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OH 773                                                                                        HELEN CATERER 

NOTES TO THE TRANSCRIPT 

 

This transcript was created by the J. D. Somerville Oral History Collection of the State Library. 
It conforms to the Somerville Collection's policies for transcription which are explained below. 

Readers of this oral history transcript should bear in mind that it is a record of the spoken word 
and reflects the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. The 
State Library is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the interview, nor for the views 
expressed therein. As with any historical source, these are for the reader to judge. 

It is the Somerville Collection's policy to produce a transcript that is, so far as possible, a 
verbatim transcript that preserves the interviewee's manner of speaking and the conversational 
style of the interview. Certain conventions of transcription have been applied (ie. the omission 
of meaningless noises, false starts and a percentage of the interviewee's crutch words). Where 
the interviewee has had the opportunity to read the transcript, their suggested alterations have 
been incorporated in the text (see below). On the whole, the document can be regarded as a raw 
transcript. 

Abbreviations: The interviewee’s alterations may be identified by their initials in insertions in 
the transcript. 

Punctuation: Square bracket [ ] indicate material in the transcript that does not occur on the 
original tape recording. This is usually words, phrases or sentences which the interviewee has 
inserted to clarify or correct meaning. These are not necessarily differentiated from insertions 
the interviewer or by Somerville Collection staff which are either minor (a linking word for 
clarification) or clearly editorial. Relatively insignificant word substitutions or additions by the 
interviewee as well as minor deletions of words or phrases are often not indicated in the interest 
of readability. Extensive additional material supplied by the interviewee is usually placed in 
footnotes at the bottom of the relevant page rather than in square brackets within the text. 

A series of dots, .... .... .... .... indicates an untranscribable word or phrase. 

Sentences that were left unfinished in the normal manner of conversation are shown ending in 
three dashes,  - - -. 

Spelling: Wherever possible the spelling of proper names and unusual terms has been verified.  
A parenthesised question mark (?) indicates a word that it has not been possible to verify to 
date. 

Typeface: The interviewer's questions are shown in bold print. 

Discrepancies between transcript and tape: This proofread transcript represents the 
authoritative version of this oral history interview. Researchers using the original tape recording 
of this interview are cautioned to check this transcript for corrections, additions or deletions 
which have been made by the interviewer or the interviewee but which will not occur on the 
tape. See the Punctuation section above.) Minor discrepancies of grammar and sentence 
structure made in the interest of readability can be ignored but significant changes such as 
deletion of information or correction of fact should be, respectively, duplicated or acknowledged 
when the tape recorded version of this interview is used for broadcast or any other form of audio 
publication. 
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J.D. SOMERVILLE ORAL HISTORY COLLECTION, STATE  

LIBRARY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA:  INTERVIEW NO. OH 773 

Interview with Helen Caterer recorded by Susan Mann on 4
th

 April 2006 at Myrtle 

Bank, South Australia, for The State Library of South Australia Oral History 

Collection.   

DISK 1 

This is an interview with Helen Caterer at her unit in Myrtle Bank on 4
th

 April 

2006, and the interviewer is Dr Susan Mann.  Okay, Helen, thank you. 

Thank you for coming. 

Helen, can you give me your full name for the benefit of the tape?  Tell me if you 

can’t hear me. 

No, I can hear you.  Helen Ruth Caterer. 

Okay.  And when were you born, Helen? 

I was born on the 14
th
 March 1914. 

And whereabouts were you born? 

Well, somewhere – I forget; I think they were living in Maylands.  It was Adelaide, in 

a suburb of Adelaide. 

In Adelaide, okay.  And what was your father’s name? 

Percy James Caterer. 

And do you remember when he was born? 

At Glenelg.  His father, my grandfather, was the principal of a very early private 

college called the Glenelg Grammar School, and Frederick Caterer was one of the 

pioneer headmasters of the school. 

And that was your father’s father. 

Yes. 

Frederick was your father’s father. 

Yes, my father’s father. 

And can you remember the year that your father was born? 
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No.  (laughs)  Eighteen something.  He was ninety-one when he died, and that was 

about – oh, I’m terrible on dates, I’m afraid! 

That’s okay.   

It was 1963 he died. 

Nineteen sixty-three he died, and he was ninety-one. 

And he was ninety-one, so there you are. 

Yes.  And what was your mother’s name? 

She was Ada Kathleen Caterer. 

Ada Kathleen – that’s a wonderful old name, isn’t it?  And what did she do? 

Oh, I don’t think she ever sort of did anything outside the family. 

So she was a wife and mother and homemaker. 

Yes, that’s right. 

And can you remember when she was born? 

Well, I’ll tell you the same way, back to front:  she was ninety and she died in 1964. 

And where did you live?  So you said, you mentioned earlier that you lived in 

Maylands, is that where you all grew up? 

No, no.  My father did clerical work and he worked in the Taxation Department for 

many years.  And I suppose he had a modest income and I could never understand 

(laughs) why they never bought a house, because houses were about a hundred 

pounds a room I think then.  But we lived in rented houses, so they were here, here, 

here.  But I really grew up in St Peters, Seventh Avenue – no; I was born at Seventh 

Avenue, St Peters, that’s right.  And we lived in a couple of little rented houses in St 

Peters. 

And did you have any brothers or sisters? 

Yes, one brother and one sister. 

One brother and one sister.  And when were they born? 

Well, Alison, my sister, died in 2004, and she was ninety-eight. 

Wow. 
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And my brother was only – he farmed in Western Australia.  He was the second; 

Alison was the oldest.  And Bruce was about nearly two years younger, and he went 

to Western Australia and farmed there.  And he was only in his late sixties and he 

died of cancer. 

Oh, okay.  So your brother was a farmer in Western Australia.  And what about 

Alison, what was she? 

Alison worked in various government departments, and she worked – – –.  In the 

Depression years she worked in the Public Relief, and when these terrible things, 

when they used to hand out ration tickets; and she always, all her life, she had a great 

feeling for older people, and there’d be quite old ladies coming in and Alison would 

always see that they got the seat and a cup of tea and (laughs) things like that.  Then 

she went to the Highways Department and that’s where she met her husband, Ray 

Badcoe. 

Okay.  And I’m just going to ask you about your grandparents now:  now, you 

mentioned your father’s father, Frederick Caterer, and he was a headmaster of 

Glenelg Grammar School. 

Principal of the Glenelg Grammar School, which was a private [school].  And he was 

married to Jane Phillips, and they were married at Clayton.  And I don’t know 

whether this is perhaps getting a bit off the thing, but I discovered very interesting 

family connections in England, because my great-grandfather was Isaac Caterer, and 

he was the Reverend Isaac Caterer, and he was the minister of a Congregational, 

independent church near Henley-on-Thames called Peppard, and he was there for 

forty years.  And in recent years, the last fifteen years, we’ve met up with all that 

branch of the family because Frederick was his youngest son – he had about ten – and 

his older son, Thomas, came out to South Australia and he became the acting 

headmaster of St Peter’s College.  He wasn’t the headmaster because this was in the 

First World War and he wasn’t an ordained man; but he was, he was very well-

known to all those young men who went through St Peter’s College.  So it’s quite an 

interesting connection. 

It is an interesting connection.  And your paternal grandmother, what did she do? 

Oh, well, she would have just been brought up and married and had a large family – 

eleven, I think. 
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Oh, wow.  Okay.  And what about your maternal grandparents? 

I’ll just mention, while we’re on Dad’s family, he had six sisters!  (laughs)  And only 

two of them ever married.  But those four single aunts were my inspiration, growing 

up.   

Yes.  Yes. 

They were wonderful people.  I mean, several of them.  Because Grandfather died 

really quite young and so they really relied, I think, on the help of – my 

grandmother’s brother was a very well-known Adelaide man, Sir Herbert Phillips, 

and he was very good to them, I think he bought them a home and everything.  And 

Auntie Jean, the eldest one, was the head clerk at a big firm called D & W Murray.  

Aunt Edith was a teacher at Wilderness, and actually she left a lovely legacy there 

because she taught English, and for many years afterwards there was the Caterer 

Prize for a short story. 

Lovely. 

And then Margaret, who was always known as ‘Madge’, worked in Executor Trustee 

and several – Parsons and Robertson’s, a couple of legal firms; and Lillian, the 

youngest one, she stayed home and kept house for all of them.  And they were very 

faithful folk at Stowe Church in the city, but I think they were women ahead of their 

time, because they were such outward-looking people. 

Oh, it’s wonderful.  I’d like to perhaps ask you some more questions about them 

when I look at the influences on your life.  And so your mother’s parents – – –? 

Yes.  Mother’s father, he died when they were fairly young; and their mother married 

a second time and ...... ...... ...... .......  But (laughs) Mother’s mother finally came to 

live with us, and she was a very dominant old lady.  She was rather sort of ..... ...... 

.......  Always wore black satin, or sateen probably, with black jet beads; and then 

very dominant.  (laughter)  When you were growing up.  The other little Granny 

Caterer, whom I never knew but my sister did, was a very gentle little lady, greatly 

loved.   

It’s fascinating that they were so different. 

So different, yes.   
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All right, Helen, thank you for that.  Well, that finishes the demographic part of 

the interview, so what I’d like to do now is just sort of move into the trying to come 

up with some central themes that related to – that were the influences in your life.  

And certainly that women’s position in society historically, your faith, your travel 

and your education opportunities – 

Or lack of. 

– yes.  So I was particularly, when reading your books and especially your memoir, 

I had a real sense that your life has been influenced by all of those factors.  And I 

was wondering what was it like as a young woman growing up in St Peters in 

Adelaide at that time? 

Well, it was fairly limited.  Mostly you (laughs) sort of either went into an office or 

you became a teacher or a nurse.  And I thought about nursing and I did of course 

later do a bit of nursing as a VAD
1
.  And I probably would have been a teacher, but I 

was reasonably bright at school and I had my Leaving Certificate and I would have 

had to wait two years before I went to teachers’ college, and we needed me to earn 

money.  And so (laughs) in those days I think if you got a pound a week you were 

doing well, and I applied for this position as a stenographer in the Savings Bank and 

got it – at thirty shillings a week!  And there I was for twenty years.  And really, as I 

look back, I always say I was a square peg in a round hole.  And my fulfilment came 

– I made wonderful friends there, and I was – – –.  I did a bit of drawing when I was 

in my early teens then didn’t seem to do much about that, but I was always writing.  

And so that was my outlet, really, in that writing.  And of course by having that time 

in the bank they gave us – imagine it now, with all these IR
2
 reforms! – after ten 

years you got six months’ leave on full pay, and after twenty years I had twelve 

months on full pay.  So I think we’ve gone backwards, don’t you?  (laughs)  And 

that’s when I went to England.  Then things opened up. 

Yes.  So you started at the bank at about seventeen, did you? 

I think I was sixteen, actually. 

Sixteen.  So straight out of school.  Incredible.  So you left school at sixteen:  can 

you remember that year, what was the year? 

It was 1933 or ’4, I think.  No, it would have been ’36, wouldn’t it? 

                                       
1 VAD – Voluntary Aid Detachment [worker]. 

2 IR – industrial relations. 
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Okay, in 1936.  So when I was reading your memoir, and just a moment ago you 

were talking about some of the women in your family as very strong and 

independent, and I was particularly interested in what influence did they have on 

you as a young woman. 

Well, funnily enough, (laughs) the one who was my confidante was the gentlest of 

them all.  That was Lillian, the youngest one, who, although she was so many years 

older than me, was I should say about my closest friend.  She was a lovely person and 

we all loved her very much.  You could tell Lillian anything – she was unshockable, 

you know.  (laughter)  And I think the fact that they had gone out and earned their 

own living – – –.  And actually Mother had two sisters:  her elder sister married 

young and had a family; and her – Mother was the youngest, there were the three of 

them – and Emma was –  I should have mentioned her:  is it all right to talk about 

her? 

Yes, yes.   

Emma had to earn her own living and she was living in Sydney.  By this time Granny 

was living in Darwin with her second husband – they had a big general store up there 

– and I think Emma went up there and I think she had a romance that didn’t 

eventuate, and then she came back to Sydney and she was working for a big firm of 

stationery people, Sands I think it was.  They actually sent her up to Brisbane to open 

a branch up there, and then of course when she got it going they sent a man up to 

manage it, didn’t they.  So she was like that, and she was very independent and she 

sort of raised her own – you know, in her retirement she came back here, and for a 

while she and Granny lived together in just a little place and then she went into, not a 

nursing home, the Manchester Unity had a hostel place, and she would have been in 

her eighties then – and she did all the (laughs) arrangements herself.  So I’ve had 

them on both sides of the family.   

Yes.  Yes.  So the Granny you’re talking about is your mother’s mother. 

That’s Mother’s mother, yes. 

Yes, and she married for the second time. 

Annie Sloper Mitchell, she was, and then Luxton. 

Okay.  And Emma was your mother’s sister. 

Emma Mitchell. 
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She was your mother’s sister, okay. 

Mother was Ada Mitchell. 

So Emma was very independent and fiercely so; and then you had these four single 

aunts on your father’s side as well. 

That’s right. 

And Lillian, the youngest, she was your confidante and became your best friend? 

That’s right, yes. 

So what was it about her that really helped you at that time? 

Well, I think it was having somebody that you could sort of trust and share anything 

with.  I wasn’t terribly close to my mother; very close to my father.  But we’d be a bit 

frustrated and I could go and get it all (laughs) off my chest.  But she was just a 

lovely person.  And in later years when I had a very dear friend who was a teacher, 

and the aunts were by that time in Alexandra Lodge in Rose Park – you know, the 

Congregational home:  they were there for fourteen years because Madge was ninety-

nine and Lillian was ninety-five, it goes on both sides of the family, you see – and 

they adopted her as a sort of extra niece.  I can remember (laughs) – oh, no, that’s not 

really relevant, I was just thinking of a little anecdote. 

Okay, so what was it like, then, starting that first position in the bank at sixteen? 

I think it was all right.  I quickly made friends.  Two of us who were the ‘juniors’, we 

had a most exciting routine:  one week we were on the little switchboard and the 

other week we sat at our typewriters with great sheets of labels and typed labels for 

babies, (laughs) because every baby born in South Australia received a Savings Bank 

money box.  So that was exciting!  (laughter)  And then we moved up and I think I 

went into the Correspondence Department.   

And then, by I suppose the 1940s, I was – well, of course, then, you see, in 1940, I 

couldn’t get into the Army till 1944 but I joined the VADs as soon as the [Second 

World] War started and used to go on a Sunday and work.  They’d pick us up in an 

ambulance, we’d go down to the Wayville Hospital and do mundane nursing jobs.   

And then I did a couple of courses at the School of Mines then, in freelance writing.  

And so then I began writing for different – I’d send pieces off to different papers and 

magazines and you’d get some, because I think I mentioned before that I wrote an 
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essay for the Advertiser, I suppose it was at that time, when I was about thirteen and 

that was a prize of a guinea.  A guinea was a pound and a shilling.  And it was on this 

film which Charlie Chaplin’s brother – that (laughs) dates me, doesn’t it? – and it was 

called Oh, what a night, and it was a comedy about ..... and I wrote this bit, and I won 

a guinea!  So I suppose that was the beginning. 

Absolutely. 

And then I did quite a lot of freelance writing.  And then when we went overseas I 

kept a diary all the time I was there and I actually managed to get an interview at the 

BBC
3
 on their Women’s hour and I remember Valerie Hobson, the actress was there.  

She was a lovely person.  And I also wrote a piece about the Bodleian Library, which 

fascinated me:  I stayed with a friend of the aunts in Oxford and I used to haunt the 

Bodleian Library and they all these wonderful old books, great big leather books that 

were chained to the shelves. 

I’m just going to move your glasses because it’s rubbing on the microphone.   

I’ll get them off. 

Oh, it’s okay. 

And I wrote this ‘When books were chained to the shelves’ and that came in my the 

BBC Listener
4
.  So that’s all I did.  But when I came back, I came back to the bank 

and was sort of more or less shunted around, on this and relieving on that, and wasn’t 

really very happy there, but I could get a lot of stories out through the Saturday 

magazine section of the Advertiser, which was very good, and they always featured a 

travel section.  So with two of us had been hitch-hiking around Europe I could write 

loads about that.  (laughs) 

So the friends – I’ll concentrate a little bit more on your travel in a minute, but the 

friends that you made in the bank, they became lifelong friends, didn’t they, the 

women friends. 

Yes. 

And did they all stay in the bank for twenty years? 

                                       
3 BBC – British Broadcasting Corporation. 

4 The Listener was a weekly magazine established by the BBC under Lord Reith in 1929 which ceased 
publication in 1991. 
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No, most of them married.  (laughs) 

Okay, so you stayed on and you gradually moved on but it gradually became more 

and more dissatisfying for you. 

Yes, yes.  After I came back I left and went – I think I told you – to go to Gordon and 

Gotch as secretary to the manager there for a year or so.  And then the Sunday 

Advertiser, the paper, was being launched, and because I’d had all these travel articles 

they knew me. 

So did the women, those significant women in your family, did they continue to 

influence your professional career?  So when you left the bank and moved on, did 

those aunts – – –? 

Oh, they always supported me. 

Did they? 

Yes, yes.  And I think – this will give you a bit of an idea how they were up-to-date 

in their thinking:  Aunt Jean, aged ninety-three, would be sitting on a Saturday 

afternoon with her feet up on the couch in their lovely big dining room, listening to 

the football!  (laughter)  So they kept up with the young people in their church and 

encouraged them, and they always encouraged me. 

It would have been a wonderful experience for a young woman to have such four 

strong women. 

Oh, they were lovely people, lovely people. 

So the other thing in your books and your memoir that stands out to me was your 

testament to your religious faith and how that faith has also guided not just your 

personal life but your professional life.  In what way has your faith influenced your 

professional life? 

I was a kind of – I wouldn’t say typical Anglican, but I was directed that way in the 

beginning.  But there again, I don’t think it meant that much to me, but the aunts were 

all such faithful, devout people and I thought, ‘Well, there must be something in this,’ 

and so that guided me.  But I suppose really what jerked me into a more personal 

faith was later on, when I had begun working for the Sunday Mail and there was this 

big Methodist Youth Council – by this time I think I was just writing a column, 

personal column – and there were all these hundreds of young people coming to 

Adelaide, you see, and there was this man, William Garland[?], who was the speaker, 
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and he had a ministry in Luton, an industrial city where there were all the teddy boys 

and everything, and he used to get hundreds of them in – – –. 

So Luton is in England? 

Luton, in Northern England, a very industrial place, yes.  And he was so down-to-

earth, and he made it so evident that you needed to have a personal commitment, that 

there we’ve been offered this grace and forgiveness and it’s up to us to make a 

commitment, to ask for that forgiveness.  And that really transformed.  And I had 

been going to a church in the city, Holy Trinity, where this was – you know, a very 

live church – and that did influence me.  And I was fortunate, really, because I was 

able to write about things that included my faith in my personal columns, and 

especially when I came back from being in the Holy Land.  I think one or two of my 

very – I regarded as one of the best articles I wrote was about – I did it for the Easter 

edition, and that was of going to a little village in Jordan that had just been bombed 

and sort of relating that to the Easter story.  And also I was able to write – this was a 

commission; I didn’t institute it – every Friday, I would get in touch with seven or 

eight people, the spokespeople from the different churches for a column called ‘News 

from the churches’.  

It’s fascinating, because the other thing in your memoir that had a big influence on 

you faith-wise was when you went to the Evangelical Congress. 

Oh, the Berlin Congress:  that was an absolute revelation, because it was just – 

(laughs) I think it was like a little foretaste of Heaven, because you had twelve 

hundred delegates – they weren’t able to come over from behind the Iron Curtain, 

that was the only thing – but we had them from Asia and Africa and the United 

States, Britain, Australia, everywhere.  And to see barriers being broken down – you 

know, black Americans from the South hugging some chap from up North, and 

Jewish Christians and Arabs, and their wonderful, wonderful testimonies and 

addresses there that really challenged you and made you look at yourself and sort of 

where you were.  Yes, that was a wonderful experience. 

Okay.  So the other thing which leads onto that is your extensive travels for both 

business and pleasure, and I was wondering how those travels influenced your 

professional life. 
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Well, I think they broadened my outlook because, for one thing, I think when I went 

to Jordan and Israel I had this lovely vision of the Jewish people coming home to the 

Promised Land and everything and the awful Arabs, but you see I had this 

opportunity because the man who was the consul for Palestine was delighted to think 

a journalist (laughs) was going to go there because they were having a Year of 

Tourism in 1967 and so they wanted TV people and journalists, so I was given a – I 

went there as a guest of their Ministry of Tourism.  And I went there first because if 

I’d gone to Israel first I couldn’t have gone through, they wouldn’t have let me 

through.  And I had such really deep experiences there.  I had this lovely young 

tourist police officer – they had them, they used to go to Greece to train as tourism 

guides – and going to all the different places, the sacred places.  But it was talking to 

people like this young man and realising that the Palestinians had – that had been 

their home for hundreds and hundreds of years, and they were just suddenly told ‘get 

out’.  And it gave you a very different aspect, and so I’ve always listened very 

carefully (laughs) to both sides.  On the other hand, of course, the Jerusalem Post, 

which was the Palestine Post
5
 paper, was absolutely so (pauses) racist, really.  So I 

think going to – well, it also gave me opportunities to write about all the places that 

I’d been to.   

Also in your memoirs you discuss your education and the limited opportunities for 

formal education that there were for women at that time, and I was wondering 

would you be able to tell me what opportunities did you have to educate yourself. 

Well, I did several courses at the WEA
6
, the women’s [sic] education.  I did several 

English Literature courses there and there was a wonderful woman taking that, she 

was the Head of Adelaide Girls’ High [School] and a lovely person.  And so imbued 

with the love of good literature, I think that helped. 

And it’s interesting that it’s another woman, too, (laughter) that had such an 

impact on you.  There seems to be that common theme, doesn’t there, this identity 

with strong women.  So you really learnt to write, or your writing was refined, by 

going to these WEA courses. 

Yes. 

                                       
5 Jerusalem Post is an Israeli daily English-language newspaper founded in 1932 as the Palestine Post.   

6 WEA – Workers’ Educational Association. 
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So you also mention in your memoir the disparity in pay in journalism between 

men and women – 

Oh, yes. 

– and I was wondering how you felt about that. 

It was most unjust, of course.  And I was probably better-known than a whole lot of 

the other people, but I never got higher than a C-grade journalist.  Never got to be a 

B-grade or A-grade.  I mean I had an added salary amount on that because it was 

ridiculous, because I was doing feature writing and everything. 

Do you think it would have been different if you had been formally educated, or do 

you think it was just a gender issue? 

No, it was just women. 

Just a gender thing. 

No, nothing to do with that.  But I didn’t mention, I suppose, other training that I did.  

When I was in the AAMWS
7
 [pron ‘amwahs’] I started out just working in the wards, 

and then in the end I became the librarian at Heidelberg [Military Hospital] and I was 

handling applications because there were all these opportunities for the men to do 

rehabilitation courses in professions and all sorts of things, and there I did a course in 

Writing for Radio, and Correspondence, I did a couple of Correspondence courses.  

And I did quite a few interviews with a morning program over there, too.  And so that 

opened up a few doors.  I did some ABC
8
, I did quite a few talks for the ABC when I 

came back. 

Okay, it’s interesting.  So as a woman at that time, what was it like to give up your 

secure job in the bank to embark on another career? 

Oh, (laughs) it was a bit terrifying in a way, because I didn’t get – I got a certain 

amount, a lump sum, which was not very much.  But I was really getting so 

frustrated.  And by that time Mother and Dad were living with me – no, they weren’t, 

no; that came later because we’d been just living in a rented house and it looked as 

though they were going to sell it over our heads, and because I was then working for 

the Sunday Advertiser I was able to get a loan for a mortgage and so I bought a little 

                                       
7 ????? AAMWS – Australian Army Medical Women’s Service.  ????? 

8 ABC – Australian Broadcasting Commission. 
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house at St Peters and Mother and Dad came and lived with me there for twenty-five 

years.   

They’re certainly significant achievements for you as a single woman in that era, 

aren’t they, I think so; and it seems as if the women in your family, you were 

saying that they supported you in all your decisions so I presume they continued to 

support you when you decided to move into journalism. 

Oh, yes, they thought that was great.  (laughter) 

Yes, I’m sure they thought it was great.  So what I’d like to do now is to 

concentrate on the themes related to your professional life that I identified in your 

books, but I’m happy to go wherever you want to take it, and I mainly would like 

to think about your writing and how you then used that service value within that 

as well.   

So, as a result of all those varied influences that we’ve just talked about, your 

professional life seems to have been broadly focused on writing and community 

service.  Would you agree with that? 

Yes.  It was interesting how I really got into it because, you see, when the Sunday 

Advertiser folded after two years, some of them were taken onto the daily Advertiser 

and Ron Boland was the editor of the Sunday Mail and he wanted – there were two of 

us women who went down, and he asked for us.  So that was good!  (laughs)   

Yes. 

But for three months we worked in the social pages.  (quiet sound of high-pitched 

feedback)  What’s this, can you hear this thing screaming?   

A little bit.  Is it annoying you? 

I’ve just put a new battery in it yesterday.  And can you imagine anything more 

boring than sitting and ringing up Mrs So-and-so to find out who she’s having to her 

morning tea or her cocktail party and what she’s going to be wearing!  (laughs)  Or 

else what people were wearing to the races!  Anyway, I was frantic to get out of that.  

And it was interesting, really, because I had Mother in the car and we were going to 

pick Dad up, he’d been playing bowls, and all of a sudden there were fire engines 

floating around out Norwood and it was a big firm called Essery’s
9
 was on fire.  So I 

dumped Mother in a side street (laughs) and crashed over, you see, and found out 

                                       
9 William Essery & Sons Ltd, 1886–1977, a construction firm in Norwood. 
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what was happening and rang through and sent a report in.  And from that I was able 

to – I was actually offered a position as a general reporter on The News through that 

and Ron Boland said no, he wanted me to stay on the Mail and so I could do general 

reporting then. 

Just tell me the name of the editor again. 

Ron Boland.  He was there for many years.  Ken May was later very much up top 

with Rupert Murdoch’s organisation.  And so then I was the only woman in the 

general reporters’ room then. 

Yes, I was really interested in that when I read that, and I was wondering if you 

could paint me a picture of what that must have been like. 

Well, it was interesting because, you see, you had Monday was your day off.  

Tuesday morning you’d come in and then you’d all go into the editor’s office and you 

were supposed to have some suggestions to throw into the ring, and then [he’d] say, 

‘Well, look, So-and-so, you go and do that and you go and do that.’  And then I had 

several things you’d call your ‘rounds’:  well, every Tuesday – they paid me to do 

this – I used to go and call on the Art Gallery, the Library, the Zoo and (laughs) 

Museum, just find out what was happening.  And also I always went to the Queen 

Victoria Hospital and got some wonderful stories there, and that was part of my 

round; and the news in the churches.  And then later, how I really came to have a 

column of my own:  our editor was away – on long service leave, I think – and I can’t 

think of Neil’s other name; anyway, the acting editor had come back from being in 

London and he must have liked what I was writing and he sent me on this – when I 

went down (laughs) to interview this Portuguese bullfighter who had come to 

Adelaide on a cargo ship with a Portuguese film crew.  And I thought, ‘Oh, this will 

be awful.’  Well, he turned out being the most charming, spoke very good English 

and a really delightful person.  And so he was wanting to come up to Adelaide and so 

I had my car, so we came back and he wanted to take me to afternoon tea.  At that 

time there was a head waiter at the South Australian Hotel, Louis, who was famous – 

nobody got past Louis unless the man, you know, you had to be well-dressed.  And 

Mario, he was very nicely-dressed, he had a kind of polo shirt, but he didn’t have a 

tie so he wouldn’t let us in!  (laughter)  So we went in and we took his photo and 

everything, and then we had to go to a little café.  And the reason we interviewed 
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him:  because he’d been Ava Gardner’s boyfriend.  And so I really felt tempted to 

write this in a very light-hearted way – ‘Oh, Ava!’ – and I ended up with a piece on 

the back page of the paper, (laughs) photos and everything, and that’s when Neil 

offered me, the acting editor, ‘would I like to do a personal column?’  And from that, 

and the ‘News from the churches’, grew the Blanket Appeal, the whole thing.   

Is that right?  So when you first started there you were the only woman and you 

were just on the social pages, which wasn’t – – –? 

I was only on the social pages for three months, then I was just doing general 

reporting. 

And so the main influences at the paper were the editors at that time, were they, 

the two men that you’ve mentioned? 

Well, one was the News; Ken Parrish was the very compassionate editor of the 

Sunday Mail. 

Okay.  So you moved to the Sunday Mail after two years, didn’t you, because the 

Sunday Advertiser closed – 

Yes, that’s right. 

– and then you went back to the Mail.  And you said that your position changed 

over time really of your own initiative, by putting out certain articles and seeing an 

opportunity. 

Yes. 

So then you were able to combine your journalism with identified needs in the 

community, and you just talked to me about the beginning of the Blanket Appeal 

and I’m wondering whether – I’d like to spend some time on that.  So this is now – 

the Sunday Advertiser has closed, you’ve gone back to the Sunday Mail.  And what 

happened? 

Yes, I’ve gone through the brief period in the publishing firm. 

Yes; that was unsatisfactory for you, though, wasn’t it. 

Most, yes. 

So talk to me a little bit about how the Blanket Appeal – you know, why the need 

and – – –? 

Well, it was the late 1950s and, as far as anyone knew, everything was pretty good.  

There was employment and as far as we knew it was a pretty prosperous community.  

The thing that triggered it off was looking at the Southern Cross newspaper, which 
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was the Catholic newspapers – I used to get several of the church newspapers because 

I was doing this column on a Friday called ‘News from the churches’ – and in it was 

this story about this family, it had a picture of them, where they’d – I think the family 

had come from Melbourne or somewhere and they had nowhere to live, they were 

sleeping in a shed and the children had wheat bags over them.  I couldn’t believe it!  

And I rang St Vincent de Paul, I found that was not uncommon.  And so I went and I 

spoke to Ken about it, and he said, ‘We must find out more about this.’ 

This is Ken Parrish. 

Ken Parrish.  Because he had been a reporter with The News earlier in his life, when 

the Depression years were on, and he had been responsible for a blanket appeal that 

they had then, in the Depression years.  And so he had this in the back of his mind.  

And so we called a meeting and we had people from all the different charities, about 

seven or eight of them, and we asked them to come in and discuss it with us.  And 

they said, ‘Well, we can help people with clothes, warm clothes, and if they’re short 

of food; but we are finding it almost impossible to fill the need, there’s such a need 

for people of blankets.’  And this was a time when, believe it or not, men were 

deserting in droves almost and that was something that hadn’t really happened on a 

big scale. 

So deserting their families? 

Desertion was one of the worst things that was happening.  And some of them just 

whooshed off, you know, one day they were there and the next – – –.  And they’d 

take about half a dozen blankets with them.  And there were all sorts of different 

reasons for it.  And so Ken suggested that we would open this appeal.  They said 

blankets and children’s shoes were the biggest needs.  And actually the heading that I 

put in my article the next week – there was a lovely little man, the Reverend Len 

Ashburn, he ran the West End Baptist Mission:  ‘Oh!’  He rang me, he said – oh, the 

first article was called ‘They couldn’t sleep because of the cold’, you see – and he 

said, ‘Oh!  I couldn’t sleep,’ he said.  ‘It wasn’t because of the cold,’ he said, ‘I was 

just so thrilled that we’re going to have blankets.’  (laughter)  And the Salvation 

Army were very practically helpful because they were in the thick.  And in the first 

year or so we bought Army disposal blankets, and they were all right but – well, they 

were second-hand, they’d been cleaned and everything.  And that’s another memory 
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that’s just popped up:  I can remember (laughs) walking to the office, the government 

office where this was [being done], with a cheque for a thousand pounds to pay for 

these.  So then we thought that wasn’t good enough and we got a contract for the 

blankets, and they were good quality but they were grey blankets from Onkaparinga.  

And the two social workers who became the ..... ....... with me for when we formed 

the Supporting Mothers’ Association; Pastor Albert Jones, who had always been a 

champion of widows ....... ....... ....... ........ from the Church of Christ; and Shirley 

Leane, who was in charge of [what] had been the Comforts Fund and it was those 

family ......, she was a senior Adelaide social worker, very clued-up lady, and Shirley 

said to me, ‘Do you have to give them grey blankets?  It’s such a charity thing.’  And 

so I got in touch with Onkaparinga and they said, ‘Well, no, no,’ they could do them; 

so they used to get these lovely royal blue blankets out of that. 

That’s wonderful.  That’s fantastic.  So how long did that go for, Helen? 

Oh, it’s still going.   

It’s still going.  So you started that off – – –. 

That was the late 1950s.  Must be millions of blankets on people’s beds. 

That’s wonderful, isn’t it, it’s a wonderful story.  But you did it – Ken was very 

supportive but you were the principal – you ran it, so to speak? 

Well, because the finance part was handled by our Commercial Department, but I 

really – when we were doing the Blankets Appeal I did nothing else, for a couple of 

months I just did the whole thing.  I went out, I interviewed the people and I would 

hear of these families from the different social workers or charitable people.  And we 

always had a photograph but we never photographed any children of school age, we 

didn’t identify them, because that was worth a lot.  Interestingly enough, I met at a 

birthday tea I went to last week one of my most loved Salvation Army officers:  a 

little lady called Major Emily Day, who was very active – she’s ninety, still going 

strong; and if Emily had interviewed a family I knew they were genuine.  She was 

wonderful.  And so that’s how we got going.  And I always say it was a bit like 

Topsy:  it started with that, then the Blanket Appeal, and out of that we found that 

these children were hardly getting a thing for Christmas so we started the Christmas 

Gift Appeal, and we also included a little gift for the mothers, who got nothing, most 

of them.   
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And then we found this problem with desertion:  so many men, once another child 

came along, they couldn’t take the extra responsibility so off they’d go.  And in those 

days a lot of their married friends would drop them like a hot brick because they were 

attractive young women.  And so the idea came, and I put it to the editor – and here 

again he supported it, we sponsored it to start with – and I went to a meeting of the 

Council of Social Services to see what they thought of it, and they felt there was a 

very real need so we took on board another couple of people from the Council and 

there was an advisory body, but we formed a committee from the women themselves 

and had a woman for the president.  We were the advisory group. 

So that was your group that were there from the Blanket Appeal?  They were the 

advisory group? 

Well, that was the beginning.  Mainly for the Christmas Gift Appeal we came in, this 

is where I’d talk to women who said, ‘If only we could get together and just support 

each other.’ 

So I’m just interested in your advisory group for the supporting mothers.  So if I 

just summarise it a little bit:  your Blanket Appeal grew out of a story from the 

church news, and that’s still going; out of that Blanket Appeal you identified that 

many of the children and certainly the mothers didn’t get anything for Christmas, 

so you established a Christmas Gift Appeal. 

Yes. 

Is that still going? 

I think so, yes. 

Yes.  And then out of that Christmas Gift Appeal you recognised that the husbands 

deserting their families was a growing phenomenon and you developed or you 

formed the Supporting Mothers’ Association.   

Yes. 

So this advisory group from the Supporting Mothers’ Association, where did they 

come from?  Who were they? 

Well, there were about five in the beginning.  The others were members of the 

Council of Social Services; one – I can’t even remember her name now, she wasn’t 

on it very long – she was from the Catholic ...... .......; and there was also Father ....., 

he’d been a great help with Alcoholics Anonymous.  But they didn’t stay on very 

long.  The three of us – there was myself, but I was, they asked me to be their 
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‘patron’, so I was founder and patron; and Pastor Albert Jones was the Social 

Services Director of the Churches of Christ, who had long been a great supporter of 

widows and deserted wives; and Shirley Lean from – – –. 

The Social Worker. 

And we would meet with the committee and when there were big decisions.  And 

Shirley was invaluable, because so many organisations – you’d hear the Pensioners’ 

League or something and they were nothing but complain, complain, complain, and 

so the government had developed a sort of protective mechanism; Shirley’s idea was 

to go about it very differently.  Now, we campaigned very much because what was 

happening was that, I think it was in the education of the teenagers, if their mother 

had a brilliant son or daughter but as soon as they reached I think it was sixteen the 

funds just got cut off – I’m not sure it wasn’t even lower than that; so Shirley would 

help draft a letter in which they explained how very grateful they were for the so-and-

so and so-and-so and so-and-so, but that this was rather an anomaly and would they 

look at it.  And they got results.  And they got the education – you know, extra.  And 

one of the things I am pleased about is the fact that instead of a Deserted Wives’ 

Pension I had suggested that we call it ‘Supporting Mothers’ and it became the 

Supporting Mothers’ Pension.  So I always think that the Supporting Mothers is 

perhaps the one that gives me the greatest satisfaction. 

It’s a wonderful story.  And I was particularly taken by the fact that you formed 

the committee out of the supporting mothers themselves. 

Yes. 

And there was a woman who became your president and she was quite a – had 

never done this before. 

Little Betty, yes.  But she became a great encourager.  She used to – ‘my girls’, 

(laughs) she used to call them.  Little thing, had polio, with a limp.  But she made the 

best – we could see she had this potential.  You know, her little Housing Trust unit 

was all bright with new paint that she’d done, and she had these two young boys.  

Little Betty, yes, she was a dear.  And I might have mentioned the other very fine 

woman, who was the most influential president of the Association, and she had great 

potential and she’d done a wonderful job.  She’d left her husband – I think he was in 

the Army and he’d got into trouble – and she landed in South Australia with about 
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half a crown, I think.  From that she managed to get a job in a local shop and then she 

went on.  Actually, I was sitting there yesterday, I think it was, and the phone rang:  it 

was Nina, and she’s in a wheelchair now because she had a bad fall, and she’s 

coming over for her son’s sixtieth birthday. 

Oh, wonderful. 

So we’ll see each other. 

Yes, that’s wonderful.  Wonderful.  Wonderful.  And to think – well, the 

Supporting Mothers is still going, isn’t it? 

Oh, not really. 

Not really? 

No, no.  Because really the need for it – it got to the stage where there were so many 

other things available, and there was a little group that kept on but it was just a social 

thing really.  And so then they felt – last year, actually, the small group gave up 

altogether.  But a group of the lasses that I still remember, a lot of them live out at 

Elizabeth and Salisbury and they meet about every two months. 

Oh, that’s excellent.  So how long did it go, how long did it go? 

Oh, about thirty years, I think. 

Goodness.  That’s wonderful.  It’s no wonder you feel so good about that, because 

it’s had a huge impact on so many lives, hasn’t it? 

It did.  It gave them their self-respect back.  And especially – it got to the stage they 

had a group in Melbourne affiliated with them, they had a branch in Mount Gambier 

and one at Port Pirie.  And we even had a conference – Don Dunstan, when he was 

the Minister for Social Welfare, was very supportive, and we had a conference that 

we had at Maugham Church, and some of the girls came over from Melbourne and 

the others there, and it was – the Lord Mayor was (timer beeps) Philps, I think; yes, 

that’s right. 

Helen, just excuse me a minute.  This is telling me that the tape’s finished, so I’m 

just going to turn it off .  

END OF DISK 1:  DISK 2 



23 

 

This is tape two of the Helen Caterer interview on 4
th

 April 2006.  Okay, Helen, we 

were talking about the Supporting Mothers’ Association and you were wanting to 

tell me a little bit more about that. 

It started on a cold, wet day in May in I think it was 1957, and the venue was the 

Mead Hall in the Flinders Street Baptist Church because that was a nice, attractive – 

you know, I thought it was important that they had a nice, light, airy place to meet.  

And forty women turned up at that meeting, and (laughs) some of them were so 

nervous they walked up and down outside.  And the first speaker we had was Dr 

Dibden, who was a very well-known psychiatrist, and they had asked Albert – no, it 

couldn’t have been the first meeting, but after they got going – they had asked Albert 

Jones if he would act as their chaplain.  Now, some of them had no church 

connections whatsoever, but Albert would just give a little five-minute talk at the end, 

and one mother said to me, ‘That gives me enough strength to go on for the next day.’  

It was so practical, he’d always build up their confidence and send them out.  And I 

knew Bill Dibden and he came; and they also adopted the Serenity Prayer – do you 

know the AA prayer? 

Yes. 

And they always had that at the end of their meeting, and – it must have been the 

beginning of the meeting, because when Bill Dibden came to speak he said, ‘That 

prayer has all the elements of mental health in it,’ and he said, ‘You stick to that.’  

Because for a time I would get the speaker for them, but gradually, as they became 

more independent, they did that.  And I also had a couple of friends – I belonged to 

the Ex-Servicewomen’s Association for some time when I came back after the War 

and two of my friends from that came – and they ran a trading table, and more or less 

like the Blanket Appeal:  we’d ask people to give us good-quality clothing, because at 

that stage, in those early days, they had not a penny over for clothes and things, and 

so the opportunity of getting perhaps a nice overcoat or a good skirt and that – – –.  

But they always just paid, perhaps [a small amount] – I think it was before decimal 

currency – and they didn’t feel that they were accepting charity then, it was always 

very important to give them that sense of well-being.  And also another thing I think 

that was very noticeable, the older ones, who had coped okay, you’d get – once we 

got a young woman who was only about twenty and she’d been left with two small 

children, and those mums couldn’t wait to get home and go through their things and 
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see what they could give her.  And so there was that sort of feeling.  And so there 

developed a great feeling of friendship among those mothers and they really looked 

forward – they had fortnightly meetings.  So then they formed their own committee 

and were able to really more or less run things themselves.  But whenever we were 

there [we] could say, ‘Well, perhaps it wouldn’t be wise to do that; what about that?’ 

So the three of you – 

We used to go to the meetings. 

– yes.  That’s wonderful.  And it must have given the women such a sense of 

purpose – 

Oh, yes. 

– and also validation, and they would learn skills about running committees and 

being involved in committees. 

Several women did courses on being on a committee, running a meeting, and they did 

very well. 

That’s excellent, excellent stuff.  And were needs identified by the women?  Did 

they ever come to the meeting and say, ‘Look, could we talk about’ – I don’t know 

– ‘how to shop at the market?’  You know, needs that they identified, needs that 

they had? 

Well, probably informally.  They probably talked between themselves about it. 

So it was really just a ‘how are you going?’ meeting each time:  they’d say, ‘How 

are you managing?’ and ‘Going okay?’? 

Well, we had specific speakers who all came and gave them encouragement.  I think 

one was on making a will.  And dear old Albert ended up as (laughs) guardian to 

several of the families in case anything went wrong, he would be the one who would 

be responsible.  And some of them really developed and they had other jobs, some 

happily remarried. 

So they were practical life skills that they were talking about, or other – – –?   

Yes, so that was good. 

So, Helen, the other thing – when you were showing me the scrapbooks that your 

niece had put together – and one of the things that struck me was the letters of 

thanks and the letters of commendation to yourself and some of the awards you 

received and public recognition:  would you like to talk about those? 
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Yes.  Well, when I got the MBE
10

 in I think it was – I’m terrible on dates; it’s not 

very good with this.  I’ll have to verify that later, probably – was it 1964, I think, ’63 

or ’4, I was really astonished.  And I always felt that I received that on behalf of all 

the people who’d been involved.  And then the next year I got the Rotary Award for 

Vocational Service, so that was really nice, too. 

And was that particularly to do with the Blanket Appeal or the Supporting 

Mothers’ Association? 

Both, the lot. 

It was both, the whole lot. 

Yes, the whole thing, yes.  I don’t know what I was going to say about that. 

You were talking about how – – –? 

How it affected – – –? 

Yes. 

I was very thrilled.  I think what happened with the MBE was what happened 

afterwards, because once that was published I think I had letters, telegrams and phone 

calls, not only from everybody from the Governor down and the Premier and (laughs) 

all sorts of people, but I heard from people practically from my childhood right 

through all my life, that’s why I’ve put them all in the scrapbook.  So that was the 

lovely effect of the actual thing. 

And did you find that it gave you more, what’s the word, ‘clout’ or credibility 

when you approached people for help? 

I don’t know whether it did or not.  I think by that time they were accepting me 

because – well, I did become very well-known through all these things, and it’s 

interesting:  (laughs) people even now say – where was it I was at dinner the other 

night? – somebody I didn’t know – ‘Oh, I’ve been wanting to meet you!’  But I feel 

it’s so long ago now.   

Yes, for sure.  But I was very interested when you said earlier in the interview, or 

it might have even been before we turned the tape on, where you said that you felt 

that the second part of your life had been so much richer and better than the first 

part of your life.  And can you put a marker on that of what changed? 

                                       
10 MBE – Member of the Order of the British Empire. 
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I think it was when I went into the Army.  It was an absolute eye-opener to me.  I 

think I’d led a fairly narrow life up to then.  I was thrown into contact with girls from 

every sort of background.  And (laughs) I must admit when I was at Bonegilla up 

near Albury – I was just a nursing orderly then in the wards – there were girls from 

nice homes and one or two of them were real little prigs.  And there was this little 

larrikin who’d be out with the boys in Albury, crawling in the window – but, my 

goodness, if you weren’t feeling well she’d be the one who’d be round you with a cup 

of tea.  And so it levelled me out, I’m sure, made me realise that it was good to know 

people no matter what their background.  And so from then on I think that opened the 

door to writing and getting things published.  It’s a funny thing, really, about my art 

work:  when I was fourteen or so I had quite a little – not exactly a business, but I 

used to do these little pen-and-ink drawings which I’d copy out of a magazine and I’d 

make them into bridge scorers and little notebooks, and my Dad had a friend in a 

printing office who would mount them and that.  And then writing more or less 

became it and I didn’t do a thing until just before I retired, when I went to art classes 

and that became a great interest then.  I went to the Adelaide Art Society and did 

quite a few classes, and then had a couple of exhibitions and used to put some thing – 

those are mine – – –. 

Yes, they’re beautiful.  I particularly love this one with the house and the vibrant 

tree, it’s wonderful.  So, Helen, that’s been really interesting.  So it was almost you 

finished your writing career and took up your art interest as you retired – 

Yes, that’s right. 

– and have got a great deal out of that, obviously. 

Yes.  And now my sight is too bad to actually do it.  But when I came into this unit I 

realised I couldn’t do very big paintings, but then I began doing greeting cards – I 

showed you those, didn’t I? –  

Yes, you did. 

– and so then a couple of young friends in their forties, David had a computer and he 

said, ‘Oh, I can print these for you,’ which he does, still.   

Oh, that’s wonderful. 

(laughs)  And I’m still selling them. 
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That’s wonderful, it’s a lovely story.  I think what strikes me, Helen, is your 

vitality:  I mean, you’ve just never been daunted, it seems like you’ve had certainly 

some ups and downs in your life but you find a way around it. 

Well, I think of course this business of having macular degeneration and finding my 

sight so bad is one of the biggest challenges of all.  And my hearing’s not good 

although I’m not doing too badly with two hearing aids.  But it’s interesting:  I’ve 

always tried to adjust.  And I’ve got a very good slogan out there which a friend gave 

me called ‘Attitude’, and it says it’s the only thing in life you can change, is your 

attitude.  And you can’t change facts and you can’t really change people.  And it was 

interesting, really:  I’d had a really lovely day on my ninety-second birthday last 

month and I’d had all these lovely cards that people had sent me, and I sat there and I 

put lights on and everything and do you think I could read the messages?  No.  So 

that night I thought, ‘Well, you’ve got to have a think about this.’  And I thought, 

‘Oh, well, you can get audiotapes and you just have to ask people to read that to you.’  

So anyway, I thought I’d solved that.  The next morning (laughs) I got up and it was a 

nice, bright morning and I thought, ‘Blow it, I’ll have another go.’  So I got over by 

the window – I didn’t have that very good magnifying glass at that stage – and I put 

my magnifying ..... and I read those cards.  (laughs)  So I was pleased with myself. 

Well done, well done. 

But I have had times when you really do feel depressed and you think, ‘Oh, what else 

can go on here?’   

Let’s see – we’ll wind up a little bit, but I’d just like to ask you, if it’s okay, your 

final views:  given that you’ve been such a strong advocate for so many causes and 

so many women in particular, how do you feel about what is happening in relation 

to these issues today? 

Well, I think we’ve gone backwards.  When I look – in the 1970s I thought we had a 

very good record with aged care and I think nursing homes and things and we’d 

think, ‘We’re not doing too badly here.’  And all we hear is doom and gloom now, 

isn’t it? 

Do you think that that is – do you see a change in the reporting between the ’70s 

and now? 

Oh, yes!  (laughs)  Oh, when you look at the front page of the daily page and you’d 

think it was the Second World War every day.  You know, great black headlines and 
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you find it’s the football team won or something.  Oh yes, it’s much more 

sensational, I think.  I really do feel that.  But I think in my retirement I’ve followed 

my old Dad’s advice which he was asked for on his ninetieth birthday, because he 

was always a man who related very well to younger people.  And they said to him, 

‘How have you kept so youthful?’  And he said, ‘Well, I always keep on making 

friends younger than myself.’  (laughter)  And I think that is very necessary, because 

your old friends, some of them don’t last as long as you do.   

Yes.   

But I’m still very fortunate to be in my own surroundings and with quite a bit of 

community support here, this is very good.  We’ve got community buses that take 

you to do your shopping and all that sort of thing, volunteer drivers.  And good 

friends, good family.   

Yes, that’s excellent. 

See, as a single woman I haven’t got direct family, but I’ve got two very good nieces.  

That’s wonderful.  So what advice would you give to a young woman going into 

journalism today? 

Well, every second person you hear on the television, the radio and in the print is a 

woman these days, and that just wasn’t happening when I was there.  So I think that 

they have made a lot of their own advances, really, so I don’t think I’d feel (laughs) 

qualified to give them advice!  Just stay honest. 

Stay honest, yes.  So is there anything else that you would like to add in here?  I’m 

very aware, having read your memoir and the three books that you wrote or co-

authored, that there’s such a lot that we haven’t touched on.  But I’m wondering is 

there anything – – –? 

Didn’t say much about my travels, did we? 

No, we didn’t talk much about your travel.  Would you like to do that now? 

Well, that’s been a big part of my latter life, and never did I think I that I would have 

I think it’s six overseas trips. 

You had six altogether.  Wow. 

Yes.  I had the year in 1951, and then 1966 was the wonderful world tour, when I 

went to the Berlin Congress which was, as I said, a watershed was the word I think I 
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was looking for.  And then 1967 I was given a trip to Japan through the Mail.  And 

then 1972, with my teacher friend, she had long service leave and I took some leave 

without pay and wrote some columns while I was away, and we visited friends of 

mine in England and cousins of hers in England and cousins of mine in the States, 

and also went on a trip up to Scandinavia.  And I’d done a hitch-hiking trip round 

Europe in 1951, which had really led to a lot of material for writing.  And then 1979 I 

think – oh, then, my sister and a friend of mine had a lovely trip to New Zealand.  

And in a way that was interesting because that was just a package tour but we did 

absolutely everything, went up in helicopters and small planes and jet boats – 

including my sister, who was much older than I was.  And I had the opportunity to 

write two articles on that over a couple of pages, for which I did little sketches; and 

through that the tour company through whom we’d gone, that was just when I was 

retiring, and they invited me to be an escort on this tour to Europe.  And so I said to 

them, ‘Well, do you realise that I’m just retiring?’  And they said, ‘Oh, there’ll be 

people to support you all round,’ so that happened.  And at the same time I was asked 

to write that Sixty years of Bush Church Aid, because we haven’t spoken about the 

books.   

No, no, we haven’t.   

And then, that was the 1970s and 1980; and then I don’t know whether I – – –.  And 

then I had in 1995, having only a few years ago discovered a second cousin in 

England whom we’d been writing to, and with great encouragement from the family 

and friends I went and spent two months with her, and that was 1995.   

Oh, lovely.  So you had some lovely trips.  So that trip – I know when I read your 

memoir the trip with your friends to Europe was obviously a wonderful time for 

you – – –? 

Which one, the first one? 

The very first one. 

It had a lot of hardships in it, because – (laughs) it was a funny thing, really, because 

there I was, my salary was being made up at home, but we’d be there with a few 

francs and we’d had a roll and a bit of butter or something.  But we did it the hard 

way, but it was fun. 

Yes, it sounds like it.  And how long were you away that trip? 
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Twelve months.  We worked in – two of my friends were nurses and they did private 

nursing, and several of us worked in South Australia House as typists in the winter; 

and then we set off in the summer and we did all our travelling. 

Wonderful, wonderful.  And then the Berlin Congress, that was – – –? 

That was 1966. 

Yes.  And then you coupled that with the trip to the Holy Land? 

That was on the way home. 

On the way home from that Congress, yes.  So that was really, as you said, a 

watershed that time, wasn’t it? 

Yes, it was wonderful.  It was an amazing experience because it made you realise that 

people from different countries could get along together.  This happens when young 

people from all over the world get together, they all get on very well.  It’s just the 

politicians that’s the trouble. 

Yes.  And your trip to Japan, what was that about? 

Oh, that was luxury!  (laughs)   

Was it? 

Yes, that was – the Marco Polo Tours were run by King’s Travel and the Sunday 

Mail, and so when they were having this trip to Japan there was a lass from King’s 

travel who was going as like the escort, and there was a spare ticket for somebody 

from the Sunday Mail and the editor offered it to me.  So I had this beautiful three-

week trip to Japan staying in all their beautiful hotels and going on all these trips, and 

of course it didn’t cost me a penny! 

Oh, very nice.   

Yes, it was lovely. 

Absolutely.  And then the trip to England and the USA, that was with your sister? 

No.  Oh, no, no; that was with my friend who was the teacher.  And of course we 

really had only got to know our American cousins – one of my father’s brothers was 

a bit of a black sheep of the family (laughs) and he went over to America as a young 

man.  And so he had an American family, whom we still keep in touch with now.  

But we never personally met them until 1971, when my cousin Glen, my first cousin, 



31 

 

Glen – who was named after his father as ‘Glenelg’, if you please – and he and his 

wife just decided – I think he’d retired – they wanted to come out and meet these old 

aunts – that was all they knew, there were some old aunts here – in 1971.  And just 

we all loved them so much and they got on so well that they came back again, it was 

just Glen and his sister Doris and Glen’s wife, Hope, and Doris’s husband, Charlie, 

and the four of them came back in January 1972.  And of course Lorraine and I and 

my friend were going overseas in that August, so we went and stayed in New York in 

this eighteenth-floor apartment with Glen and Hope, and in Connecticut, and 

travelled around with the others.  And Doris and Charlie’s son and daughter-in-law 

have been out here, and we keep in touch with them and write to them quite often.   

It’s wonderful.  And again, like your New Zealand trip I think is a wonderful 

example of you recognising but acting on opportunities as they’re presented.  And 

so you obviously did the Europe escort trip and enjoyed it? 

Yes, enjoyed it; and had some difficulties.  As Jan Springett always says, ‘There’s 

always one that’s difficult.’  Yes, that was quite an experience.  But I wouldn’t want 

to do it again. 

No, no, okay.  And your books were really fascinating because – is it Rhoda – – –? 

Rhoda Watkins, the missionary in China. 

Yes.  And she sounded like an amazing woman. 

She was an amazing little lady.  She came – just a quiet country girl and was just, sort 

of impressed her, the missionary speaker talking about China.  She was engaged to a 

young man in World War I but she felt so strongly that God was calling her to this.  

And she went through the Church Missionary Society, she went to China and it’s now 

called Guilio[?] and it’s the most beautiful city with these limestone mountains and 

the river going through, and she was the matron at the hospital there.  And of course 

she was there during the Japanese raids, they used to have to take the patients into 

these caves in the mountains; and then the Communist raids, when she had to come 

back.  But then she went to Malaya and did some nursing there.  She came back to 

Adelaide and when I met her she was in the beginning of – she had Parkinson’s 

Disease.  But I used to go out there and she would just reel off, she could remember 

all these things.  But it was a bit difficult to know where they fitted in so I had to do 

quite a bit of research.  Yes.  I was asked by a rector to do that and I thought, ‘I’m 
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just a reporter, I don’t write books.’  (laughs)  But of course that was the thrill of 

seeing that book in its lovely red cover when I was in London, so that was another 

thing in that 1966 year.  And then, you see, I was asked to write the Bush Church Aid 

book in 1980, wasn’t it? 

Nineteen eighty-one. 

Nineteen eighty-one.  And I went to Sydney and stayed with friends, and I used to go 

in because they had kept records through the magazine which they still have now 

called the Real Australian, and I was intrigued by the number, the things – women 

again – they would, these dauntless women, they formed the first sort of caravans, 

really, they made them out of the chassis of a big car and they’d go off, they were the 

first women to travel all round Victoria and do this sort of work.  And they’d written 

it all, they’d written it, and it was all there to be collected. 

Yes.  What I was struck by again is – because we haven’t talked about your 

membership of the Bush Church Aid:  obviously you became a member then, or 

you’d been a member prior to – – –? 

No, no, that was – 

When you became a member? 

– no; I had been, yes, in the 1950s the organising missioner ..... ..... Tom Jones, I met 

him at Trinity, and he said – because his son was the rector at Ceduna and in touch 

with the Bush Church Aid, and he said to me, ‘You should go over there and write a 

story about what they’re doing in the Flying Medical Service.’  And a friend and I 

just went over for a holiday and I was so captivated by all they were doing that I’ve 

been a supporter ever since. 

Because they started off not just as a way of spreading missionary goodwill 

amongst remote services, but they actually really started like a bush nursing 

service, didn’t they, as well. 

Yes.  It was in Victoria, really.  And the man who started it, he used to sort of sit in 

trains and go ...... ...... all the places like ...... and Geelong in the middle of Gippsland, 

and they had a bush nurse there because there was nobody.  They really started off to 

serve the people, and their hospitals were – see, they had a hospital at Ceduna and 

then later they had one at Coober Pedy and up at Karratha and – not Broome, but 

various places like that.  Where’s the one up near the – begins with a ‘K’, but around 
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in the North-West.  And they also had a ministry there which was sort of teaching.  

But mostly the missioners who went out to those places would become very involved 

in all the community activities – counselling and working on the school committee or 

fire brigade or whatever. 

They sort of become the linking fibre between the communities, didn’t they?  It 

was a wonderful book to read, really fascinating. 

Well, that was how I was able to get so much information, because it was all there in 

the files in the Bush Church Aid office. 

That’d be a good story in itself, really, wouldn’t it, that, to get onto a tape?  These 

are just my notes from your books that I didn’t want to miss anything:  the one 

thing that we didn’t talk about was your co-authoring of the book Stand up and be 

counted with John Court. 

Oh, yes.  That was in the 1970s, when there was a real battle here, they were going to 

put on that pornographic stage show, Oh, Calcutta!  And there was a real campaign to 

stop it.  And Dr John Court, who really had – he was known internationally for his 

work on the ...... ....... ....... pornography – wrote that, and I just wrote a piece for it. 

Yes.  Because I think the other thing that stands out for me in your writing is that 

you were always prepared to put yourself on the line, like people knew what your 

faith was, they knew where you stood. 

And I was never stopped from doing that, they never said, ‘Well, you mustn’t do 

that,’ you know.  I was given complete freedom.  That was very good.   

Excellent. 

Really I had to wait a long while because that’s what I always wanted to do all my 

life was be a journalist and write, and I had to wait twenty-something years. 

Yes, it was wonderful.  But it’s your persistence and resilience that stand out to 

me, Helen.  So I’m thinking that perhaps we should call it in for today – 

Yes, good. 

– because you’re starting to look a little bit weary.  (laughter)  And what I’ll do, I’ll 

just turn the tape off now. 

Yes, you’ll need to edit it, won’t you?   

That’s okay.  

END OF INTERVIEW. 


