. 

Being both in our mid-thirties, we appreciated the 
honesty of your representatives about the prevalence 
of ageism. We have often talked about the lack of older  
people in the workforce to mentor us and from whom we 
can learn and be guided. It is our opinion that we need 
to have a better cross-representation of all age groups in 
both the workforce and leading community positions. 
After all, it is only through better integration across the 
generations in our community that we will overcome 
people’s uneducated prejudices and biases. 
Teresa Corbin & Julian Dunn

Last night I saw Josie Jackson on Enough Rope with 
Andrew Denton and I think she is amazing! I am only 
45, but can relate so much to Josie that it’s just incred-
ible. I too was physically and emotionally abused by my 
first husband and am still trying to overcome my fear. I 
too still sleep with a night light when my husband is away 
working. As I said, some of the similarities are amazing, 
and Josie talked so freely. She is wonderful.
Skye

Congratulations to all the Theatre Group members who 
appeared on Andrew Denton’s TV show Enough Rope 
on July 7. Josie and Louise were worthy representatives, 
especially when they put Andrew right about ‘little old 
ladies’.
Helen McMaugh 

I’m so glad that the Older Women’s Network has such 
great women involved – women who give so much while 
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receiving so much from each other. Their wisdom, 
humour and strength while speaking so honestly about 
their experiences and feelings was so apparent. Andrew 
Denton’s National ABC show interviewing these women 
is actually representing some of the diversity and rich-
ness of our community. 
Kay Setches

Just wanted to let you know how moving and inspiring 
the interview on Andrew Denton’s show was last night. 
Wishing you and your organisation all the best, and 
thank YOU to your ladies for being so brave and honest. 
Toni

Saw your group last night on Denton and was abso-
lutely impressed! Especially so because I believe that 
your group upstaged Melbourne’s chief radio personal-
ity, Derrin Hinch. I would like to introduce my mum to 
your group but mum is in Victoria. Are there any of you 
in Melbourne? 
Bernadette Doyle, Lawyer

Josie and Louise were fantastic on Enough Rope last night 
– well done! The program should be repeated and be com-
pulsory viewing!  Anyone who thinks child abuse isn’t 
real or doesn’t matter or thinks that the 1975 changes to 
divorce laws were not needed would soon be rethinking 
their position. And also their view of older women gener-
ally. Now I can’t wait till I can join OWN. 
Chris France

Just finished watching Louise and Josie on Andrew 
Denton’s Enough Rope. I was transfixed. Congratulations, 
plaudits, to all involved. I laughed, I cried. Josie’s rev-
elations were amazing. So frank, so unreserved. Both 
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women looked lovely, so attractive, unflustered and at 
ease. There were several moments when Andrew Denton 
looked absolutely stunned by the emotional impact of 
what he was hearing. A great boost for OWN, and in fact 
for all us oldies. I am sure it must have left an impression 
on everyone who watched it, young or old. A pity there 
wasn’t more of the Theatre Group in action, but I suppose 
there wasn’t time.
Renee Simons

Thank you to Josie and Louise for their moving stories 
last night on Enough Rope – felt privileged and empow-
ered watching you. Hope it will give encouragement to 
lots of older (and younger) women to break through the 
invisibility barriers! Thanks again. 
Lies Zuidland Women’s Information Service 

I was fortunate enough to catch you on Enough Rope 
last night. I found what you shared about your life, your 
work, your mission and your spirit deeply inspiring. I 
was moved to tears. Your stories and your passion for 
voicing issues through the performing arts is essential in 
promoting a very positive message. You better believe it: 
YOU CAN’T BEAT A WOMAN! 

What you do is very important and I congratulate you 
and wish you all the best for any future work you do. I 
hope that as I come of age this group will still be going 
so that I may join you. I also hope one day to catch your 
work here in Brisbane. 
Leticia Caceres, Queensland Theatre Company

It was absolutely brilliant. I sat glued to the screen. It gave 
me particular joy as they used the slogan, You Can’t Beat 
a Woman, which I ran with during the previous State 
election here in South Australia. Josie and Louise were a 



266 | CENTRE STAGE 

breath of fresh air and have done wonders for anyone who 
may have experienced child sexual abuse or domestic vio-
lence. Loved the way they tackled the big issue, ageism. 
Yeah for Josie and Louise!
Edith Pringle

I was most impressed and delighted at the appearance 
of your members on the Andrew Denton show.  I am not 
sure if I am too young at 59 or too far away in Newcastle 
to be involved, but I think the idea is just wonderful. I am 
a bright bubbly person, have no real fear of public appear-
ances, having been involved in theatre in the past and a 
number of years in promotions until ill-health forced me 
to retire. 

I am however very keen on pursuing a better deal for 
older women, and I would be very grateful if you could 
supply me with further information, as some of the issues 
mentioned have touched my life. 
Raelena Oakley 

I just wanted to let you know how impressed I was with 
the interview that Josie and Louise gave on Andrew 
Denton last night. You really showed that older women 
are a force to be reckoned with and are not invisible. 

My mother, who died in October 2001, aged 82 was 
really concerned about the way she was treated as an older 
woman who was partially sighted. The most hurtful thing 
that happened to her was when in hospital (in a geriatric 
ward) with fluid on the lungs, which was eventually diag-
nosed as lung cancer, she asked a nurse to tell her where 
on the table she had put her tablets and the nurse replied, 
“I’m not here, child, to tell you where I put things”. My 
mother, who was a nurse for over 50 years, was disgusted 
at such treatment and vowed never to go into that ward 
again even if she was dying. Luckily, in the final year of 
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her illness, she was placed in a loving, caring hospital 
where the staff treated her with respect. 

I was very impressed with the way in which Josie was 
able to talk about her years of abuse and that the Network 
had given her the strength to face the future. It was obvi-
ous that she has gained the inner strength necessary to 
be able to not only put the past behind her but to be able 
to talk about it to help others.

I speak from experience as a woman who suffered over 
25 years of mental abuse from my ex-husband and indirect  
emotional abuse from a father who left the family when 
I was nine. The mental abuse continued when I came to 
Australia to live with him and his second family when I 
was 22. Josie gave me the push I needed to write my story 
in the hope it will help others. 

I am 56 now and have found happiness with another 
man who is 15 years younger than me – we met on the 
Internet. I can relate to Josie’s comments about her chil-
dren (or anyone else for that matter) not being able to 
cope with the image of their mother having sex! 

The past came back to haunt me when I started my rela-
tionship with Sam, and my children couldn’t cope with 
me having a relationship at my age. When my mother was 
49 she remarried (after 14 years without a husband) and 
I wrote and asked my sisters if my mother and her new 
husband had a double bed! 

Keep on the good work and I hope you are still around 
when I retire so that I can join you. 
Rachel 

Are you the ladies I had the absolute privilege of seeing 
last night on Andrew Denton’s Enough Rope? Wonderful, 
heart wrenching, moving, human. Thank you for your 
wonderful energy and love. My mother was abused by 
my father until the day she plucked up enough courage 
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to leave. Keep up the wonderful work you sisters are car-
rying out. 
Bill Healy

Well, I made sure I stayed up to see Andrew Denton last 
night. The Theatre Group did themselves proud, and I 
liked him more than I normally do. Usually I turn him 
off very speedily, irritated by some of his questions. I 
thought he listened well and got Josie, especially, to go 
deeper. What a story. I find so many women with abusive 
backgrounds are the really feisty, funny ones after they 
work things through. Congratulations to you both for 
getting the word out about OWN so punchily! 
Caro Davis 

And these were forwarded to OWN by Andrew:

To Andrew Denton: 

I would just like to write to say thank you so much for 
covering the old ladies’ theatre group last night. I have 
to admit that when I saw the old ladies, I didn’t think 
that I was going to be that interested in the story. But 
it was such an eye-opener for me. I was glued to the TV 
screen. 

I am a 25-year-old and I was so inspired by Josie’s story. 
I am sure that there are many more stories just as amaz-
ing to be told. I would love you to pass this email on to 
them as I was totally blown away by their strength and 
confidence. I was immensely inspired by what they are 
doing.

Unfortunately I didn’t catch the name of the group. 
Could you please let me have their contact details and 
also tell me if they will be coming to Perth in the near 
future.

Thanks so much for an amazing inspirational story.
Peta Gallowa
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To Andrew Denton: 

I just wanted to drop a note to tell you how much I enjoyed 
the interview with the Older Women’s Group. When you 
announced what was coming on next I groaned at the 
thought of it! I should have had more faith in you. 

I found the humour and candid honesty of Josie just 
amazing. What a woman! To have lived through all of 
that and be the happy jolly person she is – I will be more 
than happy if I live to be half the woman she is. 

I found their description of how the young think of age-
ing, and the old, rather sad, especially the ad on the side 
of the bus about something being as low as your granny’s 
libido! I am 31, and they certainly made me rethink my 
attitudes towards older people, but also my attitudes to 
my own inevitable ageing. 

Full points for having such surprisingly delight-
ful and wonderful guests. And thanks for the years of 
entertainment. 
Robyne Hingeley

And from Andrew himself:

Dear Josie and Louise

Thank you again for appearing on Enough Rope this year. 
Your contribution was one of those that really made a 
difference for us, one that helped the program to fulfil 
its potential. 

I now have some excellent news to pass on. We’ve 
decided to put together a book of our favourite inter-
views, and yours has been chosen for inclusion. 

The book will feature about 20 interviews, and will be 
in the stores in December. We hope you like it, and we’ll 
be sure to mail you a copy as soon as the box arrives.
Andrew



Appendix H

Tips for Older Women’s 

Net work Performance Teams

The OWN NSW Management Team is pleased to present a new 
publication, Tips For Older Women’s Network Performance Teams. 
It can be used as a manual for performance groups or as entertain-
ment for members of OWN groups. 

Former Sydney OWN Theatre Group members Peggy Hewett 
and Lucy Porter have documented the many processes involved in 
developing a performance group, based on many years training by 
professional arts workers employed by the Theatre Group. 

The booklet was launched at the November 2005 National 
Conference of OWN Australia in Brisbane during a special one-day 
workshop. At the workshop there were performances by members of 
OWN groups from Sydney, Perth, the Southern Highlands of NSW, 
and a writers’ group from Brisbane named the Ninety Niners – they 
write 99 words and then present them as stories. The Wollondilly 
Drummers from NSW beat up quite a lot of interest and had many 
eager pupils trying their hands out at the drums.

It was a very creative experience – a highly successful day and 
quite emotional. It is heart-warming to behold the plethora of tal-
ent promoting older women’s issues today and compare it to a time 
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when there was only the Sydney-based Theatre Group, which trav-
elled nationally performing shows, conducting theatre skills work-
shops and setting up new OWN groups.

It is hoped that through the publication of this new booklet, 
existing and latent talent we know is out there will be encouraged 
to achieve great heights of creativity and enjoyment.

Tips For Older Women’s Network Performance Teams can by 
obtained from the Older Women’s Network, 87 Lower Fort Street 
Sydney 2000, Phone (02) 9247 7046, or email info@ownnsw.org.au


