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

Annual Luncheon Monday 14 September 2015 
Booking form enclosed or download from www.nationalwomenslibrary.org.au 

The Honourable Quentin Bryce AD CVO is guest 
speaker for the Library’s Annual Luncheon on Monday 
14 September. She will discuss the problem of domestic 
violence. In Australia, about one in three women has 
experienced physical violence; almost every week a woman 
is killed by her former or current partner. Quentin sees 
domestic violence as the gravest human rights issue world-
wide; she is especially concerned about the lifelong toll 
wrought on children by this scourge. 

Who better to reflect on this issue and how we 
might handle it? Appointed in March 2014 as Chair and 
Commissioner of a Task Force inquiring into domestic 
violence in Queensland, she declared, ‘I cannot believe 
that in our society, we are seeing this horrific, abhorrent 
behaviour increasing … I feel very, very 
deeply about the responsibility I have 
as a woman to make any contribution 
I can to addressing this issue’. In 
February 2015 the new Queensland 
Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk released 
the Task Force report, ‘Not Now, Not 
Ever’ — Putting an End to Domestic and 
Family Violence. Its grim picture: in 2013 
in Queensland, over 64,000 domestic 
violence incidents, over 12,800 breaches 
of domestic violence orders and 17 
domestic and family violence related 
homicides were reported. Quentin Bryce 
and the Task Force had been inundated 
for twelve months with stories of abuse. 
A 20-something young woman once 
approached Quentin waiting to collect 
her airport luggage. The woman told 
how at times her mother would keep the car running in 
case the family needed a quick getaway from their violent 
father. Quentin said, ‘Hearing that long story, I must have 
missed my bag 10 times on the carousel’. Stories about 
children upset her the most. ‘I know from the research … 
[that] no baby or toddler is too small to be traumatised by 
domestic violence’. One nine year-old boy, she says, when 
asked what he wanted to be when he grew up looked me 
straight in the eye and said, ‘I don’t want to be anything’. 
Later a policewoman told her one parent had stabbed the 
other more than 20 times. 

In public life, Quentin has filled with distinction 
numerous positions advancing human rights and equality, 
the rights of women and children, and the welfare of the 
family. As Federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner in the 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (1988-
1993) it was considered she managed her role adroitly with 
both firmness and finesse and during a period of much 
legal reform in the area of women’s rights. She has been 
Convenor, National Women’s Advisory Council, founding 
Chair and CEO of the National Childcare Accreditation 
Council, and Director of Queensland’s Human Rights 
and Equal Opportunity Commission. Her recent civic 
roles have won acclaim. We remember how from being 
Governor of Queensland she transitioned to Governor-
General of Australia (2008-14), her dignity, inclusiveness 
and strong humanist values on display for all to see. Role 
model and mentor for women, she has encouraged women 
to develop enduring intellectual and emotional friendships 

and mutual support within families, 
workplaces and community. These values 
she has carried into volunteering too, 
including Chair of this Library (1995-98). 

So a great depth of experience 
informs her commitment to fighting 
domestic violence. The 140 Taskforce 
recommendations are mostly for 
action by government but Quentin’s 
perspective extends also to individual 
action and responsibility. ‘We all need 
courage: courage for a victim to tell her 
story; courage from each one of us to 
take action and not be a bystander; and 
courage from perpetrators to seek help’. It 
must be acceptable for men to talk about 
their issues. ‘We must break down those 
terribly outmoded stereotypes of men’s 
and women’s roles … This really starts in 

the cradle,’ she says. Parents need support with parenting, 
perhaps most importantly with role modelling, ‘especially 
of fathers for their boys’. 

Police response is another key factor: the responsibilities, 
dangers and complexity.   One man told her, ‘it’s not about 
punches here, love; it’s about ropes and knives’. She says, ‘we 
are talking about strangulation, about stabbings ... and the 
insidious, controlling coercion that is domestic violence’. 
When police go to a home, ‘they have no idea what they’ll 
find … we need to put in place the best responses. We need 
our police to be very observant, to take immediate action’. 

Quentin Bryce is passionately committed to combatting 
domestic violence. We look forward to her insights and 
possible ways to deal with it. 

Margot Simington

THE SCOURGE OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
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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

A life: Faith Bandler 
1918-2015 

Faith Bandler AC, feminist and political activist, died 
in February aged 96. A tireless campaigner for the 
rights of Indigenous 
Australians and of 
Australian South 
Sea Islanders, Faith 
was probably best 
known for her 
leadership in the 
1967 Referendum 
campaign which 
ove r whe lming l y 
supported federal 
g o v e r n m e n t 
implementation of 
policies to benefit 
Aboriginal people. She worked closely with Jessie 
Street over many years on that campaign.

Her father was 13 years old when he was 
kidnapped from Vanuatu — blackbirded in 1883 to 
work on Queensland cane fields. He escaped and later 
married Faith’s Scottish-Indian mother. Faith grew up 
on a farm near Murwillumbah NSW, sixth of eight 
children. 

During the 1950s, Faith became involved in the 
peace movement. In 1956 she was instrumental in 
setting up the Aboriginal-Australian Fellowship. She 
was a founding member of the Federal Council for 
the Advancement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders in 1957 and became Campaign Director for 
the 1967 Referendum. She was a founding member 
of the Women’s Electoral Lobby in 1972. In 1974, 
she founded the National Commission for Australian 
South Sea Islanders to campaign for the rights of her 
own people. By 1994 the 16,000 descendants were first 
recognised as a distinct cultural group. Her first book, 
a novel Wacvie (1977), was based on her father’s early 
life. 

Faith was guest speaker at the Library’s 2003 
Annual Luncheon, her topic ‘Jessie Street for Peace’. 
She spoke about Jessie’s many campaigns, overviewing 
the most important: the 1967 Referendum campaign 
took ten years beginning with a petition to the federal 
government. Faith was a great supporter of the Library 
and regularly attended Annual Luncheons.

She had refused in 1976 to accept an MBE from 
‘an empire that had kidnapped and enslaved my 
father’ and also in protest against the dismissal of 
the Whitlam Labor Government. She was appointed 
Companion of the Order of Australia in 2009. A very 
great Australian. 

Annual General Meeting 2015
Thanks to everyone who came to the Library’s Annual 
General Meeting on Saturday 11 April. The Annual Report 
and the audited Financial Statements were approved, and 
the new board was confirmed. 

Members of the Board are unchanged, but our limited 
tenure rule brought about the end of Jan Burnswoods’ 
five years as Secretary. The full Board of Management 
is as follows: Chair Jozefa Sobski, Vice-Chair Suzanne 
Marks, Secretary Michele Ginswick, Treasurer Jean Burns, 
and Members — Jan Burnswoods, Diane Hague, Robyn 
Harriott, Barbara Henery, Beverley Kingston, and Beverley 
Sodbinow.

F o l l o w i n g 
the conclusion 
of the statutory 
r e q u i r e m e n t s . 
there was a great 
opportunity for 
members to chat 
over a cup of tea. 
Left: Auditor Jann 
Skinner and Returning 
Officer Audrey Wacks at 
the 2015 AGM

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

Faith was such a gracious and lovely person, with a twinkle in 
her eye. But she was also a determined fighter for her causes. And 
they were just causes for Indigenous peoples and for the islanders. 
She played a pivotal role with Jessie Street in the campaign for the 
1967 referendum. We need her now to work for Recognition. I will 
miss her — Elizabeth Evatt AC

Not surprisingly,  the Vale to Faith Bandler AC was 
the most popular posting on our Facebook page 
since it was launched in February 2014: 1,734 hits. 

Diane Hague
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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

21 May: Yvonne Louis
Belongings and belonging
Yvonne migrated from 
Amsterdam to Australia aged 
seven in the 1950s. A Brush 
with Mondrian — uncovering 
secrets of art and family (2010) 
tells how Dutch paintings 
brought to Sydney by her 
family later reconnected her 
with half-siblings, fuelling  her 
appreciation of Amsterdam’s 
art and culture.

18 June: Bonney Djuric
Parramatta Girls Home and 
the Female Factory
Former occupant of the 
Home and founder of 
support network ‘Parragirls’, 
Bonney describes her 
exploration of the profound 
effects of the institutional 
experience and her efforts 
to have the Parramatta site 
developed into a cultural 
memory precinct.

16 July: Prof Jocelyn Chey
No joke China! Coming 
to terms with humour in 
Chinese culture
Professor Chey draws on 
examples from her research 
and extensive career in 
developing relations between 
Australia and China, giving us 
an understanding not only of 
the Chinese language but also 
the social context in which 
that humour is expressed.

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 its changes, successes 
and lessons.

LUNCH HOUR TALKS – third Thursday of the month

Faith Bandler’s State Funeral
The State Funeral at the Great Hall of Sydney University 
on 24 February was a deeply moving farewell. Tributes were 
wrapped in love and respect. She was an elder, activist, 
author and advocate whose tireless commitment was an 
inspiration, both in how she worked as well as what she 
achieved.

Former Labor senator John Faulkner, master of 
ceremonies, said in tribute that Faith’s life ‘stands as a 
testament to how much one person can do to change the 
country they live in and the world they leave behind’.

Deputy Vice-Chancellor Professor Shane Houston, 
acknowledging country, talked of the importance of 
ceremony for entering and leaving territory and for 
entering and leaving life; for holding sorry business; and 
for connecting people, spirit, land and life. Following a 
Paul Robeson rendition of Old Man River, Professor Paul 
Torzillo recalled that Faith, whom he had known since 1972, 
finished school alongside Jessie Street and Lucy Woodcock, 
two great women activists astutely aware of issues of race 
and class. The conviction of Faith’s words would always 
fill a room, he said. She was clear and passionate about 
her conviction. She was a torchbearer for social 
justice, and also an internationalist like one of 
her great mentors, Jessie Street.

Linda Burney, Deputy Leader of the NSW 
Labor Party, spoke of a ‘woman of grace’ who 
quietly and consistently focused on ‘the long 
game’, a leader of skill having tenacity and 
commitment. Faith saw that truth liberates 
and unites us all and this unity would bring 
reconciliation and justice for those who, like 
her father, were robbed of their heritage and 
exploited for their labour. Faith always said, ‘my 
faith is in people’.

Her association with progressive 
organisations was lifelong. In the 1970s, her 
feminist activism for women’s rights emerged 
as intrinsic to her being. Dr Anne Summers 
took us through Faith’s years of feminism. At 
the first meeting in Sydney of the Women’s 
Electoral Lobby, Faith spoke about the daughter 

Above: L Dr Lilon Bandler R: Dr Anne Summers AO (l) and Helen L’Orange AM (r) Below: L: 
Joyce Allen (l) Dr Marie de Lepervanche (r); R: Emelda Davis, President of Australian South Sea 
Islanders (Port Jackson) (l) and Avis Deguaraclubb (r)

of a slave married to a Holocaust survivor who had been 
under ASIO surveillance from 1950 to 1977. She was on 
the Boards of Sydney University Women’s College and of 
Sisters Publishing as well as a longstanding supporter of the 
Jessie Street Trust and the Jessie Street National Women’s 
Library.

To the tune of The Parting Glass sung by friends of the 
Bandler-Llewellyn Family, her daughter Dr Lilon Bandler 
began a loving tribute ‘teasing out the warp and weft’ of 
Faith’s life. Lilon gave us insight into Faith’s courageous 
father and her mother’s quiet, graceful strength. During the 
Depression they softened family hardship with compassion 
and generosity, their motto, ‘if you have more, you should 
share’. Lilon remembered her mother always dressed 
to perfection in suits with matching hats she had made 
herself. She was disdainful of fools and snobs, mischievous 
and funny, gracious and passionate with an open heart 
and generous spirit. Lilon’s memories, steeped in love for 
a woman who had given her life to the causes of human 
rights, human dignity and social justice, echoed in the vast 
hall as Paul Robeson sang Going Home. 

Jozefa Sobski
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LUNCH HOUR TALK  19 FEBRUARY 2015

ASIO: HOW DO WE KNOW WE’RE SAFE?
Speaker: Dr Meredith Burgmann 

With a career spanning academia to the NSW Legislative 
Council, where she retired as President in 2007, Meredith 
Burgmann recently turned her attention to the work of ASIO 
and edited the book, Dirty Secrets: Our ASIO Files (2014).

Meredith asked: ‘How do we know we’re safe?’ In fact, 
‘Are we safe?’ Given ASIO’s long history of incompetence 
and inappropriate behaviour, do we trust them to protect 
us today? Her talk exposed techniques ASIO practised 
thirty years ago, reviewing past history in order to judge 
what ASIO is doing now. 

Meredith confessed to a 
‘slightly ambivalent attitude 
to our secret police’ that she 
believes is shared by most 
people. While opposing 
secret police, we secretly 
hope an ASIO agent is able 
to forestall planting of a 
bomb.

While there have been 
four recent cases where ASIO 
claimed it had discovered 
rings of terrorists (including 

the famous raids where a plastic sword was confiscated), 
ASIO stopped watching Man Monis who should have been 
on their radar — not a record to be proud of. 

Secret police should not be manipulated by party 
politics, but ASIO has been used by conservative politicians 
to spy on radicals. Meredith herself was spied on by 
ASIO during the 1990s when she was a Labor Member 
of Parliament. The last entry in her NSW Special Branch 
File (which shared reports with ASIO) in 1994 recorded 
her ‘clandestine activities’, including being involved in the 
launching of the Broadside Weekly in 1992 in the Parliament 
House Press Conference Room. 

Meredith’s book consists of 27 well-known Australians 
writing about their ASIO files, including David Stratton, 
Michael Kirby, Anne Summers, Jim Bacon, Dennis 
Altman, Lex Watson and Gary Foley. It is also a social 
history of radical activities of the 1960s and 1970s. 

So why did Joan Bielski, who was a Library member and 
education activist, have an ASIO file? Teaching English as 
a second language in Canberra in the 1950s, one of her 
students was Vladimir Petrov. ASIO broke into her flat 
and, discovering books about Russia, started following 
her. In addition to files on members of the Communist 
Party, there are files on anarchists, Maoists, gay activists 
and even early Women’s Libbers. Mistakes occurred. One  
Peter Murphy — a fairly common name — was confused 
with several other Peter Murphys; Anne Summers (who 
was distributing material about condoms) was thought to 
be Doctor of Psychiatry, Dr Anne Cooper (Anne Cooper 
was Summers’ maiden name).  Also of concern in the files 
are redactions — black texta colour through those bits you 
are not meant to see. ASIO argues the main reason for 
redactions is to protect informants or current operatives. 
There is no analysis in the files, nothing that might, for 
example, indicate a change from being an anarchist to 

joining the Labor Party. It compiles ‘silly bits of information’ 
—  metadata. Information is useless until it becomes part of 
an analytical process.

Comments occasionally appear: ‘Anne Summers is 
fashionably, but not very well dressed’. Alan Hardy (Frank 
Hardy’s son) is described as ‘tall and skinny and shares a 
flat in Kings Cross with another man and is very interested 
in theatrics’ — obviously code that they thought he was gay. 
David Stratton was recorded as having gone to the Polish 
National Day reception wearing a red tie. Meredith’s sister, 
Verity, a distinguished professor at Melbourne University, 
found her file contained ten photographs of her on a beach 
in a bikini! In ABC gardening guru Peter Cundall’s file 
there were copies of his Newsletter produced in the 1960s, 
Apple Juice, advising when to pot petunias and what to do 
with cuttings. 

There is evidence of improper activity as well as 
incompetence. The chapter on Frank Hardy reveals that in 
Frank’s criminal libel case where the jury found him not 
guilty, the head of ASIO called for the ASIO files of all the 
jurors. However, what Meredith found most disturbing was 
that ASIO stole her address book in 1970 and investigated 
the names to see whether they had files. This is how she 
found out about Michael Kirby’s file. ASIO also found 
the name of a friend in the Navy: he was removed from 
the cryptography room and sent to Papua New Guinea. 
Students, Christians and the Women’s Movement were 
not a threat to government; they might be a threat to public 
order. But ASIO’s main target was the Communist Party. 
Following a vote in 1951 and the decision that the party was 
a legitimate political organisation, ASIO  still continued 
with its invasive activities.

When Meredith obtained her ASIO papers, she 
discovered that an ASIO man on the third floor of  
Woolworths city supermarket had taken photographs of 
demonstrators across the street on Sydney’s  Town Hall 
steps (something the demonstrators always joked about). 

Summing up, Meredith considered her file with 
reference to the Five ‘I’s of ASIO activities: improper, 
incompetent, irrelevant, inappropriate, and intrusive. 
Given the questionable tactics and modus operandi 
of ASIO in the past, and its current growth, Meredith 
concluded that there is still much to worry about. 
Transcription by Helen Ruby                   Report by Kris Clarke

General donations since February 2015
Donations of money help meet running costs: 
Beau Aspinall, Margaret Bettison, Judith Harrington, 
Ardyce Harris, Heather Haughton, Mary Henderson, 
Riana King, Bronwyn Marks, Barbara Murphy, Caroline 
Phillips, Nancye Rolfe, Jozefa Sobski, Rosalind Wallace

Donations of material expand our collection:
Judith Clark, Jude Conway, Lyn Eggins, James Horn, 
Carlene Winch-Dummett
Australian College of Nursing; Nan Tien Institute 
Library; Routledge Taylor & Francis Group; Spinifex 
Press; The Country Woman; WIRE Women’s 
Information
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LUNCH HOUR TALK  19 MARCH 2015

LADIES OF THE CHINESE TEA ROOMS
Speaker: Dr NicolaTeffer 

We need to celebrate our women curators! Art historian 
Nicola Teffer presented an intriguing glimpse into late 19th 
century Sydney life with tea rooms helping women enter 
social, economic and political roles previously denied to them. 

Nicola curated the Museum of Sydney’s 2014 exhibition, 
‘Celestial City: Sydney’s Chinese Story’. This featured the 

intersection of two 
big political issues 
in late 19th century 
Sydney — the ‘Chinese 
Question’: a threat 
to racial purity? and 
the ‘Great Woman 
Question’: women’s 
right to vote? The 
exhibition also 
focused on 1880s and 
1890s innovations in 
Sydney’s architecture, 
society and industry 
which serendipitously 

opened opportunities for an enterprising Chinese 
businessman — and for modern women. 

She sketched mid-19th century Sydney, described by 
a contemporary as a ‘city of men’ where ‘womenfolk were 
to be seen … shopping’. By contrast, businessmen arrived 
in large numbers at work by 9am, lunched and drank in 
Parisian-style cafeterias from midday to 2pm, returning 
home after 5pm. Men of lower social rank went to men-only 
clubhouses, pubs, ‘oyster saloons’ and ‘cigar divans’. But 
respectable ladies would risk their reputation visiting high 
end dining establishments where men caroused; similarly 
ladies of lesser rank avoided clubs or pubs, frequented only 
by publicans’ wives, daughters or barmaids suspected of 
loose morals. ‘Temperance’ refreshment rooms, established 
by groups like the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, 
and coffee palaces (having Temperance backing also) 
served both men and women but were unpopular for their 
wowserism, unlike 18th century English coffee houses 
(seeding grounds of political dissent). But at least they 
provided toilets. Sydney had no public toilets: in 1880, two 
for men were provided; a single ladies lavatory appeared in 
1901. How did women manage in this man’s world? 

In the early 1880s, Chinese-born Quong Tart opened 
a chain of tea rooms, starting in Sydney’s first two arcades 
— Sydney Arcade in 1881 and the Royal (now Strand) 
Arcade in 1882. A great innovation! Arcades were an ideal 
alternative to hot streets, replete with expansive plate-glass 
window displays; and Quong marketed his innovative 
tea rooms particularly to ‘lady’ patrons: ‘lounges, writing 
tables and lavatories on the first floor’ signified a space for 
ladies in the city equivalent to men’s cigar divans. Visiting 
Quong’s tea rooms quickly became de rigeur: 

we sink down in a shady corner and have scarcely 
time to note the curious decorations … the grinning 
monsters, impossible flowers, and the twisted 
golden dragons writhing so grotesquely by the 
ceiling before our cups of tea are set before us … 

a perfumy deliciousness, served in ware quaint in 
pattern as in form, with little short handled china 
spoons, and … lightly toasted buttered scone of an 
ethereal consistency  
Women of various social ranks benefitted from 

these innovations. Quong’s tea rooms employed Miss 
Sarah Armstrong, whose widowed mother ran a Sydney 
boarding house, and Miss Agnes Jones, who spent time 
in a workhouse after her father deserted the family. ‘Well-
favoured’ Agnes hostessed in Quong’s tea rooms for a 
year or so, then married a patron — the Sydney Morning 
Herald’s financial editor; Sarah, also stylish, graced the tea 
rooms, probably from the age of 15. By the 1890s with 
such waitressing newly ‘respectable’, even society girls 
waitressed for fun and pocket money between ‘coming out’ 
and marriage. Waitressing equated somewhat to modelling 
today. Likewise confectionery: one proprietor declared, 
‘we must have fine looking girls … gentleman, ’specially 
in the matter of sweets, are … the best buyers … Blondes 
are the thing for confectionery’. Other new avenues for 
women displayed in Sydney’s 1888 Centennial Exhibition 
of Women’s Industries included nursing, ambulance work, 
medal photography; ‘typewriter’ work was considered 
particularly respectable. So by the 1890s innovation was 
encouraging a growing number of Sydney women into 
independent lives with more control over their future.

Beyond social cachet and employment, Quong’s tea 
rooms afforded women their first opportunity to meet 
conveniently and across social classes. In 1890 book club 
meetings of the Women’s Literary Society at Quong’s 
Loong Shan tea house included women who would lead 
Australia’s suffragettes: Dora Cook, Rose Scott, Maybanke 
Anderson and Lady Mary Windeyer. Here these women, 
dedicated to promoting equality and women’s rights, 
could organise, rehearse arguments and draft constitutions 
— rather impracticable in private homes. At the Literary 
Society, Maybanke supported by Rose first raised publicly 
in Sydney the issue of women’s right to vote. The 
Womanhood Suffrage League of NSW, formed in 1891 
headed by Rose, Maybanke and Mary met in Quong’s tea 
rooms. Other women’s organisations would follow — the 
Kindergarten Union, and also the National Council of 
Women which brought together the Factory and Working 
Girls Union, the Ladies Typewriting Association and 
Ashfield Children’s Home. And so on. 

Nicola had deftly evoked changing Sydney in the 1880s and 
1890s. Quong’s tea rooms provided not only some counter 
to anti-Chinese racism but also a parallel to coffeehouses of 
Restoration London. They became crucibles for female 
political activism opening a man’s world for modern women. 

Margot Simington

A warm welcome to our new members
Cathy Bloch, Maryellen Galbally, Diana Gray, 
Sherri Hilario, Riana King, Luz Sarno, 
Dominique Tubier, Dori Wisniewski
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, 
NSW Branch
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Josephine Conway: a radical life 
‘Marching down the main streets of Newcastle [NSW] 
in the 1970s, carrying 
a placard supporting 
women’s right to have 
an abortion, Josephine 
Conway was spat on by an 
angry onlooker’ despite 
police outnumberíng the 
marchers.

This comment opens 
my essay, ‘Josephine 
Conway and the Right 
to Choose Abortion 
Coalition’, one of 30 contained in Radical Newcastle* 
launched recently — a milestone in my effort to ensure my 
mother’s activism is cemented in the historical narrative. On 
Josephine’s 80th birthday a friend addressed her as a ‘living 
reminder that “radicalism” is a life, not a political activity’. 
My essay citing Josephine’s archives held by Jessie Street 
National Women’s Library recognises the Library’s role in 
preserving the historical record. Also, the introduction to 
Radical Newcastle notes that many ‘printed notices’ radicals 
used have disappeared but some are preserved in special 
collections like our Library.

Radical Newcastle is a must-read for anyone interested in 
fascinating stories of protest — including Josephine’s.

Jude Conway
* James Bennett, Nancy Cushing, Erik Eklund (eds) Radical Newcastle (2015)
which Jude has donated to the Library. 

BOOK REVIEW
Joan London The Golden Age 
Vintage Books, 2014
ISBN: 9781741666441
This is Australian writer Joan 
London’s third novel. Her first, 
Gilgamesh (2001), won the Age 
Book of the Year for fiction in 
2002 and was longlisted for the 
Orange Prize and the IMPAC 
Dublin Literary Award. Her 
second, The Good Parents, won the 
2009 Christina Stead Prize for 

fiction. Her two prize-winning story collections (Sister Ships, 
which won the Age Book of the Year in 1986, and Letter 
to Constantine, which won both the Steele Rudd Award in 
1994 and the WA Premier’s Award for fiction) appeared in 
2010 as a single volume, The New Dark Age. 

Her ironically-titled new novel, The Golden Age, does 
not disappoint. Shortlisted for several prizes including the 
2015 Stella Prize and longlisted for the 2015 Miles Franklin 
Award, it conveys warmth, compassion and emotional 
maturity without unnecessary detail. It inspires with a 
paucity of words as does affective poetry, capturing the 
kernel of emotion without overdoing the narrative.

This is demonstrated most aptly in the chief character 
Frank, a Holocaust survivor, child refugee from war-torn 
Europe and polio victim, who discovers his vocation 
as a poet very early in the story. His discovery gives him 
a purpose: ‘Now that he knew he was a poet, he felt 
stronger’. He records impressions of life as a polio victim 
on a prescription pad found in a car park at the Infectious 
Diseases Branch of Royal Perth Hospital. At the IDB he 
meets Sullivan Backhouse, a fellow polio victim trapped in 
an iron lung. Sullivan becomes Frank’s 18 year old muse, 
showing him how to compose poetry in his imagination. 
The opening fragment of Sullivan’s poem The Snowfield 
about the ceiling above his iron lung initiates Frank’s 
attempts at poetry: ‘Overnight/it must have snowed/this is 
all/I can see now’. Sullivan tells him ‘poetry doesn’t have 
to be about heroics ... It could be about personal things’.

The Golden Age is based on an isolated convalescent 
home of that name for child victims of the 1950s polio 
epidemic, a home which operated in Leederville, WA from 
1949 to 1959. A recurrent image gives texture and context 
to the story: lights from a nearby factory  were ‘aglow in the 
evening sky, but the Golden Age [home] … shadowy and 
silent’. Frank, aged 13, transferred from the IDB to the 
Golden Age, ‘felt like a pirate landing on an island of little 
maimed animals … All of them, like him, stranded, wanting 
to go home’. He meets London’s other main protagonist, 
Elsa, also a polio sufferer. Attracted to her, almost the same 
age as Frank and older than most other residents, he voices 
his feelings in poetic brevity: ‘Your bed was empty today/
when I looked for you./Why?’

London explores a powerful theme, adaption to new 
environments. Frank adapts to moving from IDB to the 
Golden Age; his parents must adapt to the foreignness 
of Australia. Interwoven are terrifying glimpses of the 
ordeal endured by Frank and parents Ida and Meyer Gold, 
Hungarian Jews displaced by war. As for the waves of 

refugees continuing to reach modern Australia, so in the 
1950s it seemed a safe haven for Jews persecuted by Nazism. 
Ida and Meyer find life in Australia strange: Ida, a trained 
concert pianist, is tense and angry, unable to play after 
arrival in Australia; Meyer, optimistic and buoyant, finds 
solace in a driving job delivering soft drinks. Community 
fear of contagion affected parents of polio victims who 
felt the pain of separation from ill children, as well as of 
rejection by neighbours and friends. Elsa’s mother ‘had 
withdrawn from most people’. Separation from parents 
left space for Frank and Elsa to grow towards each other. She 
became ‘his homing point, the place he returned to. His 
escape, his refuge. His park, his river, his track’. He notes on 
his prescription pad the intention to write poetry ‘For Elsa’.

Each character is drawn carefully. Staff at the Golden Age 
have real lives. We share the excitement of the 1954 Royal 
Visit with patients and staff and revisit a ‘colonial’ Australia 
most of us have forgotten. Ida’s piano performance at the 
Queen’s Concert revitalises her life, and people realise that 
New Australians enrich our culture. Nuances of each character’s 
perspective create rich, satisfying layering of the plot. 

Death, a frequent visitor, is noted but not anguished over 
— for despite dark subject matter this is a novel of hope. Lives 
continue. New generations are not constrained by parents’ 
burdens. The Golden Age is about Frank’s dawning realisation 
of himself, not about lives afflicted by polio. The novel’s 
tantalising coda set 50 years later (a rather large leap) ties up 
ends somewhat tritely, reassuring readers that affection and 
bonds forged during long convalescence are life-sustaining.

Barbara Henery
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Capital Investment Fund
Since it was launched in September 2009, the Capital 
Investment Fund has reached $221,824. Our target is $500,000, 
the interest from which will provide essential support for 
Library operations. If you wish to contribute, please indicate 
on the membership/donation form on this page.
CIF donations since February 2015: 
Julie James Bailey, Margaret Bettison, Cathy Bloch,
Janette Boot, Sue Comrie-Thomson, Elizabeth Evatt, 
Clodagh Harrison, Mary Henderson, Barbara Henery, 
Sybil Jack, Robyn Mathison, Monique Reiher, Jill Roe, 
Margot Simington

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

Howl For a Black Cockatoo 
When is a book something more than a book? An invitation 
to the Library for the launch in March of a limited edition 
book, Howl For a Black Cockatoo, was no surprise. Library 
members and artists, Gwen Harrison and Sue Anderson 
had consulted the Library and had taken much interest in 
Dr Eileen Baldry’s 2014 Lunch Hour Talk, ‘Women, Girls 
and Pathways to Prison’. But the Library knew little of their 
project except that it concerned girls under 16 incarcerated 
between 1871 and 1888 in the former convict prison on 
Cockatoo Island in Sydney Harbour — and that the arresting 
book title recalls the girls’ cries heard from the mainland. 

Barbara Henery and I, on arrival and sighting the book — 
its large 52x30 cm artpaper pages turned caringly by the curator 
in white gloves — then realised why we were in the Brenda May 
Gallery, no ordinary book launch venue: Gwen and Sue had 
produced an artwork in the livre d’artiste tradition. This genre, 
stemming from earlier avant-garde art movements, flowered in 
the late 20th century aimed at elevating book illustration to 
the creation of books which themselves are artworks. 

The two artists had been inspired to speak for voiceless 
and stateless people worldwide. They had worked 

collaboratively from 
the initial concept 
to the final design, 
drawing on Alice 
in Wonderland, on 
nursery rhymes and 
on reporting about 
Cockatoo Island 
contained in 1870s 
official reports 
about NSW’s ‘Public 
Charities’. Together 
they wrote a prose 
context for the girls’ 

appalling experiences and their often noisy, sometimes 
riotous, responses. Sue hand set and printed the text on 
a vintage proofing press; Gwen’s ten very moving sugar 
lift etchings 52x60 cm printed on a French etching press 
were folded into the book. Altogether a celebration of the 
printmaker’s art.

The NSW State Library has bought No 1 of this valuable 
artwork, an edition of only 25 handcrafted books (Codex 5). 
The authors have kindly offered to donate two prints from 
it to the Library: a colophon of acknowledgments including 
Jessie Street National Women’s Library; the other, titled 
‘The Sheilas are Wrecking the Joint’, suitable for framing.

Margot Simington
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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.


