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Introduction 
 

Shortly after I began working with the Older Women’s Network (OWN) in 

1994 I met Noreen Hewett. She was the National Secretary of the Older 

Women’s Network (Australia) and I was a community development 

worker employed by OWN Inc., as it was then called. 

Collaborating on various projects over the course of the next eleven 

years, and watching how Noreen interacted with individuals and 

groups, I came to a deep admiration and respect for her leadership 

style and for the passions and ideals that guided her life.  

At a personal level, Noreen’s talent for offering genuine respect and 

support to others was a rare thing, and deeply appreciated by those 

who benefited from it, including me. 

Then there was her broad armoury of political experience, the value 

of which was immeasurable to OWN in the early days, and also later 

on when she was usually the first person called upon to shed light on a 

tricky organisational or advocacy issue.  

When I retired from OWN in 2005, the connection between 

Noreen and I became more personal. Over long lunches at beach-side 

cafes or her local RSL Club in Cronulla we told stories about our lives, 

‘solved’ the world’s problems, and discovered a shared sense of 

humour.  

During a conversation towards the end of 2009, soon after she 

moved into an Aged Care Hostel, I became aware that despite seven 

decades of working for social change, no overall record of Noreen’s 

activism existed. When I suggested compiling a ‘story’ about some of 

her most noteworthy achievements, she reluctantly agreed.  

To assist in my research Noreen made available personal records 

and papers that had survived the sale of her unit, and over lunches at 

the Sutherland ‘Tradies’ Club provided me with more detailed glimpses 

into her early years and the life experiences that have fuelled her desire 

for social justice.  

Noreen’s constant refrain during these conversations was “nothing 

was achieved alone”, and indeed her modus operandi throughout her 
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activist life has been to identify areas of need, listen to the ideas and 

concerns of others, and then work with them to achieve mutual goals.  

To a large extent her narratives and records confirm Noreen’s 

commitment to consultation and collaboration, but it is my belief that 

without her personal vision, initiative, skills and dedication, many of 

these projects might have fallen by the wayside.  

Because of time restraints – both hers and mine – the resulting 

‘portrait’ of Noreen’s activism does not do her justice. Nevertheless, I 

offer this incomplete account of her achievements in recognition of the 

two characteristics I most admire: her passionate commitment to 

feminism, which has played a central role throughout her life, and her 

extraordinary capacity to inspire and motivate people from across the 

political spectrum and from all walks of life.  

If this portrait seems biased in Noreen’s favour, I make no apology.  

Dorothy Cora  

May 2010 
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Learning the Ropes  
 

1920 -1946 
 
Noreen’s lifelong career in grassroots activism was set in motion in 

1945 when she was heavily pregnant with her son Rex and attending 

the pre-natal clinic at Paddington Women's Hospital. It was not a 

pleasant experience. Conditions were extremely uncomfortable with 

long queues of pregnant women outside the building, sometimes 

standing in the rain, and inadequate space, cubicles and equipment 

inside. Exasperated, Noreen wrote a three-page letter to the hospital 

board describing the conditions that she and other women had to put 

up with, and to her astonishment they replied that, “This was just the 

proof they wanted to help them obtain funds for a new clinic”, which 

is what happened! Noreen says she had thought of the board as 

villains, whereas they had common goals and they were able to use 

her experience as their evidence.1 For Noreen, there was no looking 

back. 

 

g 
 

Beginnings 

Noreen was born in Guildford on 6 May 1920 to Alice and George 

Emerson. Ray and Keith were Noreen’s elder brothers and four years 

later came Valerie, who was born with a severe respiratory illness that 

remained a lifelong problem. The anguish of caring for an ill child and 

the daily ordeals associated with poverty were not the only challenges 

facing Alice. Noreen’s father, a veteran of World War 1, had returned 

to civilian life a desperately traumatised man who drank heavily and 

was in and out of mental institutions until, in 1934, he took his own 

life. Noreen was 14 when he died. 

From the age of three Noreen lived most of the time with her 

grandparents. Her Scottish grandma was an intelligent and loving 

woman whose legacy to Noreen was teaching her to read and write 

before the age of five, and encouraging her to think and write 
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imaginatively from an early age. Noreen’s early reading and writing 

skills had an unanticipated consequence. When she started school she 

was put straight into first class instead of kindergarten, which Noreen 

soon discovered was a definite social disadvantage. 

At 11, Noreen was told that she would again be living permanently 

with her parents, but was never told why. A parental shield of silence 

also prevented her from ever knowing why she had been sent to live 

with her grandparents in the first place. The next three years of living 

with her father’s unpredictable behaviour – he could move in a flash 

from a gentle and intelligent man to a violent and bizarre stranger – 

were very difficult. 

In contrast to her husband, Alice Emerson modelled an even, self-

sacrificial role with never-ending service to her family and to those less 

fortunate. During the Depression years, with no one in the family 

employed, Alice Emerson kept an open house not only for friends, but 

also for the unemployed who might call at the house canvassing, or 

asking for food.  

Noreen was not impressed. In her youthful ignorance and 

impatience she didn’t see her mother’s behaviour as part of a value 

system, but as Alice allowing herself to be taken for granted. Later on it 

was a revelation to find that many of her friends, who knew Alice well, 

cherished her more than Noreen did.  

In later years Noreen came to love and appreciate her mother for 

the generosity and compassion she offered to people, and for her 

complete lack of self-pity. Similarly, her memories of her father 

softened as she matured. Although her main feeling when told of his 

suicide was one of relief that the source of fear and tension in the 

house was gone, as she grew older she realised that, to a large extent, a 

lack of understanding and fear had coloured her relationship with him.  

Noreen left school immediately following her father’s death, 

virtually uneducated after less than three years in secondary schools – 

one specialising in domestic science – which she says was completely 

wasted on her. Noreen says that because she was hopeless at subjects 

like mathematics and sewing, she failed in her first attempt at the 

Intermediate Certificate and had to repeat a year. Her English teacher 

said she expected “great things” from her, but while Noreen did pass 
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the Intermediate on her second attempt, her exam results were, in her 

words, “quite ordinary”.  

Next came a secretarial course at Stotts Business College, paid for 

by the Repatriation Department, which accepted that her father’s death 

was due to war service. Liberated from the conformity of school and 

with her thirst for knowledge stimulated by a brother who was a 

voracious reader of serious literature, Noreen threw herself into reading 

widely and learning the shorthand and typing that would be so useful 

throughout her activist life.  

She graduated as one of two top students and received an offer from 

Stotts College to be trained as a teacher, but the Repatriation 

Department had other ideas. They claimed her secretarial skills for 

their Soldiers’ Children Education Scheme, the section that had funded 

her Business College training. 

 

A radical life begins 

At the Repatriation Department Noreen developed a social life – and a 

political one. A staff member who was an ex-soldier, seeing her interest 

in books, encouraged her to read ‘The Value of Labour Power’, a 

chapter in Karl Marx’s Das Kapital, despite the fact that he himself 

embraced a Social Credit philosophy which was quite conservative.  

Noreen hardly read any of the chapter, although her brother often 

quoted it to anyone who would listen. It surprised her that her brother 

ended up being politically conservative, while she, who hadn’t 

embraced Marx at all, finished up being a member of the Australian 

Communist Party.  

Noreen made friends at the Repatriation Department with some 

like-minded co-workers whose radical ideas she found stimulating and 

exciting. By the age of 18, she had become a regular at Pakie’s, a 

bohemian club in Elizabeth Street, which was a rendezvous for 

unknown artists, struggling writers and left wing thinkers who 

socialised and debated the philosophical and political issues of the 

day. Debates about war were common at Pakie’s and also within the 

Repatriation Department. Noreen recalls how, on one occasion, a great 

debate erupted at work about her anti-war poetry and another worker’s 

poetry, which glorified war and glossed over suffering.  
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At 19, Noreen left home for Kings Cross – quite a rebellion in 

straight-laced post-war Sydney – to share a flat with Joan de Maistre, a 

young woman she met at Pakie’s. Joan came from a wealthy rural 

family and was exceptionally liberated and advanced in her ideas, 

which both shocked and delighted Noreen.  

 

 
Noreen in 1938 aged 18. 

 

During this period Noreen’s horizons expanded to include encounters 

with writers and performers at Sydney’s left-wing New Theatre. There 

she met and became friends with playwright Oriel Gray, who wrote 

political revues and plays on emerging social and political issues, 

including the environment and Aborigines. 

After a year of sharing the flat at Kings Cross with Joan, they each 

returned to their families for Christmas, and for a number of reasons, 

one of which was to save money, Noreen decided to move back home 

to live in Ashfield. She continued to associate with the radical friends 

she’d made through work and at Pakie’s, and further honed her 

debating skills. 

 

A far-reaching decision 

Not long after returning to Ashfield, Noreen opened the door one 

Saturday morning to a woman selling The Tribune, the newspaper of 

the banned2 Communist Party of Australia (CPA). After taking Noreen’s 
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sixpence, the woman asked if she’d like to pay an extra two shillings to 

join the Communist Party. Without hesitation, Noreen paid her two 

shillings. She didn’t know much about the Communist Party, but 

relished the fact that it was illegal! 

Her decision had two elements to it: the first was her desire to align 

herself with people she’d met who were critical of the divisions 

between the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ in Australian society – and most of 

the friendships she made with those people have endured all her life. 

The second was the friction she was experiencing at that time as a 

member of the Australian Labor Party (ALP). A member of the Ashfield 

Branch had asked her to collude in fiddling votes to ensure his choice 

would be approved as the candidate for the forthcoming election. She 

refused. Before resigning from the ALP, she took on the role of Ashfield 

campaign manager for left-wing playwright and journalist Les Haylen 

until he was elected to parliament.  

During the 20 or so years Noreen belonged to the Communist 

Party, she did believe, idealistically, that she could help to change the 

world, but her fondest memories are of working with people to change 

the fundamentals of their lives rather than studying the big picture and 

political theories.   

Initially, Noreen amazed CPA branch members with her naivety, 

especially when she unhesitatingly undertook tasks that others avoided, 

like going out and selling The Tribune.   

Shortly after joining the CPA she became a low paid functionary in 

the Western District offices, located at Strathfield. Part of her job was to 

support a recreation club in Lidcombe, many of whose members were 

communists serving in the armed forces.  

Another of her tasks was to form a youth league in Ashfield. Here 

Noreen used the strategies she would later use in all her grassroots 

community work: consultation and collaboration. One day, selling The 

Tribune in a local street she encountered some lads lounging on the 

footpath. The boys responded positively when asked if they would be 

interested in forming a youth club in Ashfield, whereupon Noreen 

enlisted the local council’s help in acquiring an empty shop in the 

main street for a very low rental and Voila! – the young people had 

their club! Noreen’s sister Valerie became involved in the club and 
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subsequently married one of the boys Noreen had first approached in 

the street. The club later became affiliated with the Eureka Youth 

League, which engaged in campaigns for peace and rights for young 

people, as well as organising camps, carnivals and sporting activities.  

During 1942 Noreen was employed in a secretarial position with 

The Proprietary Articles Trade Association (PATA). Their function was 

to ensure that the prices of products owned by various companies and 

sold through chemist shops weren’t being sold below a fixed price. At 

the time Noreen was blind to the implications of this and it was not 

until later that she realised how antithetical the work had been to her 

socialist values.   

She left PATA after a short time to work at the Ministry of 

Munitions, but again left after a short time to live in Forbes – primarily 

to escape an ardent admirer in Sydney. In Forbes Noreen worked for a 

stock and station agent and despite the communist party being illegal, 

sold CPA literature in the town, but only, she says with a laugh, to 

itinerant shearers.  

Returning to Sydney, Noreen worked for the Communist Party 

District Committee in a number of roles, including campaigns around 

working conditions for women and childcare, which later led to her 

participation in the union movement.   

 

Marriage and family  

In 1944 Noreen married fellow communist and boilermaker Syd 

Hewett who was 15 years her senior, and who brought to the marriage 

Roy, a teenage son from a previous marriage. Noreen’s relationship 

with Roy has been one of lifelong mutual affection.  

A year into the marriage Noreen was pregnant with Rex. She 

remembers her pregnancy as awkward for a number of reasons, not the 

least because she was really huge and waddled when she walked. 

Alice, who often accompanied Noreen on outings, had damaged her 

right arm and it was in plaster, sloping diagonally upwards so that the 

effect was of a cop stopping traffic. They were quite a sight! 

Noreen was glad when the time came for the birth, so off to 

Paddington Women's Hospital maternity section she went. It was 

noisy, with women groaning and sometimes even screaming. When 
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the head nurse came to check on her Noreen asked why the women 

weren’t being helped. The nurse replied flatly that she couldn’t do 

anything. “You’re in the same pain”, she said. 

When next the nurse appeared it seemed the birth was nigh. 

Noreen was asked if she would allow a group of student doctors to 

watch the birth, and since she was always compliant to any request 

that seemed to be for a good cause, she consented. Within minutes her 

legs were held upwards and outwards in stirrups with her essential 

body parts exposed to seven male students gathered around the end of 

the bed. Never one to waste an opportunity, between contractions 

Noreen engaged them in dialogue – about politics, of all things!  

The following day two of the students visited her in the ward and 

asked, “Will you bring him up to be a communist?” “Look at him, he’s 

started already”, Noreen said, pointing to her baby’s little curled up fist 

waving around, “that’s the communist salute”. 

Following on from her first advocacy success with the board of 

Paddington Women’s Hospital, and with a new baby, Noreen soon 

began to notice the lack of services for mothers and children in her 

community. She organised meetings with other young mothers and 

together they lobbied for a local baby health clinic, which was 

subsequently opened in a location close to transport, plus 

kindergartens and public play areas for young children. This was a 

classic case of the approach Noreen used so effectively throughout her 

activist life: identifying an area of need, listening to the ideas and 

concerns of others, and working with them to achieve mutual goals.   
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“You were brilliant!” 
 

1947 to 1964 
 

Noreen joined the staff of the Miners’ Federation Union in 1947, first 

as secretary to the President and then, between 1948 and 1958, as co-

editor of Common Cause, the eight to twelve page weekly newspaper 

of the Miners’ Federation. She was also appointed National 

Coordinator of the Miners’ Women’s Auxiliaries from 1948 to 1958.  

 

Testing her mettle 

The first Miners’ Women’s Auxiliary had been established in 1934 in 

Victoria to assist mining unions safeguard the health, lives and 

economic well-being of mineworkers, especially during periods of 

industrial unrest. More were established in other states during the late 

1930s, 1940s and 1950s.  

As National Coordinator, Noreen’s job was to revitalise a number of 

languishing auxiliaries in the NSW, Queensland and Victorian 

coalfields, which meant regular visits to coal mining areas for editorial 

work covering strikes and disasters, and to liaise with Auxiliary 

women. It was hard work but with determination Noreen became a 

vital political force in the development of pro-women policies within 

the male-led Federation – even managing to persuade the Miners’ 

federation to sponsor a women’s auxiliary delegate to attend a 

Women’s International Democratic Federation conference in Vienna.  

In the winter of 1949, a general coalminers’ strike saw 23,000 

workers withdraw their labour for two months in support of claims for 

a 35-hour week, long service leave, and a 30-shilling a week pay rise. 

There were also serious safety concerns – every year about 25 miners 

were killed in the mines. The strike ended when the Chifley Labor 

government called in the troops. 

Not only were the miners’ wives the heart and soul of miners’ 

strikes, with Noreen’s assistance they developed national policies 

around the right of married women to work and on international peace 

and disarmament. Noreen recalls with pride a Triennial National 
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Convention of the Federation where male delegates were totally 

divided on the issue of women’s right to work and women’s anti-war 

stance, until the Auxiliary women intervened in fiery fashion and got 

their resolutions adopted – unanimously!  

 

 
Miners’ wives (with Noreen – hidden) protesting in Canberra. From More than a Hat 

and Glove Brigade: The Story of the Union of Australian Women by Barbara Curthoys 
and Audrey McDonald, 1996 

 

Twice Noreen accompanied auxiliary women to Canberra to protest 

against miners’ low wages, which contrasted with high government 

subsidies to mine owners. On one occasion, the normally feisty 

auxiliary women were completely disarmed by the suave, smooth-

talking Harold Holt, then Minister for Labour in the Menzies 

government. Noreen stepped forward, putting the case quite forcefully 

that because the government was subsidising the mechanisation of 

mines to reduce labour costs, it was jeopardising the entire mining 

workforce and therefore had a clear responsibility to support the 

miners.  

Doc Evatt, who was present at the meeting – he was Deputy Leader of 

the Labor Party at the time – remarked to Noreen as they left the room, 

“You were brilliant”.  
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Homeless, but not out of luck! 

In 1950 Noreen and Syd had to move house after the owners re-

claimed it for themselves. Unable to find alternative accommodation – 

there was a post-war housing shortage – they moved to the Herne Bay 

Housing Settlement to wait for public housing. The concentration of 

poverty, social exclusion and welfare dependence at Herne Bay was 

exacerbated by primitive accommodation in army huts, with three or 

more families to a hut being the norm.  

True to form, Noreen and Syd immediately joined the Herne Bay 

Progress Association, which was lobbying the local council for 

improvements in footpaths, roads and services, while Noreen initiated 

a Women's Committee and a youth organisation for bored young 

people, for whom she recruited dance instructors – a big hit!  

Her support for the women at Herne Bay resulted in one of the 

women from the Progress Association’s Women’s Committee being 

elected to represent members in a large delegation of women to 

Canberra in 1951 to lobby for better quality public housing and child 

endowment. Noreen, representing the Union of Australian Women, 

which she had joined the year before, was also a member of the 

delegation. 

Eighteen months later Noreen and Syd were allocated a Housing 

Commission house at Ashbury, which they began to pay off. One lucky 

day in 1956 Noreen paid the final installment on their hire-purchase 

furniture and on finding the amount was less than anticipated, spent 

what was left over on a lottery ticket. And won six thousand pounds! 

They immediately paid off the house and later bought their first car, a 

1957 Ford Zephyr. Noreen still recalls the torture of sitting beside Syd 

while he honed his driving skills.  

 

Union of Australian Women 

In August 1950, the same year that she and Syd moved to Herne Bay, 

Noreen had attended the inaugural conference of the NSW Union of 

Australian Women (UAW) and was appointed its first president. Two 

fine women, both members of the CPA, Gwen George and Pat 

Elphinston, were appointed secretary and treasurer respectively. 
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Noreen, Gwen and Pat were to remain close friends and colleagues 

throughout their lives. 

Amongst UAW’s foundation members were communists, ALP 

supporters, Christian activists, and members of the New Housewives’ 

Association. The UAW was established as a non-party political 

organisation whose policies covered peace and human rights, the 

welfare of women and children, living standards, the conditions of 

women in industry, and equal pay3 – all a perfect match for Noreen’s 

views on social justice. 

It was no easy task for a progressive organisation such as the UAW 

to make advances in the turbulent political years of the Cold War. 

Many obstacles were placed in its way, including a prohibition by the 

ALP forbidding its female members from joining the UAW, since they 

regarded it as a communist front. Over the next 20 years, officially 

without Labor women, the UAW ran campaigns on equal pay, 

maternity allowances, child endowment and peace. 

At the second UAW state conference Noreen relinquished the 

position of president and took on the role of a vice-president, which 

she held for a number of years. Later still, when the National UAW was 

formed, she became national president.  

 

Multi-tasking 

From the early fifties Noreen juggled the roles of National Coordinator 

of the Miners’ Women’s Auxiliaries, office bearer and activist with 

UAW, wife and mother and, from 1953, co-editor of UAW’s national 

journal, Our Women, which appeared three times a year.  

Author Dorothy Hewett (no relation) was the first national editor of 

Our Women, and for the following eight years she and Noreen worked 

together on every issue, ensuring a steady stream of articles addressing 

equal pay (would it mean the sack for female employees?), maternity 

allowances, child endowment, the struggles of women in industry, and 

world peace – together with recipes, fashion, handy hints and short 

stories.  

At the invitation of union officials, Noreen visited work places and 

spoke at factory gates to find out about the real conditions of women’s 

work and how they felt about it. With their personal stories she felt she 
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could more accurately write about the women’s struggles. She also 

sold copies of Our Women and distributed leaflets to female workers to 

foster the growth of the UAW Working Women’s Group and women’s 

activities in their workplaces. 

On one occasion, on her own initiative, Noreen spoke to women at 

a Summer Hill clothing factory as they arrived for work. Presumably to 

‘encourage’ her to leave, the boss arrived with a gift – a set of 

underclothing produced by the factory! Noreen accepted the gift but 

did not give up her post until no more workers were arriving. 

When major crises occurred in Australia, or the world, Noreen 

could be found in some movement somewhere. During these years – 

1947 to 1964 – she played a significant role in many crucial decisions 

and campaigns, including organising petitions and rallies around high 

prices, peace, defense of children and their rights, equal pay for 

women, support for Aboriginal rights, opposition to apartheid in South 

Africa and support for women in third world countries in their struggles 

for independence.  

With other activists, she successfully campaigned for the revival of 

International Women’s Day (IWD) marches in the 1950s, and played a 

central role in UAW debates about new political directions for women. 

Against the grain – the Cold War had created political tensions and 

bigotry against both communists and against women in the aftermath 

of WWII – Noreen argued that a new, more militant, organisation was 

needed to attract and inspire younger and older women concerned 

about women’s issues. Some members who had previously belonged to 

the more conservative New Housewives Association, from which 

UAW had emerged, were divided over whether UAW should be 

identified as feminist-friendly, with many still convinced that a 

woman’s place was in the home and not on the street.  

One of the largest UAW campaigns that Noreen helped to 

coordinate was on child endowment. In 1958, after weeks of 

organising, she and 280 UAW members representing branches across 

Australia arrived in Canberra by bus, car and train to lobby for an 

increase of one pound a week per child in the next budget. 

The delegation, with Noreen at the helm in a hat hastily borrowed 

from another delegate, presented 30,000 signatures: 25,000 to the 
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Child Endowment petition and 5,000 to a separate petition organised 

by the Miners’ Women’s Auxiliaries seeking an end to unemployment 

on the coalfields. At the time, this was claimed to be the largest 

national delegation of women to Federal Parliament – ever. Despite the 

fact that there had been no increase in child endowment since 1941, 

the Menzies government ignored the women’s requests and refused to 

increase payments. 

 

 
Noreen, in borrowed hat, presenting the petition, 1958. 

 

Travels in China 

In 1959 Noreen was appointed UAW’s delegate on a panel of ten 

women from ten countries invited through the Women’s International 

Democratic Federation (WIDF) to attend China’s 10th Anniversary 

celebrations as a People’s Republic.  

Noreen has some vivid recollections of the three-week trip, which 

included being taken down a coal mine! Hospitality in Peking was 

lavish with dinner in the grandiose Great Hall of the People and 

lunches with famous women – Madame Chou En Lai and Madame Chu 

Teh. On one occasion Noreen met a woman parliamentarian from 

newly independent Ghana, and a French woman, leader of the Union 

of French Women who had a tattoo on her wrist marking her 

incarceration in jail under the fascists for being prominent in the 

Resistance movement. She asked Noreen many questions about the 
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UAW and earnestly advised her to broaden the vision, composition 

and activities of the organisation throughout Australia, just as The 

French Union of Women, which counted their membership in the 

hundreds of thousands, had done.  

The visitors were also taken to a people’s commune (life looked 

really tough), enjoyed boat trips, attended the theatre, including one 

night at the fabulous Swan Lake ballet, and even visited a jail for 

women prisoners.  

 

 
Noreen, centre, with Chinese women in Peking1959. 

 

On the day of the anniversary celebrations in Tien An Men Square 

Noreen and the other visitors were on a special platform with excellent 

views of the parade and the extraordinarily spectacular performances. 

The day was special for Noreen for another reason. She had read of the 

experiences of Norman Bethune, a Canadian doctor who worked with 

the Communist Party of China’s Eighth Route Army in 1938-39 fighting 

the Japanese invasion. He had written of an Anglican missionary nun, 

also working with the Army, who at night braved enemy lines to get 

medical supplies for the Chinese forces. She had been called the 'Night 

Angel'. Alongside Noreen at Tien Men Square was a small, elderly 

woman, and they started to talk. As the woman related experiences of 

her previous life in China Noreen realised who she was. 'You are the 

Night Angel' she exclaimed. She told Noreen she was from New 
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Zealand and was very excited about the new life for the formerly 

downtrodden Chinese people. 

Noreen had been appointed a young Chinese translator/guide who 

accompanied her to places and events. The guide told her many stories 

of changes wrought over the preceding ten years, the heroism of 

struggles that forced such changes and the enthusiastic response of 

millions to the campaigns initiated by government and workers.  

She also told how children from kindergarten onwards were taught 

to repeat – ‘I love my mother, I love my father, but most of all I love 

Chairman Mao’. Noreen was not impressed. She was also not 

impressed with the excessive idolatry shown by adults towards 

Chairman Mao. 

  

 

Noreen with Chinese children, 1959. 

 

Loss of faith 

A year later Syd persuaded Noreen to return to China on an eight- 

month Communist Party Study Tour, as one of only two women in the 

group. The Tour coincided with a particularly complex period in 

China’s history – a combination of poor planning during the Great 

Leap Forward, natural disasters resulting in widespread famine amongst 

rural peasants, and a breakdown in China’s relationship with Russia. 

On this trip Noreen saw ordinary people being forced to make iron and 
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steel in street furnaces and witnessed the plight of starving people on 

communes. 

Most of the time was spent in Beijing studying the history of 

communism in China and making a comparative analysis of 

progressive movements in Australia, although Noreen and her female 

colleague did make a trip to Warsaw to represent UAW Australia at a 

Women’s International Democratic Federation conference. In Warsaw 

Noreen became aware of big divisions among delegates – China and 

the Soviet Union, Israel and Palestine, and others, all based on political 

alignments and internal struggles. It was obvious that this international 

meeting of women reflected political changes in the countries that they 

represented.   

The two Australian women had been warned to remain neutral 

when big differences were being vented – as in the case of the Soviet 

Union and China – but that didn’t stop Noreen from listening to 

accounts from women in Warsaw about the Russian domination of 

local economies and the persecution of people who had ‘offended’ 

those in power.  

(On her return to Australia it was clear that the Communist Party 

here was also affected by differing political positions, with an increase 

in critical papers being circulated about Communist Party policies 

within as well as outside the CPA, nationally and internationally.) 

 

 

Noreen with Russian women and children in 1961 
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Visiting Moscow with the Study Group, Noreen encountered sexism 

on a grand scale. She was asked to make a speech about Australia and 

in it she suggested that there was more sex equality in the USSR than in 

Australia. The male audience began to laugh and make rude gestures. 

The interpreter told Noreen afterwards that they were making hostile 

jokes about the possibility of equality between the sexes. So much for 

enlightened workers in the ideal state!  

Later on when Noreen complained about being pursued by a Party 

official, she was told by a Russian woman that, “women should be 

‘kind’ to men, especially those respected within the Party”. 

This extended tour of China turned out to be personally and 

politically painful for Noreen. A few months into the tour a Chinese 

official explained to the group that Chinese women were not used to 

men being ‘familiar’ with them. When Noreen responded by 

suggesting to her colleagues that the group should respect all cultural 

differences, she expected them to agree. Instead, she was ostracised.  

What she didn’t know was that one of the men had already ‘taken 

liberties’ with a Chinese woman, and the other men had decided that 

Noreen’s comments were a personal attack on this man and, in 

retaliation, they decided to ignore her. The exception to the silent 

treatment was a man from Melbourne and Noreen’s female colleague, 

with whom she shared a room. A few other men appeared to be 

neutral – on the surface – but they remained silent and offered no 

support. 

For the rest of the tour the men wouldn’t talk to her, sit with her on 

the bus, or dance with her – and no one would explain why. Months of 

this humiliating treatment were a form of torture for Noreen. Towards 

the end of the eight-month tour – and too late – she was called up 

before the Sydney leader who told her why she had been treated in this 

way.  

In the middle of this nightmare, Noreen received news of her 

mother’s death from a heart attack back in Sydney. Her overwhelming 

grief at this news was exacerbated by her colleagues’ reluctance to 

offer explicit condolences, although they did take up a collection to 

pay for a lengthy cable Noreen sent home to her sister Valerie. 

Noreen’s only consolation at the time was in knowing that Alice had 
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made so many loving friends over her lifetime – friends who remained 

an integral part of her life – that she would not have died alone. 

Noreen’s loss of faith in her communist colleagues was painfully 

complete. In retrospect, the appalling behaviour of the majority of the 

men on the tour was fairly typical of the general attitude of men 

towards women at that time. It was very clear that the equality the 

party fought for in the wider world was not always practiced within its 

own ranks – at least where women were concerned! 

 

New directions 

Not long after returning from China, Noreen was appointed national 

editor of UAW’s Our Women, a position she held until 1966. During 

her five-year editorship of Our Women Noreen strongly supported the 

general struggle for equal pay and better working conditions for all 

women, but particularly nurses and women from non-English speaking 

backgrounds working in the metal, clothing and textile industries.  

She was also a strong advocate in Our Women for the rights of 

Aboriginal people. Talented Aboriginal women such as Pearl Gibbs, 

Faith Bandler, and Oogeroo Noonuccal (then Kath Walker) were 

members of UAW and very involved in the struggle for equal rights. 

They were regular contributors to Our Women, exposing amongst 

other things the terrible conditions under which many Aboriginal 

women lived, and the general lack of opportunities available to them, 

including the opportunity to receive an education. 

Noreen’s clear focus on women’s issues (hardly surprising in a 

journal called Our Women!) was at times considered problematic by 

the CPA leadership. On one occasion she was brought before a Party 

committee and rebuked for diverging from CPA policy. This specially 

related to women’s activities and the growing demand for more 

independence and freedom of expression in the UAW through an 

expansion of its relationships with other organisations. Since the party 

claimed to be seriously fighting for the rights of working women, 

Noreen thought this dismissal of female members’ need for more 

independence for UAW was perhaps more an exercise of power than a 

concern about policy.  
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To Noreen, it was clear that life itself was taking women in the 

Communist Party in new directions, particularly during the second half 

of the 1960s when there were special workshops on women’s roles 

and rights both within and outside the left movement. She and others 

were stirred by such discussions that led, some years later, to many 

becoming involved in the Women’s Liberation Movement. 
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“Don’t you ever get tired?” 
 

1965 - 1979 
 

The second half of the 1960s and the early 1970s was a time of great 

social and political turbulence with demands for an end to the Vietnam 

war, gay and lesbian rights, student rights, Aboriginal land rights, and 

Women’s Liberation, to name but a few.  

To Noreen, the Vietnam War and the Menzies 'death lottery' 

conscription policy were examples of people’s rights being trampled 

on by government. Her anger led her to initiate the women-only 

campaign Save Our Sons (SOS) to fight conscription and Australia’s 

military intervention in Vietnam. The Save Our Sons movement began 

on 13 May 1965 and ended when Gough Whitlam was elected Prime 

Minister in 1972 and abolished conscription in April 1973. During 

these years a majority of people’s attitudes were transformed from pro-

war to anti-war, particularly during the visit to Australia in 1966 of the 

US President, Lyndon B Johnson.4 

 

 
First printed in More than a Hat and Glove Brigade: The Story of the Union of 

Australian Women by Barbara Curthoys and Audrey McDonald, 1996 
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The following account of SOS and Noreen’s involvement in it has been 

sourced from the articles she has written, and stories she has told.  

Save our Sons 

It seems that Armistice Day – 11 November – has on more 

than one occasion in our history been a date for political 

events which have adversely affected Australian people. On 

11 November 1964 the Menzies Government passed a Bill 

introducing what became known as the ‘death lottery’ – the 

conscription of 20-year-old males for the Vietnam War by 

drawing the birth dates of those to be conscripted out of a 

barrel!  

It was the Union of Australian Women's (UAW) immediate 

reaction to conscription for Vietnam that led, indirectly, to the 

formation of the Save Our Sons (SOS) movement. The UAW 

had printed cards opposing conscription and circulated them 

for signatures and posting to the Federal Government. With 

other members of UAW, I followed this up by organising a 

lobby and demonstration in Canberra. Women crowded one of 

the parliamentary galleries holding up the cards in silent 

protest. Even that relatively mild action was enough to get us 

evicted from the gallery, but quite a lot of publicity ensued. 

Amongst the demonstrators was a non-UAW woman, Joyce 

Golgerth, the mother of a son of conscription age. Joyce was 

reluctant to be associated with UAW’s dissent because of its 

perceived links with communism, so I suggested that we form 

a new organisation and call it Save Our Sons.  

From previous experience I knew that if I were the public 

face of this new organisation, the media would discount it on 

the basis of my links with the Communist Party, so I asked 

Joyce if she would be willing to be the convenor of Save Our 

Sons, and also be the media spokeswoman. She agreed. 

With hindsight, Save Our Sons may not have been the most 

appropriate title for the movement. While we explained that 

the ‘sons’ referred to were not only young Australians, but also 

young Vietnamese, there were often accusations that the SOS 

movement was comprised of women who were narrowly 
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concerned about their own sons. (My own son’s birth date 

was drawn from the barrel. He publicly burnt his draft card, 

issued leaflets on why he refused to fight in Vietnam, was 

arrested for civil disobedience protest and, with many others, 

received wide support.) 

In reality SOS attracted members who were ordinary 

Australian women – some with children, some without – from 

across the political spectrum and from all walks of life 

including Quakers, Catholics, Methodists, agnostics, atheists, 

Labor, communists, even Liberal and non-party women.  

The first meeting of SOS was held in Sydney on 13 May 

1965 and attended by 15 women. Seven days later four 

carloads of SOS women went to Canberra where we held a 

silent vigil outside Parliament House in protest at conscription. 

The vigil captured national news coverage and SOS groups 

began springing up across Australia.  

The Save Our Sons groups might have been small chips in 

the huge mosaic of the anti-Vietnam war movement in 

Australia, but we were among the first to be formed, braving 

early hostile public opinion to demonstrate against 

conscription for Vietnam. Almost daily SOS women handed 

out leaflets and demonstrated on the streets of the nation's 

cities supporting conscientious objectors and draft resisters. 

In Sydney, one of our first initiatives was a demonstration 

outside Marrickville military barracks for the first intake of 

conscripts on 30 June 1965. And at every subsequent intake, 

there we were, standing all day with banners and leaflets and, 

most times, speaking to press and TV journalists. Weekly, 

almost daily sometimes, members of SOS were in Martin Place 

outside Federal MP's offices, or outside the American 

consulate, or outside the objectors' court with their banners 

and leaflets.  

We became familiar figures on TV and in the press where 

we were often subjected to anti-Communist tirades. The war 

was popular then, and most people were hostile to us. We 

were not only verbally abused and, on the odd occasion, 
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assaulted, yet the ‘never done this before’ women in SOS were 

steadfast. (Some of their sons were shocked. It was OK for 

young people, but a mum behaving like a student rebel was 

something else again!) 

Buzz Kennedy, a radio commentator covering the first SOS 

demonstration at Marrickville army barracks, spotted me as a 

Communist and then suggested on radio that SOS was a 

Communist front. We were undeterred by the labelling. A 

Catholic woman in SOS, Noreen McDonald, subsequently 

organised an approach to the Catholic bishops on the issue of 

Vietnam being an unjust war. She later helped form a group 

called Christian Women Concerned which broadened the base 

of church opposition.  

Why were SOS women so unstoppable in those early days, 

long before the huge demonstrations of the late sixties? I think 

it was partly because it was a personal/political issue – 

personal because many had sons who could be conscripted – 

and political because the government moved quickly against 

young men such as Bill White and Simon Townsend who 

refused to be conscripted. SOS women supported every 

objector, but these cases had national publicity, partly because 

Simon Townsend was the host of the popular children's show, 

Simon Townsend's Wonder World, and Bill White was a 

primary school teacher who was shown in a Sydney Morning 

Herald front-page photograph being dragged from the 

classroom by three burly police officers.  

SOS helped organise 'practice' sessions for objectors who 

might face legal or other grilling in a court. We were in the 

courts to give support and outside them to call for public 

support for the particular objector. Many SOS women were 

involved in organising safe places for draft resisters avoiding 

arrest, and support for those who had been jailed. 

SOS members attended most anti-war activities. I remember 

one day during a federal election when we were at morning, 

afternoon and evening meetings. At the first, 'All the Way with 

LBJ' Holt was the main speaker. Not surprisingly, Special 
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Branch and other NSW police had a heavy presence and 

Liberals in attendance were very hostile to us.  

One man physically attacked a small, frail SOS woman 

while Special Branch chief Fred Longbottom looked on without 

intervening. At the afternoon meeting I was shoved aside by a 

police officer when I attempted to reach 15 year-old Lee 

Brown (now MP Lee Rhiannon), who was being held by 

police. That evening as we went to our third demonstration, 

we found Longbottom and his men sitting on a brick fence 

outside the hall. As we passed he asked wryly, 'Don't you 

women ever get tired?' 

We had been warned not to tour rural areas, but 

conscientious objector Simon Townsend was keen to come, 

and our forward publicity had highlighted him as a speaker. 

Simon had recently been released from a month in Long Bay 

jail and had his objection finally accepted. He had won his 

fight.  

In the touring caravans we had a mix of SOS women and 

young people. Public meetings and publicity had been 

organised beforehand for the various towns. As well as having 

meetings, we would go out in the shopping centres with large 

cards pinned to our clothing, which announced, "I oppose 

conscription. Let's talk about it!" But the towns we visited had 

also been well organised to give us a bad reception, and there 

were often hints of violence. Bogus leaflets were circulated 

designed to brand us "red" and treasonable. RSL members had 

been organised to disrupt our meetings. Army camps near 

some of the towns had men prepared to disrupt and provoke.  

A case in point was our entry into Wagga when we were 

met by a group of bikies who demanded to speak to Simon 

Townsend. We were inclined to be wary until the leader of 

them strode up to Simon, shook his hand and congratulated 

him on his stand. Later on, when Simon was speaking at a 

public meeting, a sergeant and a couple of other army men in 

uniform started to disrupt the meeting. And then the leading 

bikie arrived. A fistfight looked like erupting until a man in 
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civilian clothes stood up and shouted in true military fashion, 

"Sit down, Sergeant, and shut up!" It turned out that he was a 

permanent army captain and had come to the meeting 

because of his own doubts about conscription and the 

Vietnam War. The Sergeant meekly sat down and shortly after 

left with his mates.  

Similarly, in Albury we heard rumours that we were to be 

physically attacked. We went out on the streets early on the 

Saturday morning where a big crowd was shopping in the 

main street. SOS had our headquarters in a church hall, which 

fronted the main street, the hall being part of the Anglican 

Cathedral complex. The Archbishop had given us use of the 

hall.  

We started our discussions with the shoppers, first with 

small groups of people, many of whom were hostile, and then 

with swelling crowds of debaters. Some soldiers arrived, also in 

opposition. We continued arguing and persuading until the 

shops closed at 12 noon. By this time the crowds had swollen 

to many hundreds, all in groups surrounding various members 

of the Caravan Tour, and spilling out from the footpath right 

across the roadway. When the last of us had left the debating 

groups for a cup of tea, the people of Albury were still at it 

amongst themselves, still spilling onto the roadway, looking set 

to talk for hours.  

In other areas, including Orange and Bathurst, support was 

evident, even though some people had clearly come to 

disrupt. 

SOS maintained its identity throughout the Vietnam War 

and, as the huge people's movement against the war 

developed, we became an important part of it. Members 

attended every intake of conscripts in Sydney, including the 

last one.  

I have worked in many organisations of women who might 

initially be seen to be more conservative than their male 

partners. I have seen such women become politicised in the 

course of struggles, even developing a 'fight to the death' 
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stance, when the men have recognised as political reality a 

need to compromise.  

I do not know how many of the SOS women later became 

involved in the Women's Liberation movement which 

developed from and after the anti-Vietnam war movement. In 

any event, I think many would have recognised the spirit and 

commitment of women's liberationists as akin to their own 

important contribution to the anti-Vietnam war struggles of the 

Australian people.  

 

A sea change 

By 1968, Noreen had once again returned to paid work, the first since 

resigning from her position as National Coordinator of the Miners’ 

Women’s Auxiliaries. This time she was secretary to the general 

manager at Walter Barr Plastic, and had responsibility for the formation 

of an employees’ Credit Union.  

She was secretary of the Credit Union until she resigned in 1972 to 

relocate with Syd to Nelson Bay, 200 kilometres north of Sydney. Syd 

had retired to go on the aged pension, which meant that Noreen could 

also apply for a pension although she was only 52 at the time.  

Not long after their arrival in Nelson Bay, Noreen became involved 

with the Newcastle, Lake Macquarie and Hunter Regional Council of 

the Combined Pensioners Association. This was the first step in a 

distinguished career with the pensioner movement in NSW and 

nationally that would extend over nearly three decades.   

Always prepared to ‘have a go’ when big business started pushing 

ordinary people around, Noreen’s commitment to community activism 

was severely tested when she became prominent in a Nelson Bay 

campaign opposing rezoning of fragile areas and foreshores for high-

rise development.  

As usual, she had openly acknowledged her membership of the 

Communist Party, but in this instance was shocked when two members 

of the campaign committee immediately resigned! An insidious 

campaign of vilification was launched against her in the wider 

community, but while it was extremely distressing, she remained 

resolute. The community campaign eventually achieved success when 
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the Council’s rezoning policy was cancelled through state Labor 

government intervention.  

At the time she was also a member of the Nelson Bay Progress 

Association and the Council of Progress Associations, and was 

appointed secretary of both. She was active in the local Social and 

Welfare Club for senior citizens and was appointed Secretary of a 

Nelson Bay committee formed under the Australian Assistance Plan, 

designed by the Whitlam Government to encourage the involvement of 

ordinary people in solving local health and social problems, and giving 

them access to a wide range of self-help and self-education measures. 

As if this wasn’t enough, Noreen had also put her hand up as 

correspondent for the local newspaper, the Port Stephens Examiner.  

Had the campaign of vilification against her worked as intended, 

the Nelson Bay community would have lost big time! 
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A Dynamic Decade 
 

1980 – 1990 
 

In 1980, following the birth of her first grandchild – Syd’s son Roy had 

presented him with a grandchild some years before – Noreen and Syd 

returned to Sydney and became involved with the state pensioner 

organisation, Combined Pensioners Association of NSW. Noreen was 

60 and Syd was 75.  

Between 1980 and 1990, Noreen was Assistant Secretary, then 

Vice-President of Combined Pensioners. In 1983 she was also 

appointed Assistant Secretary of the Australian Pensioners Federation 

(APS), a national body established in 1956. APS eventually received 

federal government funding in 1987 and was re-named the Australian 

Pensioners and Superannuants Federation (AP&SF). 

 

New alliances 

This was a dynamic decade for Noreen. She found herself working in 

coalitions with students, professionals and community organisations, 

raising issues in the media, particularly TV, lecturing at universities, 

initiating a new women’s organisation, and lobbying politicians 

including Prime Minister Hawke, Deputy PM, Brian Howe and Premier 

Neville Wran on policies involving pensioners and superannuants.  

Much of Noreen’s access to politicians was a direct result of her 

functioning on federal committees such as the Social Security Advisory 

Council and the Consumer Forum for the Aged. She also served for 

some years on the Advisory Committee to the NSW Office on Ageing 

and the Australian Council of Social Services. 

Noreen’s warm persona was one of her best assets when lobbying, 

but she could also become really fierce if she thought that older people 

were being belittled in any way. A good example of this fierceness is a 

story she tells about a federal government minister and his colour TV 

set. 

In 1982 Noreen and a woman policy officer from ACOSS 

(Australian Council of Social Services) went to see Michael MacKellar, 
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Minister for Social Security in the Fraser Government, at his electoral 

office in Manly to speak to him about the financial plight of pensioners. 

His response was to tell them that pensioners in his electorate were 

well off – “They all have TV sets”, he said. Irritated, Noreen asked why 

they shouldn't have TVs, and he replied, “They should be satisfied with 

second-hand radios”. Just as Noreen asked why the radios should be 

second-hand, MacKellar’s secretary came in to say there was a call 

from Canberra. When the Minister returned, he was extremely flustered 

and the first thing he said was that he had only been joking about the 

second-hand radios. Noreen hadn’t thought he was joking, and felt 

quite angry about his disparaging comments. 

The next morning the woman from ACOSS rang to say MacKellar 

had phoned her the previous night and asked her not to mention to 

anyone anything he had said at the previous days meeting. She had 

reluctantly agreed. Noreen discovered from the Sydney Morning 

Herald that morning that MacKellar had brought a colour TV set into 

the country, but had listed it on the customs form as black and white to 

avoid paying duty. Because Combined Pensioners was not federally 

funded Noreen was in a position to immediately issue a press 

statement about MacKellar’s second-hand radio comment.  

Among a number of journalists, Geraldine Doogue, then presenter 

of ABC TV’s Nationwide, contacted Noreen and she was interviewed 

on national TV. She was very nervous during the interview – and it 

showed. Geraldine suggested a complete re-take on the grounds that 

there had been some ‘technical problems’ and the second interview 

went more smoothly.  

Off camera, Geraldine seemed to accept Noreen’s view that 

MacKellar wasn’t joking and that his agitation following the Canberra 

phone call could have been because he had just received news of his 

sacking from the ministry.  

 

Successful teamwork  

In 1982 Noreen was a guest speaker at a Sydney University Summer 

School where she first met John Barber, then a Social Policy student at 

Sydney University. John and other students had formed the Social 

Welfare Action Group (SWAG), and together with Noreen, other 
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pensioners and some hospital workers, they developed campaigns and 

organised publicity to expose the abuse of older people in nursing 

homes.  

SWAG successfully sought funding for a Senior Citizen’s Week 

project to hold a phone-in for people to report on Abuse of the Elderly, 

thinking it would give the issue momentum and lead to policy changes. 

Noreen’s support for the idea was central to its success as she was able 

to tap into and get support from the large network of pensioner groups 

across NSW. The Australian Consumers Association (now known as 

Choice) and the Redfern Legal Centre also agreed to take part in the 

phone-in, and as a result of excellent publicity, when the phone-in 

lines opened on the weekend of 6-7 March 1982 the calls came 

flooding in. A report of the phone-in was launched in a blaze of media 

attention and the abuse of older people in nursing homes was squarely 

on the agenda for the first time.  

To Noreen this was a great lesson in how injustice exposed can 

arouse public anger, and how bonded young people and older people 

can become when experience and wisdom partners with higher 

education and professional skills in a common cause. 

In late 1982, Combined Pensioners secured funding for a part-time 

support role and Noreen asked John Barber if he would apply for the 

position of Research Officer. John took the position and in early 1983 

gained further funds to turn the job from part-time to full time. With 

each success Combined Pensioners gained greater recognition for its 

valuable policy perspectives, which meant that more funding became 

available.  

Linda Adamson, who had been employed as a researcher with 

ACOSS, joined John and Noreen in 1983, and suddenly the policy 

support function at CPSA had doubled. John took responsibility for 

residential Aged Care and Social Security while Linda and Noreen 

were responsible for Health and Community Care policy. 

The collaboration between Linda, John and Noreen led to a number 

of significant and long-lasting outcomes. For instance, on one occasion 

a Gosford doctor spilled the beans about colleagues in the Central 

Coast area who would not refer pensioners or unemployed people for 

hospital admission unless they joined a private medical fund. Through 
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her contacts with local pensioners on the Central Coast, Noreen helped 

John to obtain signed affidavits exposing the doctors’ unethical 

behaviour. The affidavits were then sent to the Minister for Health and 

when the issue was raised in Parliament it caused a huge scandal.  

Two important consequences followed: Gosford Hospital changed 

its admission procedures and by 1984 two consumer representatives 

were appointed to the prestigious NSW Medical Board for the first 

time. Noreen was one of them. She remained on the Board for four 

years, serving on the Disciplinary Tribunal panel with a judge and a 

medical professional. 

The role of the panel was to adjudicate on penalties for proven 

medical malpractice complaints. Initially, Noreen expected that 

because of her poor educational background and inexperience with 

medical matters the others on the panel would treat her with 

condescension, but apart from a frosty atmosphere on the first day – 

who knows why – this was not the case. Ultimately, she says, her four-

year term on the Board was an exciting, learning and influence-

exerting experience. 

Shortly after Noreen’s appointment to the Disciplinary Tribunal 

panel, and on her recommendation, Combined Pensioners joined an 

alliance of organisations campaigning for a new body, independent of 

the Medical Board, to deal with consumer complaints about NSW 

health providers. Noreen argued that an independent body would 

more effectively guard against conflict of interest that medical 

appointees at Disciplinary Tribunal hearings potentially faced. The 

government responded by establishing a Medical Complaints Unit, 

which for the first time meant consumers could have their complaints 

investigated independently and without cost. This Unit later became 

the Health Care Complaints Commission, on which Noreen served as a 

consumer representative for several years.  

 

A radical agenda 

In 1983, Noreen and John Barber secured funds for an adult education 

program at Combined Pensioners called Pathways to Action, aimed at 

empowering older people to become more effective advocates. One 

training session in Pathways to Action was called Who are we? 



 34 

Participants were asked to compare the stereotypes of ageing with who 

they thought they were, and how they actually felt.  

 

 

John Barber with Noreen, 1983 

 

A year or so later Noreen thought one of the Pathways to Action 

sessions might be useful for women only, so she decided to organise 

one – with no facilitator! 

The women were glad to talk about who they were and how they 

felt, and it soon became clear that they had many unspoken 

grievances. One was the “what can you expect at your age” syndrome 

so common amongst health professionals. Another was their position in 

society compared to that of men, which made it difficult for them to 

speak out about the things that worried them.  

Overall they agreed they were invisible, and that men in leadership 

roles at Combined Pensioners were ignoring their needs. Where 

women’s concerns were more related to health, they felt that the men’s 
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concerns were more related to income security. The women also 

wanted to feel more assertive.   

At the end of the meeting Linda and Noreen decided that to achieve 

personal and policy changes, Noreen would ask the Executive for 

permission to hold a series of separate workshops to explore precisely 

how women’s needs were different.   

Noreen’s request to the Executive for women-only workshops was 

greeted with strong resistance from many of the men, who argued that 

the role of Combined Pensioners was to advocate on behalf of all 

pensioners and that it was impracticable to focus separately on 

women’s issues. She pointed out that women made up more than half 

the pensioner population and that in separate workshops older women 

could gain the assertiveness they needed to identify and voice their 

different needs. The response from the male Councillors was 

predictable, with the Chairman glaring at Noreen as he declared: “I 

don’t think we need any more assertive women around here, do we?” 

Nevertheless, Noreen received tacit agreement to go ahead and in 

early 1985 Noreen and Linda Adamson began to seek out government 

departments and non-government agencies with unspent money to 

fund the women-only research workshops. The Family and Children’s 

Services Agency and the Myer Foundation gave them sufficient money 

to employ two workers part-time to establish a one-year pilot project, 

which was called The Older Women’s Workshops. The following year, 

at Noreen’s suggestion, the workshops became known as the Older 

Women’s Network (OWN) Project.  

Noreen was a member of the Steering Committee of the Older 

Women’s Network Project until 1986, when she resigned to care for 

Syd following his diagnosis of cancer. She also resigned a number of 

positions on boards and committees during this time.  

Syd died in May 1987 at the age 82. At his funeral John Barber, 

who had worked on educational initiatives with Syd at Combined 

Pensioners, delivered the oration. Included in it was a characteristic 

tribute from Syd to Noreen, and his last wishes: “Noreen, my strength. 

No fuss. No flowers. Donation to the Revolution – Tribune or the 

Peace Movement. Ashes scattered to sea. Rejoice.” 
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Towards an Older Women’s Network 

Despite the negative reactions of some Councillors, Combined 

Pensioners not only sponsored the OWN Project by providing office 

space and the use of equipment, but also allowed staff members – 

particularly Sarah Fogg, Jenny Hudson and Margaret Howard – to 

facilitate workshops and respond to the women’s day-to-day needs 

over the next four years.  

Two feminist facilitators, Maggie Kyle and Pam Benton,5 were 

employed to design and run the pilot project – a series of two-day 

educational workshops, which included topics such as 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 issues associated with women’s ageing. 

The workshops were not only for members of Combined Pensioners, 

but also for older women who were non-members, especially those on 

low incomes and living in public housing. 

By the end of 1986, it was clear to participants and facilitators that 

despite many barriers to regular participation, the workshops were an 

unqualified success. When invited to continue participating in a 

network of older women, a majority of older women who had been 

involved in the workshops embraced the idea. Pam and Maggie 

documented the project and published their report the following year.6 

 

Creative thinking 

Noreen was keen to keep the momentum alive, as were others 

involved in those early days. Towards the end of 1987 she and Linda 

proposed that women who had attended the Older Women’s 

Workshops get together to explore a range of ideas and actions to keep 

an Older Women’s Network flourishing into the future. Amongst the 

many ideas discussed at an end-of-year picnic, three had significance 

for OWN’s future.  

One idea for a project to counteract the invisibility of older women 

came from Gwen George, Noreen’s friend and colleague from their 

Union of Australian Women days. Gwen suggested that OWN, under 

the auspices of CPSA, seek an Australian Women’s Weekly 
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bicentennial grant to hold a picnic and theatrical performance on the 

lawns outside Parliament House to let politicians know that older 

women wanted to be recognised for their contributions to family and 

society. Gwen and Noreen, with Linda’s support, wrote a successful 

funding submission for a scriptwriter, and a bus to take 46 older 

women to Canberra, and on 24 April 1988 a handful of them 

performed to a small audience of invited politicians and media 

representatives, plus a few passers-by.   

Although enthusiastic about the idea, Noreen didn’t attend the 

Canberra picnic. She had already been invited to the opening of the 

new Parliament House, which was to be opened by the Queen (with 

the Duke of Edinburgh in tow) a week or so later. Although not too 

keen when told that she would have to curtsy in the Queen’s presence, 

Noreen thought the function might be an interesting experience and 

decided to attend. In the event, she didn’t make it. Why she didn’t 

makes an interesting story.  

Flo Davis, who was replaced by Noreen on the Combined 

Pensioners executive, held a grudge towards Noreen that had been 

negatively impacting on their working relationship. The invitation to 

meet the Queen was for Noreen and guest, so Noreen asked Flo if 

she’d like to be her guest. Flo jumped at the chance and off they drove 

to Canberra. As Noreen stepped out of the car onto the pavement, she 

fell heavily and hurt her leg. The pain was so intense she couldn’t go to 

the reception, but Flo did. After curtsying, Flo exchanged a few 

pleasantries with the Queen, which she found really thrilling. After 

that, Flo’s anger towards Noreen had completely dissipated.  

In 1988, Noreen proposed that the Combined Pensioners 

Association be renamed the Combined Pensioners and Superannuants 

Association (CPSA) after compulsory superannuation was included in 

industrial awards for the first time. The name change was accepted. 

 

Spin-offs from the Canberra picnic 

While the Canberra performance was the genesis of the Older 

Women’s Network Theatre Group, it was Noreen who came up with a 

way of ensuring it had a future.7  
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When OWN was invited to run a workshop at the 1990 Premier’s 

Forum at the Sydney convention Centre, Noreen argued that a talk-fest 

wouldn’t challenge older women’s invisibility nearly as much as a 

group of older women presenting their lives and political concerns in 

skits and satirical songs on stage. Which is what they did, to great 

applause – and outstanding future success.  

Other outcomes from the Parliament House picnic can be directly 

attributed to Noreen’s extensive lobbying and networking at a national 

level. Senator Patricia Giles, a well-known social protester with a 

history in Trade Unions, and Senator Margaret Reynolds, Minister 

Assisting the Prime Minister on the Status of Women, were both in the 

audience that day. With their support, two federal grants were later 

made available to OWN.  

The first was for a series of health workshops held in 1989 with 

funding from the National Consumer Health Forum. The workshops 

were based on Our Bodies, Growing Older – a spin off from Our 

Bodies, Ourselves, published in 1973 by the Boston Women’s Health 

Collective. Facilitated by Sharon Doolan, the workshops clearly 

confirmed healthy ageing as the Older Women’s Network’s raison 

d’être. 

The second was a grant under the National Agenda for Women for 

a project worker, the late Pam Benton, to assist in consolidating the 

slowly emerging Older Women’s Network.  

Further small grants came via Wendy McCarthy, then coordinator 

of the National Better Health Program and Quentin Bryce, now 

Governor General, who was then head of the Human Rights and Equal 

Opportunity Commission. 

These grants were used to raise OWN’s profile interstate. Peggy 

Hewett, Joy Ross and the late Louise Anike – with Linda’s guidance 

and support – helped to generate interest in a National Older Women’s 

Network Project amongst older women in Queensland, Victoria and 

Tasmania. The project was Noreen’s brainchild, which led to it being 

auspiced by the Australian Pensioners and Superannuants Federation 

(AP&SF), where she was by now National Secretary.  
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A dynamic trio 

When Noreen became the first National Secretary of the newly funded 

AP&SF, John Barber was employed as its CEO and Linda Adamson as 

senior Policy Officer. AP&SF was a national consumer voice for older 

people on issues that had historically been dominated by professionals, 

government and industry. It was part of a broad network of affiliated 

consumer organisations whose aims were to promote older people’s 

views to governments, business and services to ensure they had a say 

in decisions that affected them. Once again, AP&SF was a perfect fit 

with Noreen’s passion for working for a fairer deal for people on low 

incomes and with little power. 

Together Noreen, Linda and John lobbied politicians in Canberra, 

often in collaboration with organisations such as the Australian Council 

of Social Services, around rights for nursing homes residents, income 

security and health issues.  

Their campaigns eventually led to the funding of advocacy 

organisations such as The Accommodation Rights Services (TARS) – 

covering aged care accommodation – and Welfare Rights Centres – 

providing advice to recipients of social services payments.   

The years at AP&SF were happy and productive, enlivened by 

Linda’s and John’s intelligence and Linda’s pixieish humour and by the 

skills they had in lobbying, meeting preparation, speech writing, 

workshops and all the other paraphernalia involved in the activities of 

a national consumer advocacy organisation. When John resigned, 

Sarah Fogg was appointed CEO of AP&SF, bringing to the role a warm 

personality, multiple skills and an extraordinary commitment to 

fairness and equity for older people. 

  

The voice of a grassroots advocate 

Noreen’s work with AP&SF involved a huge amount of public speaking 

on older people’s issues at national and state conferences auspiced by 

government or other public bodies, especially universities. She was a 

captivating speaker whose friendly manner and knowledge of her 

subject easily ‘held’ an audience. Frequently invited to comment on 

issues for print media and regularly interviewed on radio and 

television, the debating skills Noreen had honed over many decades, 
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combined with her personal warmth, sharp intelligence and analytical 

mind, were used to great effect during this period.  

These were the characteristics that also made her highly sought 

after as a consumer representative on councils, boards and committees. 

In addition to her work with AP&SF, by the late 80s Noreen was a 

member of two federal advisory committees and three state-based 

committees, including the NSW Consultative Committee on Ageing. 

Following her resignation from the Consultative Committee to care for 

Syd, the NSW Minister for Ageing Jim Longley wrote a personal letter 

in which he thanked her for her “commitment, insights, community 

contacts, and depth of experience in grassroots organisations”.  

Minister Longley’s high regard for Noreen’s contributions to public 

policy discussions on health and ageing issues was only one of many 

accolades she received from a wide variety of people during this 

period. Jean Collie, Chief Executive Officer for Queensland Health 

wrote: “Thank you for coming to Brisbane. Your perceptions of the 

issues and priorities for the health of older women were a valuable 

contribution to the discussions on research priorities.” Over many 

decades there were many other letters, too numerous to document, 

recognising the splendid contributions Noreen made to public debate 

and to older people’s lives. 
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Life with OWN 
 

1991 - 1997 
 

Noreen’s vision of a separate organisation for older women was fully 

realised in 1991 after the Older Women’s Network (OWN) settled into 

its own premises at Millers Point, became incorporated, and 

successfully sought recurrent state government funding for program 

costs and two part-time workers. 

The structure of the Older Women’s Network is the epitome of a 

grassroots organisation. Its members manage the day-to-day functions 

of the organisation and also plan for its future. The two paid workers 

assist members to achieve their aims for the organisation, while project 

workers with specific skills are employed to undertake research and 

training in particular areas of interest or concern to older women.   

By 1991 Noreen had decided to make the Older Women’s Network 

her main work although she was still involved with AP&SF, and to a 

lesser extent, CPSA. She had of course been involved part-time in 

OWN since the very beginning.  

Noreen was elected to the first Working Committee of OWN Inc. 

and during two years on the Committee used her extensive knowledge 

of ageing issues to guide policy decisions and advance OWN’s 

consumer advocacy role. In every way Noreen was a true leader, but 

more often than not, in an unassuming manner she usually ‘led from 

behind’. At meetings, I was always impressed by her generosity 

towards others who were less informed about a topic or issue under 

discussion. Without a hint of self-importance she would quietly share 

her knowledge, taking time to consult, explain and advise until 

everyone could proceed, more or less equally.  

In the early days Noreen helped establish an Aboriginal Support 

Circle (ASC) after being approached by the late Ruth Layard, a member 

of OWN who was also involved in a local reconciliation group. In 

turn, Noreen approached Lucy Porter who had strong links with 

Aboriginal women in the La Perouse area. Noreen, Ruth and Lucy 

became co-convenors of the Aboriginal Support Circle until 1993 

when Noreen stepped down as co-convenor in order to focus more 
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fully on healthy ageing issues. For the past 20 years members of the 

ASC, including Noreen, have continued their efforts to change 

entrenched and bigoted attitudes among non-indigenous Australians, 

particularly older people, and to cultivate a better relationship and 

friendship with older Aboriginal women, which they hope will add 

value to both black and white lives.  

Noreen also remained a great supporter of the OWN Theatre 

Group, which by 1991 was already making its mark. Although she 

never performed on stage, over the years Noreen wrote poetry, songs 

and skits for the Group and inspired others to do so too. The 

composition, below, was written after a meeting with the Prime 

Minister Paul Keating at which Noreen and others prevailed upon him 

to include older women in a new policy. 

All’s not set in concrete on Capital Hill 

'Are we halfway to equal?' the question to weigh, 

So to Canberra we went on the eve of the day 

That women assembled to judge whether they 

Had come less than, or more than, a measure halfway 

To equality. 

 

Paul Keating, P.M. was expected to show 

How his government would make up the leeway, and so 

Advisers were holding a late eve review 

Of the speech which would promise just what he would do 

On equality. 

 

The speech had been written, the issues were set 

But 'What about older women?' we asked when we met 

A senior adviser. She pricked up her ears 

As we talked about women, much older in years, 

Who want equality. 

 

'I'm not just a "granny", I'm especially me 

With my own given name, personality, 

Yet I'm seen as appendage of my family 

Not as having my own clear identity 

And equality'. 



 43 

'We have passion and vision and great ability; 

Rejecting the view of our invisibility. 

We've a place among women who strive to be equal!' 

We said this in Canberra, and what was the sequel 

About equality? 

 

Wheels started turning - in the speech to be given, 

New commitment was made and new words were written 

And so the P.M. proclaimed new entity, 

Said 'We'll help older women gain identity 

And equality'. 

 

The lesson, it's clear, is never say die 

For the die's never cast while we've still strength to try 

To strike a firm blow for our place in the sun 

To have wise older women join in as one 

The fight for equality. 

 

The day will soon dawn when we won't have to ask, 

When that place in the sun's where we'll rightfully bask 

And men will grow older and wiser – like us! 

And there won't be an age question' left to discuss 

When the battle's been won and a new age begun 

In Annus Mirabilis-2001 

 

I’m Not an Elle McPherson, set to a Conga tune, is one of Noreen’s 

most memorable compositions, and is still regularly sung by the 

Theatre Group. Elle emerged from discontent at the way older women 

are represented by the media as having “a physical appearance deficit” 

and “being cosmetically challenged”. Elle was Noreen’s answer. 

 

I’m Not an Elle McPherson 

I'm not an Elle McPherson 

I am an older person 

Who never goes 

On TV shows. 
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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 

 

Going National 

Noreen knew from long experience that there were many consumer 

issues requiring a national, not just a state, response from older 

women. The National Older Women’s Network Project had published 

the first issue of Making KNOWN in December 1990 with assistance 

from AP&SF and the National Agenda for Women’s Grants Program, so 

Noreen’s first step in spearheading the creation of a national Older 

Women’s Network was to write a stirring article in Making KNOWN 

about the importance of having a national OWN group. The next step 

was to establish a steering committee to work towards this goal. 

Groups of older women in Queensland, Victoria, South Australia and 

Tasmania had already indicated an interest in a national body, so 

Noreen suggested a Think Tank in Sydney to thrash out the many 

issues involved.  

The Think Tank was held in 1992, and the national body, OWN 

(Australia), was finally ‘born’ on 13 July 1993 … “not without labour 

pains”, Noreen wrote, “but sustained by the empowerment, confidence 

and purpose of older women”. The Office of the Status of Women 

produced the wherewithal for its birth.  

Noreen was appointed the first National Secretary of OWN 

(Australia), a position she held for two years. She again took on a 
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hectic schedule of public speaking, media appearances and writing 

position papers and articles on a wide range of older women’s issues, 

including healthy ageing, superannuation and caring.  

In the May 1992 issue of Making KNOWN, Noreen wrote about a 

Super Woman conference, chaired by Geraldine Doogue, which she 

had organised with Linda Adamson, and where superannuation issues 

for women were identified as never before, despite scores of 

professionally organised conferences previously held on the issue. 

Conclusions from the conference were disseminated to government, 

trade unions, bureaucrats, community organisations and academics – 

where it was hoped they would provide the basis for reform.  

Noreen later prepared a paper on ‘Women and Superannuation’, 

co-written with Linda, which she presented to the Law Reform 

Commission, spelling out the traps, rorts and denial of equal access to 

women under existing superannuation packages. Noreen’s key 

message to the Commission was “older women want to add life to our 

years, not just years to our lives”. 

In 1995, she also wrote a paper on ‘Women and Pensions’. Under 

the umbrella of OWN (Australia) and AP&SF, the paper was presented 

to the Senate Standing Committee on Superannuation. In it Noreen 

acknowledged the outstanding contributions to the debate made by 

Linda Adamson and Gerard Thomas, then a Project Officer with 

AP&SF.   

Similarly, a carer’s seminar was held highlighting different 

perspectives on The Duty of Care.8 Noreen suggested that the 

challenging views expressed at the seminar, which had wide support, 

identified the need for policy changes.  

By 1994 OWN (Australia) had received an operational grant of 

$75,000 under the National Agenda for Women’s Grants Program. 

Grants from this source over the following years enabled OWN 

(Australia) to employ a part-time worker, produce a quarterly journal, 

and provide skill-development workshops for older women in 

advocacy, negotiation and consumer representation. Within two years 

of OWN Australia being incorporated, groups were flourishing in 

Tasmania, South Australia, Western Australia, Queensland, Victoria, 

NSW and the ACT.  
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Unfortunately OWN (Australia) lost its core funding in 1998 after 

the election of the Howard Government and the restructuring of the 

Women’s Grants Program. This meant the closure of its Sydney office. 

From then on the national body received small project grants for 

research into issues such as retirement, supportive neighbourhoods, 

and leadership, to name a few. With no core funding for the past 

decade, contact between state groups has been maintained through 

annual conferences supported by membership fees. 

 

 
Noreen in full flight with colleagues, OWN 1995 

 

Vigour, Vision, Vitality 

The growth of OWN Inc. was unstoppable. Within a few years it had 

become a substantial community-based network run by and for older 

women, with a network of more than 14 groups throughout suburban 

Sydney and regional NSW. Members of OWN Inc. (which became 

OWN NSW in 2001) conducted research, published books, engaged in 

advocacy and opened up new debates on, for example, violence and 

abuse of older women.   

A snapshot of the early days tells a powerful story. During 

1994/1995 OWN conducted 23 discussion groups and experiential 

workshops; undertook five special and extensive projects involving 

thousands of dollars; presented 13 submissions, papers and reports to 



 47 

government and legislative bodies; was represented at nine special 

events in Sydney, had a staggering 37 meetings and liaisons with other 

organisations, and gave five educational talks to hospitals and 

universities. All this as well as running special interest groups, social 

activities and fund-raising, not to mention regular activities like the 

monthly newsletter, the Aboriginal Support Circle and the Theatre 

Group.  

That year the Theatre Group’s cast of 12 gave 27 public 

performances all over Sydney, in regional NSW and interstate, 

enlightening and changing practices and attitudes among health 

professionals, academics, students, and community service providers, 

as well as entertaining and educating the public, particularly women.  

 

The ‘wellness’ dream  

From the very beginning Noreen was a significant player in OWN’s 

future health directions through her membership of the OWN Health 

Group. Following the publication of Pam Benton’s and Cherry Russell’s 

1991 research project, Older women and women's health centres: A 

report of feminist research, Noreen worked with the Health Group to 

organise a conference called Older Women, Feminism and Health to 

further expand the issues raised in the research.    

Motivated by her long-standing belief that older women should 

have a say about what services they wanted, Noreen began to lobby 

the NSW Women’s Health Unit to fund research into older women’s 

specific health needs. The National Women’s Health Program provided 

a small grant and Linda Adamson was commissioned to undertake the 

research. Linda’s research successfully developed the concept of, and 

need for, wellness centres for older women. In 1993 her report was 

published under the title Well-Being: For and By Older Women, which 

is still available from OWN. 

At the end of 1993, the OWN Health Group approached the NSW 

Women’s Health Unit to fund a pilot wellness project. OWN was 

offered $50,000 through the National Women’s Health Program to 

develop a wellness model for older women, with one condition – that 

it was located in South Western Sydney, a low-income area with a 

diverse ethnic mix. Members of the Health Group were hesitant about 
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establishing a centre in such an area – community workers had said 

these conditions practically guaranteed failure – and wanted to return 

the grant. Noreen’s alarm at this possibility – “You don’t ever give 

money back!” – persuaded them to go ahead.  

There was also concern about whether members of the existing 

OWN group in Bankstown would feel ownership of the project. 

Members of the group had complained that they were not consulted 

about whether or not Bankstown needed a wellness centre, and yet 

they were expected to become involved in its activities. Noreen tried to 

explain that OWN had no say in where the centre was located, but the 

matter was never fully resolved and only one Bankstown member 

agreed to support the project. Within a short time the Bankstown OWN 

group had disbanded.   

Noreen resigned from the OWN (Australia) Executive to 

concentrate on the Bankstown Wellness Centre during its 

establishment period. As a founding member, and on its Management 

Committee, she set about making the Bankstown Older Women’s 

Wellness Centre (BOWWC) visible within the community. She invited 

representatives from federal and state departments to meet with 

management and facilitators, created partnerships with local and state 

organisations engaged in health services, and assisted in forming 

connections with local government services. She was also involved in 

promoting the idea of peer education, and working with older women 

to design, manage and plan the delivery of programs.  

A part-time worker was employed, premises found and before long 

BOWWC began offering wellness activities one day a week. By then 

there were other promotional activities for Noreen – giving media 

interviews, talking to community groups, writing articles, and lobbying 

for the Centre’s continuation.  

By 2000, the Centre had grown to such an extent it was offering 27 

different activities a week, had a full-time worker, a strong 

Management Committee and a register of over 1000 attendances per 

month. 

A Picture of Wellness: The Story of the Bankstown Older Women’s 

Wellness Centre, researched and written by Linda Adamson, was 

published in 1997 by OWN (Australia). A Picture of Wellness is a 
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graphic story about the uniqueness of the Bankstown OWWC – the first 

of its kind in Australia, and probably the world – and is a testament to 

the enthusiasm, energy and determination of Noreen and the other 

older women who shared her vision. 

Within ten years of the Banktown OWWC opening, seven Wellness 

groups run by and for older women were operating within NSW. Some 

were receiving state or local government funding, while others were 

charging a small fee for activities and operating from rent-free 

premises. The OWN model of Wellness is a remarkable achievement. 

 

 
John McCallum with Noreen, 1997 

  

John McCallum, Dean of Health at the University of Western Sydney, 

struck just the right note when he officially launched A Picture of 

Wellness. “It is not surprising,” he said, “that the ferment of debate, 

ideas and creativity in the Older Women’s Network has produced such 

a successful model – low cost, high public benefit – as the Bankstown 

Older Women’s Wellness Centre ”  
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Linda and Noreen had been a great team at CPSA and APSF and 

now here they were again, celebrating their collaboration on a book 

about another of Noreen’s passions – wellness for and by older 

women. They were an awe-inspiring duo – both were fierce advocates 

for social justice and both had extraordinarily talents. Noreen and 

Linda remained close personal friends until Linda’s tragic death from 

cancer three years later, when she was just 46.  

 

 

Linda Adamson, 43. 
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The Sutherland Years 
 

1998 – 2010 
 

The year after the Bankstown Older Women’s Wellness Centre opened, 

Noreen moved from Summer Hill to Cronulla, in the Sutherland Shire, 

where her sister Valerie, and other relatives, lived. Although now a 

considerable distance from Bankstown, Noreen continued to be 

involved in the Centre’s development until travelling became too much 

and she resigned from the Management Committee in 1998.   

Perhaps realising that Noreen’s commuting from Cronulla to 

Bankstown couldn’t go on indefinitely, women at the Bankstown 

Wellness Centre penned the following ode to her. While it is not the 

most sophisticated poetry, it captures perfectly Noreen’s value to the 

group, their feelings about her, and their impending sense of loss.   

 

We of the discussion group feel honoured to be part of your 

troop. 

Your friendliness, encouragement, get-up-and-go allowed this 

Centre to grow. 

Your enthusiasm is an inspiration to all, your bubbliness keeps 

us on the ball. 

So please keep coming, lest we fall. 

You are a lover of life and full of fire. These are the qualities we 

admire. 

You gave us so much, you travelled so far, this is not easy 

without a car. 

Your devotion to caring for all those in need is an example for 

all women to heed. 

Thanks, Noreen, for your help so far. Keep coming back – we 

need you to spar. 

 

An Easy Path or a Rocky Road 

Noreen’s passion for wellness was equally matched by her passion for 

grassroots advocacy. Even as she devoted a huge amount of time to 
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Bankstown, she continued her public speaking and media 

appearances, but now they were more specifically in the interests of 

older women, and were usually focused on home care and health 

issues.  

Despite the passage of years, and with some ill-health thrown into 

the mix, Noreen remained a tireless consumer advocate, lecturing, 

writing, and attending meetings with politicians, bureaucrats and 

representatives from a range of consumer organisations. She 

particularly made it her business to encourage and inspire others to 

become involved.  

The following are extracts from articles she wrote on advocacy 

between 1993 and 1996, which appeared in the OWN Newsletter. 

In stirring our own pots, we’re stirring the cauldrons of public 

debate and we need to stir publicly still more. We’re a feisty 

lot, and we’re moving from debating amongst ourselves, the 

converted, to debating the unconverted, including policy and 

law makers, service providers and planners whose decisions, 

attitudes and methods can determine the quality of older 

women’s lives. We have the experience, can hone our skills 

and help change the world. Let’s do it!”  

In 1982 when I became conscious of certain rorts going on 

in the public system and the disgraceful treatment of older 

people in many nursing homes, I didn’t dream I’d end up on 

advisory committees and decision-making bodies. But that’s 

what happened. A strong streak of perversity helps when one 

is confronted by a predominance of male professionals and 

bureaucrats sitting on boards and committees. Particularly if 

they oppose consumer or ‘lay’ representation, they may use 

jargon or incomprehensible technical terminology as a weapon 

of intimidation. Our expertise as a consumer representative lies 

not in the number of degrees gained. Fundamentally, our value 

lies in the personal experience we’ve acquired and the interest 

we have in certain areas, the commonality of experience we 

discover through community and organisational networks like 

OWN, and the opportunities we create to draw on the 
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information and conclusions of others through workshops and 

focus groups.  

We are not just standing up for ourselves; we are standing 

up for those that follow. There can be no predictable future 

into the 21st century for older women unless it’s a future we 

help to shape! 

 

 

From the Home Care Board information booklet 1996 

 

In 1996 Noreen had been appointed to the Home Care Ministerial 

Advisory Board, where she remained for three years. The trend to 

privatisation of home care services was accelerating, and she was 

determined to resist the principle of user-pays and services going to for-

profit organisations. At a Home and Community Care (HACC) 

conference in 1998, she called for “partnerships of consumers, 

consumer advocates, community organisations and service providers to 

support an expansion and improvement of low cost Home Care 

services so that people could stay in their own homes rather than move 

into institutional care”.   

On another occasion she presented a paper at a Health and Social 

Participation Conference called Shifting Ground, which outlined her 

concerns about the ways in which Commonwealth funding policy was 

encouraging privatisation of home care services and higher fees. 

Noreen advocated a consumer action network as the best hope to 

ensure affordable, quality services, publicly funded and provided on 
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the basis of need. She promoted this view as guest speaker on SBS 

Insight and at the launch of a 2SER radio series on older people, 

produced for International Year of Older People (IYOP) in 1999.  

  

Spontaneous activism 

Noreen’s appointment to the Home Care Advisory Board was 

somewhat ironic. More than 15 years before, the Premier, Neville 

Wran had slashed $2 million from Home Care funding in NSW, and 

wouldn’t consider even seeing a delegation to discuss it. John Barber 

organised an alliance of disabled people, pensioners and Home Care 

workers and held a demo outside the Premier’s office, but still he 

refused to meet them. To get attention, people with disabilities roped 

their wheelchairs together and declared that they would stay there until 

the Premier met them – however many days that took. Within an hour 

an appointment had been set up and Noreen and two others who were 

involved in disability services met with the Premier and the head of 

Treasury. Before another hour had passed the Home Care service had 

received its $2 million funding back, plus another $500,000 needed to 

restore services.   

Standing up for something sometimes had to be a sit-in, although 

used only as a last resort when someone – in this case the Prime 

Minister – refused to meet a delegation of older women on the effects 

on East Timorese women and children of government inaction.  

On September 14, 1999 at a hastily convened meeting of older 

women from all walks of life, two East Timorese! women (one older, 

one younger) told of the urgent need for food, water and medications 

!for refugees in the hills outside Dili. Air drops had been delayed due to 

fear that! supplies would fall into the hands of the militia, but Dani, the 

younger woman, had !received direct information from the hills 

nominating three safe places for air drops.! This message needed to get 

to the Prime Minister, so 40 older women decided to go with the East 

Timorese women to the! Prime Minister's Sydney Office to inform him 

of this new information. John Howard was in Canberra so they asked to 

speak to a !member of his staff. None was available. 

The women promptly sat down in the narrow un-airconditioned! 

corridor outside the PM’s offices. They made no fuss; they simply 
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refused to be moved. The media arrived, then Commonwealth Police 

Officers, big! burly and braided. A 92-year-old woman was given a 

chair, then a policewoman brought supplies of water !and two more 

chairs appeared.  

A reporter asked how long they would stay. “For as long as it 

takes”, Noreen replied, “this is a very small sacrifice we are making 

compared with what’s going on at this moment in East Timor”.  

When the group looked set to stay all night a message from 

Howard’s Canberra office said his Chief of Staff would talk with a 

delegation.! Three of the women, including Noreen, went with Dani to 

urge !immediate drops into the safe areas nominated by her 

compatriots. The Prime! Minister's spokesman said he'd report directly 

to the PM, and that !emergency aid would be a priority. Dani would 

also be kept informed daily.  

Women who'd met as strangers shed tears, hugged each other, and 

left hoping their !stand – or sit – would hasten the delivery of aid. This 

was a partnership of peers supporting desperately deprived people 

across !international barriers and uniting elders from disparate groups in 

a common humanitarian cause.  

The Howard government showed some heart in the Dili situation, 

but was mean-spirited in the case of AP&SF. In December 1998, on the 

cusp of International Year of Older Persons, Prime Minister John 

Howard announced that AP&SF would no longer receive federal 

government funding. The government’s action was widely interpreted 

as punishment for AP&SF’s criticism of Coalition policies affecting 

older people, including the abolition of the Commonwealth dental 

health program and changes to residential aged care facilities. AP&SF 

struggled on without funding and finally closed its doors in 2004. 

 

Shaping the future – in Sutherland 

During 1998 Noreen and Barbara Burnham, an old colleague from 

their communist party days who was now living in the Sutherland 

Shire, decided to form an older women’s discussion group in the Shire 

– a precursor to an Older Women’s Network Wellness Centre.  

Within a year Noreen had formed a neighbourhood group, a model 

of social support involving luncheons/discussions once a month for 
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women in the Sutherland Shire with mobility problems. This initiative 

had a significant spin-off – the Gymea TAFE Outreach Coordinator 

offered free computer courses for older women. Noreen had 

approached the Outreach Coordinator in early 2000, believing that IT 

literacy promotes a positive self-image for older women – she was 

‘Granny Cool’ to her grandchildren living overseas – and also satisfies 

social needs by helping older women from non-English speaking 

backgrounds to reconnect with distant relatives.  

The IT classes have been very successful. From 2003, 15 computer-

literate mentors recruited through the Wellness Centre began to assist 

TAFE tutors to teach older women IT skills at each course. Since then, 

peer-mentored computer courses have been taken up by over 200 

older women. 

 

 

Noreen and Barbara, with others, at Sutherland OWN Wellness Centre 2002 

 

A stirrer 

In 1999, Noreen penned a poem to describe OWN women who came 

from the feminist and left movements. Women described variously as 

stirrers, agitators, and activists because they disturbed the placidity of 

conservatism by challenging and fighting injustices, despite threats or 

the reality of violence. What am I? has been reproduced many times 

since it was first published in the Sydney OWN newsletter.  
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What am I? 

A stirrer? to bring to the surface of sight 

the muddy intentions of powers that blight 

the peace of our days in the autumn of life; 

who think they know best what is right for the old 

and would still every voice that dares to be bold. 

 

The grit? in the oyster, that legend has it 

produces the pearls which so lustrously sit 

on necks of the wealthy; but also, with wit, 

creates pearls of wisdom in these days of strife 

to help solve some problems that plague us in life. 

 

A diamond? Whose hard edge can cut wide and deep, 

a swathe through the promises pollies don’t keep, 

a tool to allow one to shape this earth’s heaps 

into rocks of security, wellness and fun 

and to end the disaster of bad laws, and guns. 

 

A grain in the sand? by plunderers mined, 

against laws of nature, shorelines redefined, 

used to build monuments which just remind 

us of egocentricity, men of great power, 

how we must be brave, to challenge, not cower. 

 

Do I muddy the waters and sting with the grit, 

cut needlessly deep with the edge of one’s wit 

does love conquer all and should small grains of sand 

just go with the flow and ebb from the land 

Hell, there’s no way I’ll change! Take me as I am!  

 

In partnership with Barbara and others, Noreen made a submission to 

Sutherland Shire Council in 2000 for funding to establish an Older 

Women’s Network Wellness Centre in Sutherland. They received a 

$17,000 operating grant – which according to the Mayor was the 

largest ever given to one organisation.   
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By the following year Noreen and Barbara were co-coordinating 

Sutherland OWN Wellness Centre, which initially offered three 

activities one day a week. Within a relatively short time wellness 

activities were being offered on two days each week, thanks to further 

funding of $16,000 from Sutherland Council for a ‘New Horizons’ 

grant to run training courses for the volunteer Management Committee, 

plus enhancement funding from Sutherland ‘Tradies’ Club, and South 

East Sydney Health funding of $18,000 over two years. By 2010, ten 

activities were being offered over three days each week.  

Sisters, penned by Noreen in the early days of the Sutherland Older 

Women's Network Wellness Centre, was set to the tune of Manyana, 

written by Peggy Lee in 1948. To Noreen’s knowledge it has only ever 

been sung once – by a group of Sutherland women, including Noreen, 

travelling by train to Newcastle for an OWN event.  

Sisters 

We trip the light fantastic - with no emphasis on 'trip' 

As International Dance we learn, we're definitely 'hip' 

Some times we move more slowly lest our energies subside 

And gently swirl in unison as round the hall we glide 

 

Chorus:  

We're sisters, resisters, 

Won't be left upon some ageing shelf 

Live longer, feel stronger, 

In older women's citadels of health 

 

Older Women's wellness is a joyous, bonding thing 

If exercises aren't for you, then let ideas take wing 

On topics controversial to stimulate the brain 

Let knowledge grow, through health info - it helps to keep us sane 

 

Now Tai Chi is so graceful and it strengthens older bones. 

While Gentle Exercise is bound to give our muscles tone 

At Feldenkreis we learn to move in long forgotten ways 

As we keep fit then we will step much lighter through our days 
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We aren't the 'older biddies' that the media may depict 

We're feisty older women and we still can take a trick 

Or two or three or more - we start amazing families 

We may end up role models in ongoing family trees. 

 

Supportive Neighbourhoods 

In 2000, when invited to open a Supportive Neighbourhoods Seminar 

(an initiative of the NSW Government’s Platform for Action) Noreen 

delivered a thought-provoking speech called Putting Heart into the 

Quest for Supportive Neighbourhoods.  

Before speaking about her personal experiences of establishing 

neighbourhood groups, she referred to how terms such as ‘social 

capital’, ‘civil society’ and ‘strengthening communities’ can be used by 

governments to mask cost-cutting of services. “There is a political 

element”, she said, “to creating supportive neighbourhoods. We must 

refuse to be complicit in replacing paid workers and services by our 

volunteer effort; we must demand resources to establish new models of 

communities that foster equality in relationships by not categorising 

people as victims, and volunteers and service providers as 

benefactors.”  

Noreen went on to describe her own and others’ experience of 

how, starting relatively small, they slowly made connections with 

fifteen local organisations in the Sutherland area and, through their 

ever-widening associations, have been able to create groups around 

people’s particular interests. 

Later, in the OWN Newsletter, Noreen shared this wonderful story: 

As an example of supportive neighbourhoods action by women, 

Cronulla West Centre women must take the cake! Threatened 

with being turned out of their centre to make way for the Mall 

management offices, they collected 5,500 signatures in a petition, 

aroused local support, and won the day! 

I heard about it while they were still under threat – from my 

hairdresser, whose salon was totally in support. Straightaway I 

went to the Centre, talked to the women and got the gen on what 

the Centre meant to them – many things, but especially personal 

support for each other as older women. The Centre was for young 
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and older women (and even the stray dad in charge of toddlers), 

but it was for older women their daily or weekly networking 

centre. 

My letter to the paper had a big response, with most being 

favourable. However, one disgruntled man wrote denigrating the 

Centre and me, saying I should move with the times which were 

a’changing and leave the decisions about such things to the Shire 

Council. 

Unfortunately for him, his letter was published the day after the 

women and their lobbyist, my niece, sat in the gallery with their 

placards as the Council considered the issue and decided 

unanimously that the Centre should remain. And that the 

conditions of its existence should guarantee permanence! 

I’ve replied to his patronising letter and am awaiting its 

publication. Some of its comments are: 

1: Joseph, you suggest I don’t understand that times are 

a’changing. But I agree that they are. It’s a sign that times are 

a’changing when a Council listens intently to the voice of the 

people, researches the issue and rises above partisan politics to 

reach a unanimous conclusion. 

2: On this issue the council is with it, man!” Joseph – could you 

be the one who is behind the times? 

 

Human Rights 

In 1999 Noreen Hewett addressed the First Australian Women's 

Tribunal on Human Rights conducted by the Women's Rights Action 

Network (Australia) on breaches of human rights in the area of mental 

health. The focus of Noreen's address was the inhumane treatment by 

doctors and other health professionals of her old friend, Enid Maher, 

which was fully reported by Enid in an article she wrote for the OWN 

Newsletter in 1998. Enid had suffered a misdiagnosis of her illness as 

dementia and then undergone unwelcome treatments with serious side 

effects before being accurately diagnosed.  

Many strong and wonderful women such as Magistrate Pat O’Shane 

and the Queensland ATSIC Commissioner attended the Tribunal. 

Others, including academics, represented diverse groups organised in 
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the spirit of the Tribunals held at the Vienna Human Rights Conference 

in 1993 and the Beijing Conference in 1995. The testimonies presented 

at the Tribunal formed part of the ever-increasing global evidence 

against the violation of women’s human rights. 

 

An Edna Award 

Noreen received an Edna Award in 1999 for ‘Battling Against the 

Odds’ in her efforts to raise issues of particular interest and concern to 

women, which are often otherwise marginalised or denigrated. In 

nominating Noreen for this feminist award, I wrote: “Despite barriers – 

no formal education or training, and few financial resources 

throughout her life – Noreen’s tremendous hunger for knowledge and 

sense of injustice have powered her lifelong battle to break down the 

great divisions between ‘the haves’ and ‘the have nots’ in our society. 

Delivered with warmth and exuberance, her provocative and forceful 

speeches have influenced and stirred for over sixty years and, at 79 

years of age, she is still an active and fierce advocate for women’s 

rights”.  

Carmel Niland, former President of the NSW Anti-Discrimination 

Board, wrote to Noreen congratulating her on receiving the Edna 

Award: “You and Edna Ryan have much in common, but particularly 

tenacity, commitment and intelligence. I’m very proud to know you.” 

 

Still going strong 

During her time as co-coordinator of Sutherland OWN Wellness 

Centre Noreen was also involved in local campaigns – Aboriginal 

rights, Shire Watch Independents, a local government lobby group, and 

Harmony Days which fostered reconciliation between different racial 

and religious groups.  

She was also a key figure in an evaluation of the OWN model of 

wellness conducted by researchers from the University of Western 

Sydney and the University of Technology, together with health 

professionals and a reference group of women from OWN. The 

research involved a ‘story-harvesting’ approach, which ensured that the 

43 self-selected older women involved in wellness activities were 

central to the evaluation process. Kicking Up Autumn Leaves: A report 
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on the Women Owning Wellness Evaluation Project was published in 

2006 and officially launched by the Governor of NSW, Marie Bashir.  

Two of Noreen’s dreams had at last become a reality: academic 

research directly involving older women and their experiences of 

ageing, and research that identifies wellness as a holistic and complex 

process that needs to be recognised and respected by funding bodies 

and social planners. 

 

 
Published in the St George & Sutherland Shire Leader 2008 

 

Until she retired from her coordination role at the Sutherland 

Wellness Centre in 2009, Noreen also maintained connections with a 

large number of community organisations and services, and advocated 

on issues such as domestic violence and pension increases. 

The media interview she did on the ABC’s 7.30 Report in 

September 2009, when she was invited with others to speak about how 

difficult it is to ‘get by’ on the age pension, may not be her last public 

appearance. 

It is certainly not her last campaign. At 89, and following a serious 

health scare,9 Noreen re-located to the Big Sister Hostel for Aged 

Persons in Sutherland, where she engages both residents and staff in 

her own distinctive fashion.  

On one occasion she organised an excursion to a performance by 

the Sutherland Dames, an offshoot of the Wellness Centre and a result 



 63 

of Noreen’s initiative in asking the Shire Council for an establishment 

grant of $7,500 to expand their small singing group into a full-blown 

performance group.  

Another time, she organised a discussion group in the Hostel that 

was attended by nearly 30 residents, with half of them actively 

involved in a discussion about the Cronulla race riots and more 

generally whether racism is prevalent in the Shire.  

Indefatigable as ever, at the time of writing Noreen is planning 

another discussion group, this time with a focus on residents’ memories 

of Aboriginal settlement in the Sutherland Shire.  

As NSW Special Branch boss, Fred Longbottom, once asked her, 

“Don’t you ever get tired?” 

 

 

 
March 2010 – Dorothy Cora with Noreen Hewett –  two months prior to 

Noreen’s 90th birthday. 

 

In conclusion … 

In the process of talking to Noreen about her lifelong activism I’ve 

been particularly struck by her modesty and humility. When describing 

something that was achieved, she was always at pains to explain how 

it was only successful because others were involved or made it 

possible.  
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In an email to me in February 2010, Noreen not only displayed this 

generous attitude towards her fellow activists, but also unintentionally 

revealed her own courage in speaking up against injustice.  

She wrote: 

I recently came across a news item about an American historian 

who wanted students ‘to leave my classes not just better informed 

but more prepared to relinquish the safety of silence, more 

prepared to speak up, to act against injustice wherever they saw it’. 

I empathised with his words immediately because they reflected 

the philosophy of so many I have been privileged to work with 

over my lifetime – community activists who, through grassroots 

action, have been able to defeat regressive policies and achieve 

progressive reforms which are in the interests of a vital community. 

To me, these words describe Noreen to a tee. If ever there was a 

person ‘prepared to relinquish the safety of silence’ it is Noreen 

Hewett. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

MY EXPERIENCE WAS THEIR EVIDENCE! 

By Noreen Hewett 

Published in MAKING KNOWN April 1999 

 

Advocacy, consumer representation, negotiation skills are formidable 

sounding words which often alarm older women. But words like 

enthusiasm, feelings, experience, wisdom, passion – all of us have 

these in greater or lesser measure. And they are core ingredients for 

successful advocacy. 

 

Fed-Upness 

Being fed up is a powerful stimulus to advocacy. At 24, I was hugely 

pregnant and conditions were hugely uncomfortable at Paddington 

Women's Hospital pre-natal clinic. There were long waits outside, 

sometimes in the rain, and inadequate space, cubicles and equipment 

inside. Exasperated, I wrote a three-page description of what it was like 

to the hospital board. To my astonishment they replied that this was 

just the proof they wanted to help them obtain funds for a new clinic. 

I'd thought of them as the villains, whereas we had common goals. 

And my experience was their evidence! 

 

Overcoming Negative Feelings 

Barriers to advocacy are a sense of individual powerlessness and 

feeling inferior among better-educated, more articulate people. By 

becoming more assertive, informed and articulate we can have fruitful 

experiences, achieve goals previously undreamt of and respect 

ourselves more. 

In 1982, with other pensioners, I joined students and the Australian 

Consumers' Association in a phone-in on abuse of the elderly. From 

sad stories of life in nursing homes and hostels came publicity, then 

action. The result was federal legislative reform setting standards for 

nursing care, a fixed rate of fees for nursing home beds, and a chain of 
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advocacy organisations throughout Australia funded to protect the 

rights of residents. 

Later a coalition of consumer bodies lobbied for a Health 

Complaints system, which was ultimately realised. Now it is a 

Commission, with the Commissioner a woman. 

 

The Dramatic Approach 

Some think of advocacy only as persuasive argument. But sometimes 

alternatives are needed. In the 1980's over $2 million was slashed from 

home care funding in NSW. Premier Wran refused to meet aged and 

disabled pensioners on the issue. When all else failed we held a demo 

at his office. People with disabilities roped wheelchairs together and all 

declared we'd stay however many days were necessary to meet the 

Premier. Within an hour we had an appointment with him. Within 

another hour we had the $2 million plus extra funding Home Care 

needed. 

 

Overcoming Fear 

I was scared stiff when I was one of the first two consumer 

representatives on the NSW Medical Board. With a poor educational 

background and inexperience in medical matters, representing 

consumers at that level was like facing trial by fire. Soon my Co-

representative had to resign and for a time I was on my own. Medical 

jargon seemed to be used deliberately to try to intimidate me. But I 

stubbornly questioned until I got understandable explanations. As 

months went by, I found support among Board members who listened 

to and acted on consumer views. 

 

Networks Work! 

Networks of peers who have common needs and experiences, as well 

as a diversity of individual ones, are incredibly valuable. Workshops 

run by OWN on older women as carers, feminism, health and other 

issues, produce different views to ones traditionally held, both about 

roles and needs. They develop advocacy, with our Wellness Centres 

just one positive outcome. 



 67 

I believe advocacy is most often about rights – human rights. A 

slogan I coined 18 years ago says: Know your rights! – Exercise your 

rights! – Extend your rights! I believe these principles still lie at the 

heart of advocacy by and for older women today. 

 

Formidable or fearful 

I've felt insulted when described verbally or in print as 'formidable', 

because the dictionary meaning of formidable is 'to be feared, 

especially in encounters or dealings'. Women of my generation usually 

want to be liked and I'm no exception. But it may well be a 

compliment, especially if used after encounters with power-brokers. 

Because what is the alternative? To be submissive in order to curry 

favour? To hesitate to criticise because of consequences? 

Organisations have been defamed and defunded because of their 

criticism of governments – a petty retaliation intended to silence, when 

listening might have been fruitful for effective policies. 

One can win or lose in encounters and the outcome may depend 

more on political prejudices and respective power positions than the 

credibility of evidence and argument. 

Whatever the strategic position – of individuals or organisations – I 

believe the safest as well as most principled position is to strengthen 

links with groups we aim to represent and/ or support – older women 

in the community, indigenous movements, women involved in 

multiple social justice issues. 

To be collectively labelled 'formidable' is truly complimentary! 
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APPENDIX B 
 

BUSH, LBJ AND A CITY'S GAY DAY  

By Alex Mitchell 

Published in Sun Herald 19 October 2003 

 

In preparation for the president and Lady Bird Johnson's arrival in 

November 1966 at the Art Gallery of NSW – it was chosen over 

Sydney Town Hall – a mini bush park was built and stocked with 

koalas, kangaroos, wallabies and a lonely echidna raided from Taronga 

Zoo.  

Sixteen-year-old Lee Rhiannon wagged school to join anti-war 

demonstrators, who had been allocated an area in Hyde Park in an 

agreement reached with the head of NSW Special Branch, Fred 

Longbottom (1916-1996). 

Bob Gould, a Trotskyist, and Mavis Robertson, a Communist, who 

is now a director of the Conference of Major Superannuation Funds 

and a trustee of the National Breast Cancer Foundation, maintain today 

that they were "double-crossed" by Longbottom because part of their 

turf was occupied by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir and the Croatian 

National League, both cheering for LBJ. 

Rhiannon, who recalled the demo as "one of the highlights of my 

life", was in the same crowd as Sylvia Hale but the two didn't know 

each other then. Both now sit in the NSW Legislative Council as Green 

MPs, Hale after a successful career as a publisher, who founded Hale 

& Iremonger with the late John Iremonger. 

Hale said one of her abiding recollections was the Mormon choir 

booming out The Yellow Rose of Texas and The Battle Hymn of the 

Republic over and over again until a wharfie rushed to Woolworths, 

bought a pair of wire cutters and silenced the microphones. 

Barrister Charles Waterstreet had been bussed into the city from 

Waverly College by the Christian Brothers to cheer the eminent visitor 

but he quickly escaped to join his girlfriend Georgina, a passionate 

anti-war activist. 
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"As I'm still at school, there's no chance I want to go fighting in the 

jungles of Vietnam, but I'm happy enough to cheer on those who do," 

he wrote in his brilliant memoir Repeating the Leaving, published in 

2001. "I'm prepared to go all the way with LBJ as long as I don't have 

to go myself."  

Air Force One landed at Mascot Airport on time and the 19-car 

motorcade began sweeping towards the city along streets lined with 

flag waving crowds and more US secret service men than Sydney had 

ever seen. The assassination of John F. Kennedy in Dallas, Texas, three 

years earlier on November 22, 1963, had propelled Johnson into the 

White House and turned presidential security into a task of epic 

proportions. 

He passed through Taylor Square, where a banner hung over the 

street saying "Sydney's Gay for LBJ", and headed for the corner of 

College and Liverpool streets where Gould and his companions were 

screaming their lungs out "Hey, hey LBJ, how many kids you killed 

today?" 

As the first bulletproof limousines swung into view, a group of 50 

self-styled "commandos" readied themselves to rush forward and lie on 

the roadway. One of the first to hit the bitumen was student activist 

Sandra Levy. Others were sisters Anne and Jean Curthoys. 

Levy is a successful television producer and now head of ABC 

Television while Ann Curthoys, a history professor at the Australian 

National University, was recently appointed as the Group of Eight 

Visiting Professor of Australian Studies at Georgetown University, 

Washington, DC. Before taking up her appointment, Curthoys, who 

participated in the 1965 Freedom Ride with Jim Spigelman, now the 

NSW Chief Justice, met the US Ambassador to Australia, Thomas 

Schieffer, a Texan and business crony of Bush. When she demonstrated 

against Johnson in Liverpool Street, one of the dignitaries in the 

motorcade was Ambassador Ed Clark, a Texan and one of LBJ 's 

political cronies.  

Hall Greenland, also a follower of Leon Trotsky and now with The 

Bulletin, recalled: "I jumped into the stalled press bus full of American 

reporters, delivered a very short speech in favour of the Vietcong and 

jumped back off." The street scene was chaotic. Hundreds of protestors 
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had rushed forward to halt the presidential cavalcade, police were 

grabbing demonstrators and dragging them out of the way, the air was 

filled with chants and screams. 

A red-faced premier Askin could hardly believe that his triumphal 

event had been brought to a halt by what he called "the great 

unwashed" and that he was being publicly humiliated in front of the 

President of the USA. He wrote himself into the 20th-Century 

Australian history by shouting at the official driver: "Drive over the 

bastards." 

Eventually the official vehicles edged through the crowd to the Art 

Gallery where officially invited and screened guests, including the late 

Charlie Perkins, also a Freedom Rider from a year earlier, greeted LBJ 

and the first lady. 

Askin made a gift of twin albino wallabies to the startled president 

while a koala fell from a pole to its death after electrocuting itself. The 

presidential circus then moved to Canberra where the nation's capital 

saw its biggest-ever demonstration as well as 19-year-old student 

Megan Stoyles wearing a ‘Make Love Not War’ T-Shirt outside 

Johnson's hotel. The LBJ visit changed many people and their attitudes. 

Within a year, the Labor Party was led by Gough Whitlam, the 

Vietnam War broke Johnson and the anti-war movement moved from 

the fringes to the mainstream carrying many of its offspring into 

respected positions of power and influence. 

There was electricity in the air, things were changing, they were 

happening times. A 24-year-old reporter in the press gallery of Federal 

Parliament was torn between covering Johnson's tour for his 35-year-

old anti-war proprietor Rupert Murdoch, or joining the protestors 

chanting outside in the streets. But that's another story. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

TEN DAYS THAT SHOOK MY WORLD 

By Noreen Hewett 

Published in the Sydney OWN Newsletter July 1995. 

 

The big drama started on 24 April 1995. After five days housebound 

with pain, sister Val and in-law Lance drove to the rescue. Antibiotics 

hadn't relieved possible diverticulitis, so on to an abdominal x-ray, 

then a pethidine injection and referral to hospital casualty. Anzac Day 

was spent in a hospital waiting room and being admitted. 

Next day a specialist decided on a CT scan. On Thursday I had the 

scan and then came a visit from doctors with the results. 

"You have a large clot high in the inferior vena cava,” they told me. 

"Dangerous”, “serious”, “very unusual", they warned. Bed rest to 

immobilise me and a heparin drip to thin the blood were prescribed. 

My verbal probings – "If I'm likely to pop off in the next couple of 

days, I’ll have to contact my family", didn't provoke reassurance. 

Subsequent ruminations decided several things for me: I would 

rather 'go gently into that good night' than 'rage' (politically incorrect, 

as usual). I didn't want the trappings of a funeral – rather, a Wake, with 

lots of booze, 'bites' and bonhomie. I must ask the beneficiaries of my 

meagre legacy to make a donation to the Older Women's Network.  

Calm was called for in making my goodbyes and accepting a fatal 

outcome. 

As the news spread, so did a flood of support – family and extended 

family, including the family of 0WN, phoned, visited, sent loving good 

wishes, cards, and flowers. (My affectionate thanks to you all!) I floated 

on a sea of goodwill, morphine and other pain killers, accepted advice 

("Lie still and do as you're told"), and was only momentarily startled 

when a grand niece phoned, exclaiming "Aunty Noreen, we're all 

devastated", burst into tears and put down the phone. 
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Lying still was impossible and constipation a constant threat. To 

avoid straining, I lapped up laxative offerings. Matters came to a head 

during an evening meal, the ward crowded with visitors. I'd 

desperately clenched orifice muscles as I watched Doris, opposite, 

consume dainty morsels of mashed potato during prolonged, animated 

conversations with visitors. Eventually, with a feeble, muttered 

apology, I rang for closed curtains. Then came an interlude of three 

successive bedpans, wind orchestration and olfactory pollution. I am 

noted for my timing! When the curtains re-opened it seemed not one of 

my audience had departed – not even out of deference for my feelings!  

Over succeeding days, the cause of THE CLOT remained a mystery. 

The pain wasn't in that area. Blood pressure, pulse and temperature 

were normal. Apart from pain I felt well. Other tests than the CT scan 

showed normal. Daily blood samples yielded no results that I heard of.  

I asked more questions – how nigh was the end? "Well, we don't 

expect the large clot to move at this stage. It's more likely that pieces of 

it break off and go to the lungs." Symptoms of that? "Well, 

breathlessness."  

One night, with my nose stuffed up, I asked the nurse "Is there a 

difference between a stuffed up nose and breathlessness?" "There's a 

big difference", she snapped. "Don't frighten me!" I felt reassured. 

I was even more so next day when a cardiovascular surgeon 

arrived, looked at my records and exclaimed, "I don't believe this!" 

"Aren't CT scans infallible?" 1 asked. He laughed. "No test is 

infallible. Only radiologists think they are!" He departed to look at the 

scan and consult with my specialist and the radiologist. 

Next morning I mentioned his scepticism to ‘my’ doctor, but was 

told they were all were going along with the scan for the time being. 

But I would have a venogram next day.  

With that test over, I asked the operator the result. "It's clear", he 

said. "Is that utter proof the CT scan was wrong?" "Yes", he said.  

I was bed-borne back to the ward in a state of euphoria. "I can get 

up now", I told the nurse. "I’ll see the doctor", she replied. The answer 

was "No, not until the doctors had seen the results." But later they said I 

could get up and 'probably' go home next day.  

And, on the tenth day of this drama, so I did! 
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Footnotes 

                                            
1 See Appendix A for a paper Noreen wrote in 1999 on consumer advocacy called 
My Experience was Their Evidence. 
 
2 The Menzies Government banned the Communist Party of Australia in 1940. 
However, Prime Minister John Curtin lifted the ban two years later when the USSR 
joined the Allies against Germany in WW2. 
 
3  More than a Hat and Glove Brigade: The Story of the Union of Australian Women 
by Barbara Curthoys and Audrey McDonald, 1996 
 
4  See Appendix B for Alex Mitchell’s article describing the 1966 visit to Sydney by 
US president LBJ. 
 
5  Sadly, Pam died of cancer in 1996. 
 
6 Older Women’s Workshops 1985–1986: A Training and Resource Manual is 
available from the Older Women’s Network. 
 
7  For a history of the OWN Theatre Group see Centre Stage: Celebrating the Rise and 
Rise of the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group by Dorothy Cora, 1999. 
Available from the Older Women’s Network for $15 plus postage. 
 
8  The Duty of Care is available from the Older Women’s Network. 
 
9 Noreen’s first big health scare was in 1995 when she was wrongly diagnosed with a 
‘dangerous’ blood clot. See Appendix C for ‘Ten Days That Shook My World’. 




