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NEWSLETTER
To keep women’s words, women’s works, alive and powerful — Ursula LeGuin

Annual Luncheon Monday 14 September — raffle tickets enclosed 
Please contact the Library on (02) 9571 5359 if you would like to receive additional raffle tickets.

BRING OUT YOUR BADGES!
Our Library is a repository of women’s creative work, 
especially that of the second wave Australian women’s 

movement from around 1970. We 
are recognised for our outstanding 
collection of posters, banners, books 
and serials. Less well known are 
the personal papers and ephemera 
in our archives, including a diverse 
range of T-shirts, leaflets and flyers, 
photographs, stickers and badges. 

Given the output of feminist 
artists, designers and screen printers, 
musicians, actors and humorists, the 
holdings by Australian libraries and 
museums of the material culture of 
the women’s movement are very small. 
We are hoping to remedy some of 
this neglect by building up our own 
collections. Now is a good time to 
do this, as pioneering feminists retire 
and downsize, and as advances in 
digitisation and library co-ordination 
make it possible to present our material 
very widely.

Badges are a good place to start 
because they are small and portable, 
visually striking and illustrate so 
many feminist themes. The Library 
already has well over 200 incredibly 
diverse badges, the earliest from before 
1940 and the most recent from the 
‘Feminism is not an f word’ campaign. 
We are hoping with the help of our 
members and supporters to enlarge 
and enrich our collection.

A striking group of badges starts 
with the Women Against Rape march 
on Anzac Day 1982 in Canberra, and 
includes several badges dealing with 

rape in war. Anne Summers had a piece in the Sydney 
Morning Herald on 1 May this year which was a refreshing 
counter to the blizzard of Anzac Day centenary coverage. 
She particularly commemorated the courage of the 300 
women who marched in Sydney in 1983 — 161 were 
arrested for causing ‘alarm and affront’.

Many badges were included in the Library’s exhibition 
at Parliament House Sydney in 2009 to remember the 
Women’s Peace Camp at Pine Gap NT in 1983, and also in 
the exhibition celebrating the centenary of International 
Women’s Day in 2011. Both exhibitions resulted in 
welcome donations: badges, photographs, barbed wire 
earrings and other fascinating memorabilia. Women’s 
campaigns for peace and against nuclear energy and IWD 
events have generated a large number of badges. 

Campaigns of various kinds have generated many 
badges. The repeal of all abortion laws and the demand for 
a woman’s right to choose is the longest running and one 
of the most heartfelt. There are many others, all resonating 
today: sexism, working mothers, sexual harassment, refuges 
and so many more.

The Library has relatively few political party badges, 
perhaps not surprisingly given the paucity of women in 
politics until recently. We do, however, have a badge from 
Jessie Street’s campaign as the Labor candidate for the seat 
of Wentworth in 1943. 

There are unexpectedly few dealing with women’s 
work, unions and issues like equal pay. WEL and other 
women’s groups are well represented, as are conferences 
and other events; we have two different badges for the 
South Coast Women’s Music Festival at Moruya in 
1988. Then there are the badges reflecting long-suffering 
patience or wry humour, including ‘I’ll be a post-feminist 
in a post-patriarchy’ and ‘Women Last Longer’.

If you can help the Library to collect and make 
accessible the heritage of the women’s movement which 
has changed the lives of all Australians, please contact the 
Library to give us an indication of the material you have.

Jan Burnswoods
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Jessie Street National Women’s Library
Australia’s National Women’s Library is a specialist library, 
its focus being the collection and preservation of the literary 
and cultural heritage of women from all ethnic, religious and 
socio-economic backgrounds.

Aims
• To heighten awareness of women’s issues
• To preserve records of women’s lives and activities
• To support the field of women’s history
• To highlight women’s contribution to this country’s 

development

Patrons
Elizabeth Evatt AC; Sir Laurence Street AC KCMG;
Professor Emerita Jill Roe AO; Clover Moore Lord Mayor 
of Sydney

Board of Management
Jozefa Sobski Chair; Suzanne Marks Vice Chair;
Michele Ginswick Secretary; Jean Burns Treasurer; 
Jan Burnswoods, Diane Hague, Robyn Harriott, 
Barbara Henery, Beverley Kingston, Beverley Sodbinow

Editorial Team
Kris Clarke and Margot Simington Co-editors
Katharine Stevenson Graphic Designer

Our volunteers
Jean Burns  I took over as Library Treasurer in 2011 
following the great work done by Liz Fitzgerald and others. 
I was encouraged to volunteer by our current Chair, Jozefa 
Sobski, with whom I worked for a number of years. Recently 
retired, I thought that taking on the role of Treasurer would 
help keep my brain active! So, with some apprehension, I 
agreed to become the Library’s new Treasurer — I wasn’t 
sure I could do the job!

I have met wonderful people and made some delightful 
friends. The Treasurer’s role has certainly kept my brain 
active! Whilst I was quite proficient with computers, 

particularly spreadsheets which 
is very necessary when dealing 
with financial matters, I had no 
experience of our accounting 
software package, MYOB. Over the 
years, MYOB and I have become 
better acquainted and I now do 
not panic over a mistake and can 
usually fix it myself without calling 
on external expertise. At busy 
times —  the beginning of the year 

with membership renewals and leading up to the Annual 
Luncheon in September — I often plan a second ‘Library’ 
day to stay on top of things. As Treasurer I do the weekly 
banking, pay accounts, update MYOB and provide monthly 
financial reports to the Board.

Before volunteering, I worked at TAFE NSW starting 
in 1968 as a Clerk Class A in Head Office and retiring 
45 years later as Director of Sydney’s Petersham TAFE — a 
wonderful,  varied career. Now, when not in the Library 
I enjoy keeping fit. I am a regular gym goer, but not a 
‘junkie’. I bushwalk with a group of friends once a week, 
I go to the theatre, ballet and this year subscribed to the 
Opera for the first time. I loved Aida on Sydney Harbour! 
My main passion is travel. As my Library friends will tell 
you I am either planning a trip, on a trip or getting myself 
sorted out from the last. Earlier this year I spent a month 
in Sri Lanka and southern India. I leave for a two week 
trip to Cape York soon, and after the Annual Luncheon in 
September am heading to Italy to walk the Cinque Terre 
and Amalfi Coast. Retirement is hard work but someone 
has to do it! Another activity I enjoy is watching tennis. I go 
to the Australian Open every year and am thinking about 
doing my own Grand Slam — I have done the Australian 
and Wimbledon, so it is time to think about the French 
and US Opens. I just may have to go to New York next year, 
after Myanmar that is ...

If you come into the Library on a Wednesday, say hello 
— I am the one with my head in a pile of paper working on 
a spreadsheet or 27!

Jean Burns

Donations of material expand our collection:
Moya Costello   Bonney Djuric
Rosa Needham  Carlene Winch
Spinifex Press

New members
Clara Chan    Jenny Forster
Cassandra Flood   Paula Hamilton

Visits of note 
In May the Library hosted two visits by students in one 
week. First from Campbelltown, south western Sydney, 
were ten high school students selected for the YWCA 
NSW Y Quest leadership program and their trainers. 
Jozefa Sobski and Barbara Henery explained Library 
history, Jessie Street’s activism and the role of the Library. 
This, and informal discussion of changes in women’s status 
achieved since the 1970s contained much that was new to 
these girls. Each received information kits about Jessie 
Street and the Library. Repeat visits like this could well be 
encouraged: feminist achievement seems just a ‘given’ for the 
younger generation. 

The second group were 25 Information Science 
students and their teacher, of Charles Sturt University 
(Bathurst NSW). Discussion addressed the technicalities of 
running a library which students were researching for their 
assignments. Lynne Morton spoke on KOHA, Barbara 
Henery on Jessie Street and the Library’s philosophy, and 
Holly Ladmore spoke passionately and informatively about 
her experience of becoming more aware of the Library’s 
collection. A lively Q & A session followed. Students 
found our Library model quite different from many other 
libraries. Each of them took away an information kit. 

Barbara Henery
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20 Aug: Susan Kendall AM 
PRADET — From small seeds big trees grow
This talk examines the establishment of 
Psychosocial Recovery and Development 
in East Timor, which integrated 
psychosocial services in Timor Leste after 
the country’s 25 years of occupation and 
a scorched earth policy. Susan outlines 
the changes, successes and lessons.

15 Oct: Jessica Milner Davis
‘Taking the mickey’ and surviving in Australia
Jessica researches history and theory of 
comedy, and has published on Chinese 
humour and Japanese culture. She will 
explore the custom of ‘taking the mickey’, its 
Cockney origins, its use by Australia’s ethnic 
comedians, ‘citizen satirists’ and professional 
comedians, and how to handle ‘mickey-taking’. 

19 Nov: Vashti Farrer
Ellen Thomson — Beyond a reasonable doubt?
In 1887, Ellen Thomson was hanged — the 
only woman ever executed in Queensland. 
The previous year her much older husband  
had been found shot in the head. Ellen paid 
the ultimate price, but did she have a fair trial?
This is the subject of Vashti’s talk and her first 
non-fiction book for adults. 

LUNCH HOUR TALKS — third Thursday of the month

Venue/Time: 12.00-1.30pm. Southern Function Room, 4th Floor, Town Hall House, 456 Kent St Sydney. 
Cost: $16 (members) $22 (non-members) including light lunch. Pay at the door. Book by noon Monday before the talk. Ph (02) 9571 5359

Our volunteers
Sherri Hilario  I come to the Library as a volunteer 
with a passion for social justice, especially women’s rights, 
eco-literacy, life-long learning — and body surfing.

Originally from the US, Laguna Beach south of Los 
Angeles, as a young woman I discovered the excitement 
of theatre. I fell in love with France and travelled through 

France and parts of Europe while 
doing theatre work. My working life 
has been quite diverse, including 
many years as a theatre worker in 
various roles, mainly as a lighting 
designer and technician. In the late 
90s, studying for a Physics degree at 
Sydney’s University of Technology 
led to work as a Technical Officer in 
the Faculty of Science.

I really enjoy the creative side of 
lighting design, working with a director on concepts and 
how best to interpret a play, on the technical side using 
equipment, and also collaborating with other people in 
developing something fresh and new. When I arrived in 
Australia in 1988 I settled in Sydney. I was later involved 
with Witch Theatre — a women’s collective — as Lighting 
Designer and Production Manager. Working as a lighting 
technician at Sydney Opera House was all consuming. 
I have a long running association with Kinetic Energy 
Theatre Company in Enmore. Fiercely independent, they 
have been exploring themes of social justice in recent plays.

Making a career change I am currently studying at 
Sydney TAFE for a Diploma of Library and Information 
Services. I have loved libraries all my life, particularly 
their fundamental role in providing access for everyone 
to information, ideas and imaginative works. I have 
come to understand the important role of libraries in the 
community and their contribution to democracy.

Earlier this year I  joined Jessie Street National Women’s 
Library as a volunteer, both to gain work experience and to 
contribute to this wonderful organisation. The Library is 
such an energising and inspiring place to be.

Sherri Hilario

Howard Houliston  About a year ago, my friend, 
Library volunteer Hanne Marks, mentioned to me that the 
Jessie Street National Women’s Library needed help from 
an IT specialist. I decided to take on this role, becoming 
the Library’s only current male volunteer.

I had started my working life as a RAAF radio and 
electronics technician but decided this was not the life for 
me. I studied maths and computing at Flinders University, 
Adelaide and then worked for Philips Australia. In 1996 I 
joined IBM in Sydney and worked as an IT specialist until 
I retired in 2014. While working for Philips, I married my 
wife Pamela, a pathologist. My master’s thesis, going by the 
snappy title of ‘Solution of Matrix Eigenvalue problems by 
Similarity Transformation without Triangularisation’, is 
lodged with the National Library of Australia and Flinders 
University.

I enjoy watching cricket 
and AFL (Port Adelaide 
supporter) and enjoy books 
and experiences that stretch 
our vision of what might be 
possible. I greatly enjoyed 
Norman Doidge’s book, The 
Brain that Changes Itself (2007). 

One of the most fascinating 
museums I have visited was a 
small museum in Pontremoli 
Italy: the sign outside said 
something like ‘Stellae Statue Museum’. What are stellae 
statues I wondered, thought it did not sound too exciting 
but went in anyway. Wow! Something to really make you 
think about pre-history, three types of statue according to 
age (termed A, B and C) being found all over Europe, from 
Greece to Ireland. And wherever they are, it is very hard 
to find a B-era stellae statue that has not been smashed 
up. It is as if they represented some regime or practice that 
suddenly fell or went out of favour. What was going on 
before the Romans? 

My work in the Library ranges from the basic to 
moderately complex. I believe strongly that reworking the 
server and workstations is of limited value unless I also 
inform you of what has been done; otherwise it can be 
very hard for anyone else to maintain or upgrade in the 
future. I have tried hard to provide the Library with full 
details of the  Linux computer and Open Source software 
environment and of the small refinements I have made. 

Howard Houliston

The item commemorating the birthday of writer 
and social commentator Anne Deveson was the 
most popular posting on our Facebook page: 
884 hits. 
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LUNCH HOUR TALK  16 APRIL 2015

THE CHANGING FACE OF PEACE ACTIVISM
Speaker: Dr Michelle Cavanagh 

In her address Michelle 
Cavanagh took us 
through the history of the 
womens’ peace movement 
since World War I 
focusing especially on the 
life and times of Margaret 
Holmes (1909-2009), a 
key figure in Australian 
peace and human rights 
movements. Michelle 
went on to show how 
changes in the social, political and especially media milieux 
have impacted on peace activism and its effectiveness. 

From a meeting of 1,000 International Suffrage Alliance 
women members in April 1915 seeking ways to end the war 
and create permanent peace, the Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom was born. It persists to 
this day across 37 countries. These women did not accept 
war as inevitable. Rather, they clearly understood the link 
between war, injustice and the struggle for equal rights and 
peace. In today’s context, its charter commits WILPF to 
work for the equality of all people in a world free of ‘sexism, 
racism, classism and homophobia’. Margaret founded the 
NSW Branch at her Sydney home in 1960.

There was little in Margaret’s upbringing which 
foreshadowed the passionate worker for peace and justice 
that she would become. Raised in Wahroonga on Sydney’s 
affluent north shore she was, like her parents, a ‘firm believer 
in the might and right of the glorious British Empire’. 
However — and perhaps paradoxically — her parents were 
also strongly committed to the idea of service. Her mother’s 
motto was, ‘service is the rent you pay for your time on earth’. 
Ultimately for Margaret it was the latter values that prevailed  
and steered her life’s work. Her social conscience was first 
aroused when as a student resident at Sydney University’s 
Women’s College, and as the Depression started to hit, 
she experienced first hand police brutality against the poor 
who, unable to pay their rent, rioted in protest against being 
evicted from their homes in areas near the University. Her 
course as a peace and social justice activist was set, and after 
marriage she shared this with her husband, Dr Tag Holmes.  
In 1936 she joined the Christian Socialist Movement and 
the Peace Pledge Union which opposed all types of war. In 
1939 she joined the Federal Pacifists Council, the Australian 
wing of War Resisters International. 

After World War II she joined the Australian Peace 
Council — Jessie Street was the President of the NSW 
Division. Communist Party members played a key role in 
establishing the APC, making Margaret a person of interest 
to the newly formed Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation. She also joined the Left Book Club and the 
International Fellowship of Reconciliation sending food 
parcels to suffering German families.

In 1959, after her six children had grown up, her activist 
career accelerated. Through WILPF she travelled the 
world meeting with her peace counterparts. Other issues 
high on her agenda included Aboriginal reconciliation, 
apartheid in South Africa, demonstrating against weapons 

of mass destruction, lobbying for the closure of US bases 
in Australia and against the federal government’s plan to 
install a nuclear power station at Jervis Bay NSW. Her most 
challenging and busy period came with the Vietnam War 
when her every move was shadowed by ASIO. In opposition 
to Prime Minister Robert Menzies’ reintroduction of 
compulsory military service, during his speech at a political 
meeting at Hornsby in Sydney’s upper north, Margaret and 
her WILPF colleagues, with a fine sense of the dramatic, 
rose, donned black veils and ‘slowly and silently walked out 
of the room handing out We Mourn for Peace leaflets’. 
Margaret’s activism continued until her life’s end. Well into 
her nineties she was still being consulted and addressing 
audiences on the subject of peace. She died aged 100 in 
2009 but her many achievements live on. 

Michelle identified major differences between 
Margaret’s activist contemporaries and women today. As 
most married women then did not work it was easier to 
meet in each other’s homes while the children played 
around them. Importantly, ‘they were not inundated with 
social media as we are today’. Australia has 12 million 
Facebook users; and 9 million use it daily with 7.3 million 
using the mobile app daily. Michelle doubts if all this cyber 
action works to encourage younger women to be active 
in such organisations as WILPF whose membership, like 
many others, is ageing. Spin doctors now make it harder 
to influence politicians and to engage them in informed 
debate on important public interest issues. While human 
rights and disarmament remain constant issues for WILPF, 
new issues have emerged: the right to health and safe food; 
the environment and future generations; global warming 
and renewable energy.

Michelle posed and left open the question: ‘So are we 
moving forward in a positive way or did those women in 
the 60s have a better idea of how to publicise the cause of 
peace?’  She closed with a quote from Gandhi: ‘I object to 
violence because when it appears to do good, the good is 
only temporary; the evil it does is permanent’.

Report by Suzanne Marks

A sad day for feminists
When I met Joan Kirner in the early 1980s we were on a 
committee planning the development of a women and girls’ 
national education policy. She had been a member of the 
Australian Schools Commission which released the first 
report on girls’ education, Girls, School and Society (1975). 

She struck me then and in the years afterwards as a 
generous and tireless advocate for women’s equality and 
public education. She was the ultimate feminist succession 
planner, always seeking out young talented women to 
nurture and encourage into leadership roles, in the way 
she did — selflessly and focused on the big picture. She 
had warmth and sharp intellect and was a very astute 
political tactician around the negotiating table. Social 
justice, community development, public institutions, their 
strength and reach mattered to her deeply. She fought for 
them and women’s equality all her life. Consistent and 
always courageous. I loved her. Vale Joan.

Jozefa Sobski
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LUNCH HOUR TALK  21 MAY 2015

BELONGINGS AND BELONGING
Speaker: Yvonne Louis 

As Yvonne Louis reminds us, we all understand the need 
to belong. Humans are tribal and enjoy being part of a 
family group. For herself, Yvonne freely admits she found 
the need to know her own ‘place’ vital for her identity. 
Discovering where she belongs — not only in Australia but 
also in the Netherlands — was a revelation she traces in her 
book, A Brush with Mondrian: Uncovering secrets of art and 
family (2010). 

Her parents, Wim 
and his second wife Alice 
van Tongeren, migrated 
to Australia in the early 
1950s with young Yvonne, 
their only child. Yvonne 
had a happy childhood 
in Sydney’s north centred 
on school and friends 
in Wahroonga. She, and 
her parents too, called 
Australia ‘home’. But she 
sometimes felt lonely and isolated — and more so when 
both parents died still relatively young in the early 1970s. 
She had no extended family. An adult orphan at 31, she 
was left with photos, memories, rudimentary Dutch, and 
an inheritance symbolising an unknown past: old books 
in archaic Dutch; gold-edged serving dishes bespeaking an 
illustrious lifestyle; a fine ormolu and marble clock; and 
dark oil paintings — growing up she assumed everyone 
had original oils on their walls. She knew of her half-
sister Martha and two half-brothers Ton and Wim from 
her father’s first marriage. But they and her father never 
corresponded except once in 1954. Yvonne was ten when 19 
year old Martha wrote from Amsterdam asking permission 
to marry. Martha, like Yvonne’s own mother in 1944, was 
under age. A monumental fight ensued: Yvonne’s mother 
sided with Martha but her father refused. The wedding 
went ahead amid huge resentment; her father completely 
abandoned his older children. So once both parents died, 
Yvonne felt very alone with her belongings.

She realised only in hindsight that her overseas trip 
as a young school teacher in 1968 had begun something. 
During a possibly fatal episode of lung disease treated 
in a Netherlands hospital, her older half-brother Ton 
contacted her. Although Ton kept their reconnection 
secret, had deterred her approaching his estranged siblings 
(‘You’ll just end up howling all the way back to Australia’, 
he said) and lived half a world away, she was thrilled to 
find him: her first tiny sense of ‘belonging’. Twenty 
years later, going to Europe in 1988 she resolved to meet 
Martha. They bonded immediately with great tenderness. 
Serendipitously too, Martha’s husband would help Yvonne 
towards understanding her inheritance. Passionate about 
classical music, architecture and Dutch art, Frits took her 
through Amsterdam’s old streets, and to art exhibitions 
and concerts. Over many years he would send articles and 
catalogues to her in Australia. 

The catalyst which finally propelled Yvonne into 
discovering her ‘place’ came in a string of events, especially 
fearsome bushfires in early 1994 which virtually consumed 

her house: she managed to save her mother’s precious 
belongings — the paintings. By 1996, she was getting to 
know her other half-siblings. Also, visiting Amsterdam 
she plunged into researching her maternal grandparents’ 
connection around the 1900s with the Dutch modernist art 
community. By amazing coincidence, Frits proudly reported 
a son had just purchased a house Piet Mondrian, icon 
of Dutch modernism, had often painted. Frits’ magazine 
illustration of one such Mondrian painting looked nothing 
like the horizontal and vertical stripes and blocks of clear 
colour Mondrian was known for, but the composition 
reminded Yvonne that one of her paintings had similarly 
muted dark colours — a pastoral scene with three horses. 

In succeeding years, meetings were held, discoveries 
made and longed-for answers emerged. Yvonne’s 
rediscovered family joined her research. Together, easing 
pain from their past they explored cherished Dutch art 
around the Netherlands, even though her heirlooms 
came from her maternal grandfather, not theirs. A leading 
Amsterdam legal official, her grandfather as Notary Public 
had sometimes accepted payment from impecunious artists 
in paintings, mainly portraits. One portrait her mother 
had always called ‘Miss Maris’: she thought it was painted 
by one of the Maris family of artists who were active in 
the Hague School in the latter part of the 19th century. 
Indeed, Yvonne’s paintings all appear to have originated 
from Hague School artists whose muted tonal greys 
Mondrian used before finding his own personal style of 
Dutch modernism. Yvonne’s journey, truly extraordinary 
and very emotional, still goes on: as recently as three years 
ago in Rome she met with another of her grandfather’s 
descendants who had inherited paintings — additional 
works for her to explore. 

A Brush with Mondrian, a copy of which has been donated 
to the Library, achieved commercial publication with 
beautiful colour plates. Not ‘just another migrant memoir’ 
as one literary agent presumed, Yvonne’s is a sensitive and 
complex story of a family reconnecting across the globe and 
healing through cultural discovery. Moreover, her quest 
has brought her riches beyond imagining: she says, ‘I now 
know where I belong’ — on both sides of the world.  
Transcript by Helen Ruby Report by Margot Simington 

General donations since May 2015
Donations of money help meet day-to-day running costs: 
Susan Anderson Suzanne Baker  Baiba Berzins
Ruth Callaghan Elizabeth Clarke Mavis Clements
Elaine Cohen Margaret Duckworth Elizabeth Evatt 
Jenny Forster Deirdre Freyberg Julia Gennissen 
Zeny Giles Cheryl Hannah Janice Howell 
Christine Jennet Robyn Kemmis Anne-Marie Kestle 
Frances Lemmes Suzanne Marks Bridget McKern 
Penelope Nelson Diane Openshaw Helen O’Sullivan 
Shirley Patten Christabel  Poll Wilga Pruden 
Ruth Robinson Barbara Smoothy Barbara Snell 
Barbara Wall Janet Walsh Robyn Ward
Maureen Ward  Wendy Young
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LUNCH HOUR TALK  18 JUNE 2015

PARRAMATTA PRECINCT: SITE OF CONSCIENCE 
Speaker: Bonney Djuric 

Artist Bonney Djuric, an inmate of the former Parramatta 
Girls Home in western Sydney, in 2003 took on an all-
consuming challenge: to memorialise 
the Parramatta Female Factory Precinct 
as a site of memory. In her words, the 
Precinct is ‘a material remnant of control 
over women’s lives from the early colony 
to almost the end of the 20th century. It 
bears the traces of thousands of women 
and children — our words carved into 
walls, the covered way shined by knees 
worn as we scrubbed it night after night’. 

Bonney’s task is not for the faint-
hearted. After over a decade working 
virtually single-handed to raise awareness 
of the Precinct, she knows the urgent need to realise her 
vision. The State government agency, UrbanGrowth 
NSW, awaits ministerial approval of its plans for North 
Parramatta. Bonney agrees new housing is needed, but 
3,800 apartments in high-rise blocks projecting into the 
Precinct footprint and a government-proposed memorial 
for the Girls Home threaten her memorial concept.

The Precinct comprises two building complexes. A 
sandstone complex designed by Francis Greenway with 
high perimeter walls, the Female Factory opened in 1821 
for the detention of convict women. In 1848 it became the 
Lunatic and Invalid Asylum, and now operates as a public 
psychiatric hospital — Cumberland Hospital. The second 
complex, a Roman Catholic Orphan School, opened in 
1844, sharing a boundary wall with the former Female 
Factory. In 1887 its buildings were repurposed as a Girls 
Industrial School. Such ‘Schools’ took neglected children 
into government care but, being used also as reformatories, 
they stigmatised all inmates as immoral and criminal; also, 
former convict establishment staff  tended to continue 
former practices in their new workplaces (including the 
fledgling child welfare system). The Industrial School, 
later known as Parramatta Girls Home and after 1974 as 
Kamballa, in 1980 became a prison: the Norma Parker 
Detention Centre for Women. This closed in 2008. 

Generations of mothers and daughters shared a 
continuum of institutionalisation in this precinct — Factory 
to Girls Home to Norma Parker Centre. Bonney estimates 
one in seven Australians have a direct connection to Female 
Factory women, that 30,000 children passed through the 
orphanage/Girls Home/Norma Parker Centre, and 40,000 
spent time in the asylum/psychiatric hospital. Thousands 
more children and women feared banishment there. Many 
‘Forgotten Australians’ — who as children experienced 
institutional care — endured its regimen. Forced removals 
of children from mothers began there 80 odd years before 
legislation to remove Aboriginal children. From the penal 
era into the present, this was a ‘place’ with all the overtones 
of a women’s ‘place’ — in the home, and ‘put in her place’  
— where prevailing national policies and social attitudes 
regarding women’s health, justice and female moral 
behaviour were applied through institutional control and 
confinement of women and children. 

Bonney aged 15 had eight months in Parramatta Girls 

Home, then spent 30 years avoiding it. ‘The experience 
leaves you utterly devalued’, she said. ‘Even walking into 

the grounds I felt would give away my 
big secret — I was a Parramatta Girl and 
all that that implied’. Many inmates 
succumbed to depression, addiction, 
abuse, violence, self-harm — especially 
those with barely if any positive early 
childhood experience. Most got little 
more than basic education; few reached 
tertiary level, limiting their and their 
children’s opportunities. Bonney 
herself is a warrior. Battling a painful 
congenital disease, she nevertheless 
fostered her sister’s three children 

alongside her own two, and gained a Master’s degree in art. 
Her work towards memorialising the Precinct had to 

start with information gathering. There was little available 
even about Australia’s first purpose-built Female Factory 
or the Parramatta Girls Home. Bonney contacted former 
residents. By 2006 she was founding ‘Parragirls’ and 
posting a website. Through a support network and register 
for thousands of former residents and Female Factory 
descendants, she organises Parragirls activities and posts 
information about site history and heritage. She is sought 
out as the site expert by community groups and government 
agencies, including the current Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. But a 
decade of such work elicited no government funding.

So Bonney changed tack. Informed by contemporary 
trends in memorialisation, she actively differentiated the 
Parramatta Precinct — a place of memory containing a living 
history of past injustice — from Tasmania’s World Heritage-
listed convict sites including the Cascades Female Factory, 
which exemplify penal policies. She says, ‘I’m driven by 
social justice more than memorialising a convict site which 
tends to perpetuate female stereotypes’. For her it is crucial 
that former residents themselves determine how they are 
remembered and how the site memorialises the violence 
and trauma visited upon women and children. She sees the 
Precinct as ideally suited to addressing past injustice and 
contemporary legacies through educational and cultural 
programs in a historic setting — the ‘Site of Conscience’ 
concept espoused by a New York-based international 
museum movement, the International Coalition of Sites of 
Conscience. In 2012, she teamed up with interdisciplinary 
artist Lily Hibberd, was successful in getting some funding 
(Arts NSW and Australia Council grants, now expired)  
and in 2013 together with Lily launched the Parramatta 
Female Factory Precinct Memory Project. 

This nationally significant social history and 
contemporary art project has three principal aims: 
international recognition as Australia’s first Site of 
Conscience; preservation, protection and use for cultural 
heritage and tourism;  and archiving  Precinct history, heritage, 
and human experience. The project brings Parragirls, 
artists, historians and academics into collaborative, artistic 
engagement. Bonney hopes a small Children’s Garden 
now created, dedicated to memory of children who died on 
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Capital Investment Fund
Since it was launched in September 2009, the Capital 
Investment Fund has reached $228,817. Our target is 
$500,000, the interest from which will provide essential 
support for Library operations. If you would like to 
contribute, please indicate on the membership/donation 
form on this page.
CIF donations since May 2015 

Julie James Bailey  Rosa Needham 

MEMBERSHIP / DONATION FORM

I wish to:    join the library  renew my membership 

    make a donation

Date:  ............./............./............. 

Title: Mr/Mrs/Ms/Miss/Dr/other

Name: ....................................................................................................................

Address: ................................................................................................................

Tel: (h)................................. (w) ..............................(m) .......................................

Email: (Please print BLOCKLETTERS)

................................................................................................................................
   Please send newsletters by email instead of hardcopy.

Membership Category

  Full Member $60      Life member $1,000

   Organisation $120     Student $20 (conditions apply)

  Concession $30 (Pensioner/Centrelink Concession Cardholders)

A membership year runs from 1 January to 31 December. Members joining after 
1 October are financial until 31 December of the following year.

Donations (donations over $2 are tax deductible)

   I wish to make a donation of $............................... 

   to the Library for general purposes

   to the Library’s Capital Investment Fund

  I am willing to have my name published in the Newsletter 

  I wish to remain anonymous

Payment Details

  Enclosed is my cheque/money order for $ .........................................
 (payable to Jessie Street National Women’s Library)

  Please charge my MasterCard/Visa with $ ..........................................

 Name of cardholder: ................................................................................

 Card no. .......................................................................................................

 Expiry date ............./.............

Signature: ..............................................................................................................

Auto Debit Authorisation

  I authorise JSNWL to charge this, and all future membership 
renewals as they fall due, to the credit card number above on this 
form.

   I authorise JSNWL to charge $ ........................annually to the above 
credit card as a donation to 

    the Library for general purposes or to 

   the Library’s Capital Investment Fund.

Signature: ...............................................................................................................

Become a volunteer
  I would like to help the Library by becoming a volunteer. (You will 

be contacted for an interview.)

Please forward the completed form to:

Jessie Street National Women’s Library
GPO Box 2656, Sydney NSW 2001

Do you know a woman who is making a feminist 
difference? Nominate her for an EDNA!
The EDNAs are awards for women making a feminist 
difference, whose activity advances the status of women: the 
battlers and the unsung heroines who show commitment 
and determination. The closing date for nomination forms 
is late August. The Edna Ryan Awards will be presented on 
the evening of Friday 23 October 2015 at Sydney Trades 
Hall, Sussex Street, Sydney. For more information and the 
list of past EDNA recipients, go to www.ednaryan.net.au

site, will extend to the entire Precinct. Designs created for 
a monument challenge the plaque government apparently 
proposes. Moreover, 
both the International 
Coalition and the 
State government now 
formally recognise the 
Parramatta Precinct as 
a Site of Conscience. 
Bonney’s vision is that 
this women’s place 
in western Sydney, 
Australia’s first Site of 
Conscience, become 
a world-class cultural 
heritage destination, 
exhibition and performance space, and a substantial 
educational resource archiving Precinct history and human 
experience. ‘We have a foot in the door!’, she says, but 
dreads government steamrolling through without genuine 
consultation, effectively perpetuating official control of 
women. 

Our February 2015 Newsletter noted that the Library, 
which for years has encouraged the Precinct endeavour, 
will officially support the Memory Project. We are looking 
at a possible exhibition on site curated from our rich 
poster collection. In May Bonney conducted Library Board 
members on a Precinct familiarisation tour. She has acute 
need for more people and expertise across the board: to 
create a knowledge database, 3D garden and monument 
models; to do business planning, grants applications, 
transcriptions, crowd funding and garden maintenance; to 
manage use of the Female Factory; and to conduct tours. 
Several audience members stepped up after her talk. Can 
you help? Contact Bonney: 

phone 0437221149; 97970935
email precinct@parragirls.org.au 
websites: pffpmemoryproject.org; parragirls.org.au

Transcription by Helen Ruby Report by Margot Simington

Dame Marie Bashir AD CVO, then Governor 
of NSW, and Brother Tony Butler, in front of the 
Roman Catholic Orphan School memorial quilt for 
the PFFP Memory Project, on the occasion of the 
dedication of the Children’s Garden, March 2014 
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Postal Address:
GPO Box 2656

Sydney, NSW 2001

Telephone:
(02) 9571 5359

Email:
info@nationalwomenslibrary.org.au

Visit our website:
www.nationalwomenslibrary.org.au

Visit us:
523–525 Harris Street (cnr William Henry Street), Ultimo

Please use the intercom for admittance
For level access, enter via the Ultimo Community Centre in Bulwara Rd

Opening times:
The Library is open to the public Monday to Friday 10 am to 3 pm

Borrowing policy:
The public can access items using the interlibrary loan system. The public cannot borrow items 
but may use them in their library of choice. A loan collection is available to financial members

How to reach the Library:
There are several ways to travel to the Library:

 The Library is a 20 minute walk from Town Hall Station (through Darling Harbour) or from 
Central Station (via Harris Street)

 Bus 501 (Ian Thorpe Aquatic Centre stop) from Sydney Town Hall or Railway Square 
 Bus 443 (Harris and Allan Streets stop) from Circular Quay or Wynyard Station 
 Light rail from Central Station to Exhibition stop
 If you drive, there is limited two hour street metre parking available

Note: Please advise the Library if your contact details have changed.


