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This book and its accompanying exhibition owe so  

much to the hard work, time and generosity of many 

people. My profound gratitude cannot be expressed in  

these few lines nor can they do justice to the impact  

of each contribution, which has been deeply felt and  

much appreciated. 

Treasured Possessions was inspired by the Love in Objects  

project that was run by a group of artists and academics in 

London in 2014. Love in Objects engaged with people aged  

over 55 who were isolated or experiencing low levels of 

physical or mental wellbeing. Each participant brought to 

the group one or more items that were special to them and 

then made a decorated box in which to house their objects. 

These boxes were then displayed at the Love in Objects 

exhibition at the local community centre in Bromley by 

Bow. The project’s leader, Jane Mackelworth, a graduate 

student at the Queen Mary Centre for History of Emotions, 

was exceptionally generous in sharing her ideas and 

experiences of running this outreach program over a coffee 

at the Wellcome Institute in London in the summer of 2015. 

She explained how giving seniors the opportunity to tell 

their stories and express their identities through objects was 

an incredibly positive experience for all involved. Inspired 

by Jane’s enthusiasm for community engagement projects, 
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I embarked on Treasured Possessions project together with 

Sydney’s Education and Outreach Officer, Gabriel Watts.

I am exceptionally grateful to the Australian Research 

Council’s Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions 

(CHE) for the opportunity to share my research on emotions 

and material culture in this unique way. We have been 

encouraged and financially supported in our endeavours 

since the project’s inception. Special thanks must be 

given to Dr Juanita Ruys (Director of the Sydney node of 

the CHE), Professor Andrew Lynch (Director of the CHE), 

Tanya Tuffrey and Craig Lyons for their ongoing support 

and advice. We are also extremely fortunate to have been 

assisted by Erika Von Kaschke, Lucy Burnett, Katrina Tap 

and Kieran O’Shea with our webpages, press and social 

media. It is an immense pleasure working with such 

wonderful colleagues across Australia. 

Crucially, Treasured Possessions benefited from a  

Liveable Communities Grant (LCG) from New South Wales 

Government’s Department of Family and Community 

Services (FACS). We are particularly grateful to Erin Donohue 

and Jason Kara at FACS for their ongoing assistance with 

the grant administration. We were able to develop our 

project under their guidance and benefited from workshops 

that enabled us to think more about the sustainability of the 

initiative. The grant allowed us to incorporate a museum 

visit, produce this publication and hold an exhibition at no 

cost to the participants or the community. The LCG grant 

will also fund a best practice resource pack for work with 

emotionally meaningful objects. The resource pack will 

show how the history of emotions and the affective value 

invested in personally meaningful objects can be harnessed 

to address the mental health issues associated with isolation 

and disadvantage. This model will ensure that the Treasured 

Possessions project can be undertaken by other service 



providers including retirement trusts, local government 

ageing services, and museum and cultural services. 

During the planning of the project we were given generous 

advice and support from several community and non-

profit organisations. We are especially grateful to Darinka 

Radinovic from Multicultural Services at Wollongong City 

Council for her guidance and in identifying Dapto as an 

area in which to run this program. In addition, Tracey 

Needham from Wollongong City Council Cultural Services 

charitably included information about our project in the 

Seniors Festival information booklet. We were also assisted 

by Franca Facci at the Migration Heritage Project (MHP)  

who generously made available their email lists and  

assisted in circulating information about the workshops.

Treasured Possessions also benefited from extensive 

support from The University of Sydney. We thank Sarah 

Taylor and Jay Chandra from the School of Literature Art 

and Media as well as Penelope Harvey, Kay Winton and 

Yvette Zuidema from the Research Portfolio. Jennifer 

Peterson-Ward from The University of Sydney Media  

Office also generously gave her time to help us to promote 

and raise awareness of the project through local and 

national news outlets. Similarly, we thank Dallas Bastian 

from Aged Care Insite and Agron Latifi from the Illawarra 

Mercury and Advertiser Lake Times for promoting  

Treasured Possessions within the community.

We are incredibly grateful for the support of Robyn Lyons  

from Multicultural Aged Care Illawarra at Warrawong 

who enabled a group of seniors to attend the project by 

organising a mini bus each week as well as a number of 

carers and volunteers. Thanks to the dedication of Debbie 

Lincolin, Melissa Stibbard, Kate Primorac, Barbara Bevis 

and Leeane Marchant, seniors from the Village were able 
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to participate in all the activities. Similarly, we thank Anna 

Richardson at the Specialist Mental Health Service for Older 

People in the Illawarra Shoalhaven Health district for joining 

us and providing valuable feedback. 

We are also thankful to a number of guest speakers who 

added to the richness of the program. In the second week, 

museum guides Suzi and Alda took us on a superb tour  

of the living museum Meroogal House in Nowra. 

Overflowing with the treasured possessions of the former 

occupants, we were transported into the lives of four 

generations of local women through their private histories 

and possessions. We are grateful to Nicole Ison at Sydney 

Living Museums for opening the house especially for  

our group and arranging these fascinating tours. In week  

six of the program, Dr Angela Hesson from the CHE at  

The University of Melbourne and the National Gallery  

of Victoria travelled all the way from Melbourne to give a 

talk on her forthcoming exhibition on Love and on how 

to prepare an exhibition. Her fascinating research was 

thought-provoking and her tips on curating indispensable. 

Finally, in our penultimate week, Ashley Hally-Burton  

and her team from the Illawarra Retirement Trust (IRT)  

came to film one of our sessions and gave the participants 

the chance to talk about their experiences learning  

about the history of emotions and being involved in 

Treasured Possessions. 

The portrait photography for the exhibition was done by 

the wonderfully talented Jason Cole from Cole Studios in 

Wollongong. Jason went above and beyond in creating 

the beautiful portraits that are central to the exhibition; his 

warmth and skill radiate through these images. In addition, 

some of the participants were involved in the photography 

of the group’s treasured possessions. Special thanks much 

be given to Dawn Smith and Susan Barnett for their skill  



and care in photographing these precious items. 

In the final week of our workshops we were able to launch  

a preview exhibition at Wollongong City Library thanks to 

Lisa Matuzelis who helped us to secure the display area. 

This was a lovely way to highlight the project within the 

community and we are grateful for this opportunity. We 

have been assisted with the exhibition by Kiki Gillam at 

Wollongong Art Gallery and Megan McKell from Cultural 

Services at Wollongong City Council who charitably made 

their plinths available to us at no cost.

None of these elements would have come together  

without the hard work of Eva Castle and Gabriel Watts. 

We are exceptionally grateful to our facilitator, Eva Castle, 

whose expertise in museums and galleries and community 

projects has been invaluable for the success of this project. 

Her keen eye for detail, skill in oral history, and care for the 

participants has been most deeply appreciated. Eva also 

carefully undertook the proofreading of this collection.  

It has been a pleasure to work with her and we are 

immensely grateful for her hard work. Gabriel Watts,  

who worked alongside me in developing and delivering 

this initiative, has kept the project, and me, grounded and 

has had an unfailing optimism that is necessary for such 

ambitious ideas. Drawing upon years of experience in 

community engagement, and vast stores of patience,  

he has kept this project running and contributed more 

than can be written here. In the many hours that Gabe 

spent driving to and from Dapto we shared interesting 

and amusing conversation, numerous coffee stops and 

the occasional visit to Dapto Chicken King. I am deeply 

indebted to him for all he has done.

These acknowledgements show how so many people came 

together to make this project possible. Yet the true success 
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of Treasured Possessions lies in the participants who came 

with an open mind, and were keen to learn and ready to 

share their personal histories. We could not have wished 

for a more wonderful group and are truly privileged to have 

met and worked with them. Together, they formed a group 

in which trust, empathy and new friendships allowed their 

most precious memories to be shared. What they have 

created together is something for which emotion words  

can barely describe. My hope is that this book can make 

tangible some of the wonderful experiences of sharing  

that have made this project truly special. 

 

Kimberley-Joy Knight 

The University of Sydney 

July 2016
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Objects have the power to carry and evoke strong emotions. 

They have a unique ability to open pathways to the past  

and to elicit feelings such as love, sacrifice, sadness,  

and kindness. Because of the emotional power of objects,  

people develop strong attachments to possessions.  

Objects provide us with a meaningful connection to 

our own past and to the past lives of others; they are not 

inanimate but emotionally charged and pregnant with 

meaning. Our treasured possessions are conduits for 

understanding many facets of human life. 

As the histories in this collection demonstrate, treasured 

possessions provide invaluable insights into our identities,  

values and emotional bonds. Because of the rich sources of 

knowledge that lie within treasured possessions, historians  

are increasingly turning their attention to ‘material culture’. 

Scholars are trying to understand the emotional nature of  

objects and how this might change over time and place.

While memory is fragile, treasured possessions might be 

seen as devices for storing the past and the feelings that 

were experienced at particular moments. The physicality 

of objects provides a defence against fleeting memory 

and precarious identity in a mutable world. Rather than 

viewing them as containers of the past, we might view 

treasured possessions as channels that lead us through 

emotional connections to times, places, events, persons 

and sensations. When the stories behind cherished items 

are told, material culture can take on a new significance for 

the observer, transferring or inducing emotions beyond the 

context to which they were originally connected.

The histories collected in this volume were produced  

during an eight-week series of workshops on the History  

of Emotions and material culture, held in Dapto, New South 

Wales. The project encouraged its participants, seniors aged 

65-94, to reflect on treasured objects from their own lives as 

a way of connecting with the past and with others. Sharing 

our research on the history of emotions encouraged the 

participants to think about the past in new ways, and with 

‘things’. Learning how emotions shape history enabled the 

participants to expand their emotional literacy and explore 

the capacity of objects to take on affective significance. 

The oral histories were taken over several weeks by Eva Castle 

and Kimberley-Joy Knight. Unlike traditional oral histories 

that focus largely on empirical information (who, what, 

where, when), Treasured Possessions sought to understand 

the past through emotions. Through asking open questions, 

summarising, reflecting and clarifying, the participants were 

encouraged to move beyond ‘the facts’. As part of the open 

questions, the seniors were asked to reflect on how they felt 

when they acquired the object they had selected from their 

possessions; what kind of emotions and memories the item 

evokes; and how their feelings towards the object may have 

changed over time. They were also asked how they feel 

when they touch, hold or use the item and to think about any 

rituals or regular interactions that they have. Summarising, 

reflecting and clarifying ensured that the oral histories 

were not only precise but were focussed on emotions and 

emotional history. Further information about this method is 

available through the Treasured Possessions resource pack. 

Introduction
Treasured Possessions

Kimberley-Joy Knight
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Each treasured possession in this collection unlocks 

different emotions, thoughts, ideas and experiences; these 

states of being might have been lost without the histories 

recorded here. The histories have been grouped to take 

the reader and observer on a journey through a series of 

significant thematic strands, and to highlight some ways  

of exploring and understanding the complexity of emotions 

and material culture. The reader will undoubtedly draw 

other parallels and shared meanings across the histories  

and the exhibition; such is the richness of emotional life 

and the power of treasured possessions to elicit a response 

from both the owner and the observer. 

Our treasured possessions often connect us to a particular 

time or series of events. For the generation of seniors 

who participated in the project, wars have left an indelible 

imprint on their lives. In their memoirs, Roma Bates,  

Thurid Downey and Alice Scott explain how the events of 

war shaped their identities as mothers, wives and daughters. 

The emotions experienced during these years can be re-

experienced through their treasured possessions. When 

Alice opens a bag that was a gift from her father, she ‘can 

feel all the sorrow, pain, joy and laughter [she] experienced 

during the war years’. The physical qualities of these objects 

also speak of the horrors of war. Roma Bates’ cameo brooch, 

now covered in verdigris, was carried by her husband 

through thirteen months of rain, sweat and trauma in the 

Vietnam War. This aide memoire connected Roma to her 

husband during this time of separation and through the 

cameo unfolds a powerful story of love and loss. Thurid’s 

shawl, which evokes both the tyranny of the post-WWII 

occupation of Germany by the Russians and a powerful 

bond to her grandmother, is saturated with tears shed by 

the woman who cared for her. The histories in this section 

confront and demonstrate the courage and strength of  

the participants who lived through these events.

Inherited possessions connected to family history have the  

power to carry an emotional resonance across generations.  

Joyce Webb, with the help of her son, researched the  

history of the Temperance Society, an organisation in  

which her great-grandfather and uncle had played an 

important role. During her oral history interview, Joyce 

explained her findings and reflected on the importance 

for her of the personal and social impact of signing the 

temperance pledge. The temperance medal that was passed 

on to her embodies the family’s achievements and remains 

a great source of pride. In his reflections on his family’s 

history in Wollongong, Ron Nethery shared photographs 

that tell of a relationship between father and son. Ron’s 

admiration and respect for his father is told through a 

collection of photographs and memorabilia related to 

their shared hobbies of soapbox derbies, pushbikes and 

motorcycles. These cherished accolades keep that sense of 

pride, achievement, and connection alive, and as Ron told 

us: ‘I was very proud of him, I still am.’

Photographs were also selected as cherished items by 

Giuseppe Lemme and Alex Laczko. Giuseppe brought a 

camera with him to several of the workshops and explained 

how he had used it to create a family photograph – his 

vision of a family, as his father had wanted – using a 

selection of images. His father died in the war and the 

family had never had a photo together. This camera 

highlights how material culture can be used as intermediary, 

to create and forge a sense of identity. For Alex Laczko,  

the photograph of his beautiful wife keeps her memory 

alive. Looking at her picture, Alex recollects her beauty  

and intelligence, producing a vivid image of her and of  

their life together.
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Place, identity and emotion were strong themes throughout  

the Treasured Possessions project. Many of the participants  

had migrated to Australia and the items that they treasure 

often have a dual association with past and present homeland. 

These objects demonstrate the power of cherished items to 

bridge time and place, and to offer reassurance and a feeling 

of belonging. Mirella Roso explains how her keys, which 

belonged to the trunk that kept her family’s belongings when  

they migrated to Australia in 1949, have a power over her 

feelings. When she holds them in her hands the memories 

of her life in Italy come flooding back as if it were only 

yesterday. It has been suggested by Sherry Turkle that 

objects are inseparable companions to our emotional lives 

and that they stimulate us to think in a two-way exchange: 

we ‘think with the objects we love’ and thus ‘love the objects 

we think with’. Although the keys are tinged with sadness 

and bitterness, Mirella reveals that there is a feeling of 

contentment in knowing that they are there as a link to her 

former country. Similarly, Dawn Smith explains how her 

beloved chaise transports her back to memories of family 

as well as feelings of love and security. Painting a beautiful 

image of her mother’s chaise in the family home in South 

Africa, Dawn shares how when she was struggling to feel 

part of the country, to belong and to feel a connection,  

she needed the chaise to anchor her. While there is nostalgia 

and grief associated with places and moments to which we 

cannot return, the existence of physical objects can provide 

comfort and assurance in the present. 

The strong emotional bond between mother and daughter  

is explored in the memoirs of Pam Down and Susan Barnett.  

Both Susan and Pam cherish delicate locks of hair, as well  

some other valued items which are connected to their 

mothers. After her mother had passed away, Pam discovered 

a lock of her own hair that her mother had cut when she 

was a child. For Pam, this lock symbolises her mother’s 

love and all the care and support that she received. Susan 

possesses two locks of her mother’s hair and eloquently 

described them as filaments of an aging process bound 

with lovely memories. The delicate threads, along with a 

cherished photograph of her mother on her wedding day, 

ensure that she is always in Susan’s heart and will never 

be forgotten. Humbled and grateful to have these items in 

her care, they are a reminder to Susan of the extraordinary, 

compassionate, generous woman who raised her. 

Maureen Lyndon’s history about a cup and saucer given 

to her by her grandmother demonstrates how possessions 

locate us within networks of relationships. Later in life, 

when Maureen found out that she had been adopted, the 

gifts from her grandmother helped her to understand that 

she had never been treated differently from any of the 

other grandchildren. Such keepsakes play an important 

role in cementing familial bonds and help to define how 

we think about ourselves and others. The bond between 

grandparents and grandchildren is also expressed in the 

memoirs of Glenrae Barker and Evelyne Allison. Glenrae’s 

chair reveals two layers of history: one that connects it to 

its place of origin – Ireland – and another that is a personal 

history of her childhood in Australia. The chair brings 

Glenrae great satisfaction because of this duality: it is both 

an artefact and a reminder of cherished times spent with 

her grandparents. Treasured possessions are rich sources 

of human experience because they transcend time and 

can be loci for a multiplicity of feelings and memories. 

Indeed, our most cherished objects often grow with us, 

accumulating significance over time. For Evelyne, the 

simple gingham tablecloths made by her grandmother 

evoke feelings of sadness and loss but also an enduring 

sense that no one loved her more. The hours that Evelyne 
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and her grandmother spent talking and reminiscing are 

caught up in the stitching on these precious pieces of 

cloth. Anna Lemme’s design book, an item that she has 

treasured alongside her sewing machine, gives a deeply 

personal insight into how making clothing is an emotional 

investment in the family. The unique items that Anna 

created have not only brought her great happiness and  

pride but show how, through emotional labour, she has 

given something of herself to her children. 

Objects are powerful mediators in relationships. For Joan 

Nethery and Elizabeth Kennedy, their treasured possessions 

connect them to their late husbands and to the experiences 

that they shared together. Joan’s china reminds her of 

their trip to Scotland and she recounted the experience of 

walking down the Royal Mile as if it were only yesterday. 

Through the china the place, person and emotions  

are simultaneously recalled. In her history, Elizabeth  

evokes wonderful memories of her time living in France.  

The sculpture, which she bought at the Clignancourt markets, 

has pride of place in her home, reflecting the centrality of the 

experience of living in Paris with her husband. The sculpture 

has a great emotional power and affects her in such a deep 

way that Elizabeth found that there were almost no words 

to describe its significance. In this memoir it is evident that 

material items can embody more emotional power than the 

language that can be used to describe them. 

Patrick Gunning explains how his treasured stamp 

collection provides clues about the emotional value it had 

for its long lost creator. By examining the careful placement 

of stamps, the beautiful accompanying handwriting, and 

the gently thumbed pages which bear the imprint of the 

former owner, Patrick explores the emotions that people 

put into these collections, considering the joy, passion and 

relief that could be experienced. Patrick’s keen observations 

about his stamp collections show how objects can convey 

a sensory perception of the past through smell, sight, touch, 

and texture. The smell of lavender and cigar smoke that have 

permeated the pages offer another emotional access point 

to the past. For Patrick, the feel of the object and the feelings 

that they evoke demonstrate how emotional value can be 

transferred from one owner to the next. Similarly, books were 

highly treasured by Deirdre A. Armstrong’s family. Dispersed 

throughout the pages of her family bible are layers of history 

that tell of family struggle, belief and journey. Pressed 

flowers, snippets of poetry, cut-out newspaper articles and 

letters, leave traces of Deirdre’s forebears. Understanding 

the beliefs of her ancestors has allowed her to discover a 

personal belief system in which the emotions of joy and 

contentment are central to a love of humanity and life. 

A respect for Mother Nature, the care of the management of 

land and bush craft, is the theme of Frances Elliott’s memoir. 

Her fox pelt, prepared and given to her by her late husband, 

symbolises the connection that they shared to the land.  

The fur is something that Frances will always treasure as it is  

a bond to her second husband. Della Pippen’s much-loved  

pendant is also connected to the natural environment as 

her son found the stone at Lightning Ridge in the 1970s. 

After her son’s tragic early passing, her husband had the 

stone set into the pendant as a Mother’s Day gift; as Della 

explains, it was a gift from both her husband and her 

son. An appreciation for the emotional attachment to 

treasured possessions unfolds as Della recounts how the 

item was stolen and then returned to her by a thief with a 

guilty conscience. This remarkable history illustrates how 

emotional value outweighs the fiscal worth.

To close this collection, Joy McKay’s response to her 

treasured possessions – a card and sculpture given to  

her by her granddaughter – illustrates the power of  
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material items to change and shape our emotions.  

On days when she is feeling down, these items uplift her 

and help her to realise that good things can come out of 

awful times. Joy provides the resonating words on which 

this book ends: ‘in one sense, this card and sculpture are  

just things, but they’re precious to me because of the 

emotions and memories they evoke’.

This project seeks to honour and respect the lives of the 

participants. While the volume does mention historical  

and personal events which may have had a significant 

impact on the lives of individuals, communities and 

countries, readers are encouraged to consult additional 

historical studies to supplement the information and 

experiences shared here. Every care has been taken to 

ensure that the written histories remain faithful to the  

oral histories that were recorded. To allow the voices of  

the participants to speak through their narratives, we  

have made minimal editorial interventions in the text.  

Alex Laczko, aged 94, was the oldest participant and 

attended the programme with the support of care workers  

at the Multicultural Village in Warrawong. His memoir  

was spoken in Hungarian and, with his permission,  

was translated into English by Eva Castle.

During one group discussion in the Treasured Possessions 

workshops, the participants likened the exploration of 

emotions through objects to unlocking a box. Many of  

the treasured possessions had indeed been kept in boxes,  

or safely stored away in cabinets, chests or cupboards.  

The process of opening these safe spaces was likened  

to releasing emotions. In many ways, this book too is  

like opening a treasure trove of emotional histories.  

The participants from the project lead us through some 

of their most profound life experiences and show how 

emotions make history.
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Cameo Brooch

Before I married Jim in 1958, he gave me this cameo  

and it was beautiful. I’d never been given something so 

expensive as the brooch. I was a country girl and had  

never been anywhere much. When he gave it to me  

I thought it was wonderful. I think that was the day he  

said to me: if you’ve got any photos of your old flames,  

you’d better burn them because you won’t need them 

anymore! He was declaring his love but I don’t know 

whether he knew he was. I wore the cameo nearly every  

day from the moment he gave it to me.

When my husband was sent to Vietnam in 1965, we had 

three little girls aged 3, 2 and 1 year old. The day he left us,  

I gave him the brooch with a little note tucked in the back  

of it as a good luck charm to keep him safe:

The first gift you ever gave me darling, please keep it with 

you and know that no matter where you may go, I’m always 

with you. May God bless you dear Jim and keep you safe ‘til 

we meet again. Your very loving wife and children with love.

The day he left I was sad and terrified, but at the same time  

I was very proud of this wonderful husband and daddy.  

Two weeks after he left, I was told that I was carrying twins. 

It was nearly two months before I received any mail from 

Roma Bates
Most treasured possessions–

My cameo brooch and  
my father-in-law’s war medals

~
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him and one day a big batch of letters came all tied together. 

He had been receiving my letters to him.

This poor, dilapidated brooch looked much better 59 years 

ago, but now it has history. I wore it all the time for eight 

years but have not worn it since 1965 when I gave it, and 

all my love, to Jim when he left for Vietnam. I treasure the 

brooch because it, and my Jim, came back safely although 

both were a little worse for wear after thirteen months  

of rain, sweat and trauma in Vietnam. He had worn it the 

whole time next to his heart. That’s why it’s so filthy, and  

I have never worn it since. 

I have strong memories of the Vietnam Veterans’  

march in Sydney on 3rd October 1987. There was such an 

outpouring of emotion because it had taken nearly twenty 

years for those men and women to be welcomed back 

from the war zone. There had been marches for the WWI 

and WWII Diggers but the Vietnam Veterans had never 

been given a Welcome Home March. There were so many 

tears of relief and pent up feelings from the fact that many 

Australians thought there had not actually been a war zone. 

On that day, the crowds in Sydney put that right, but  

many of those young men and women had suffered great  

trauma and many did not survive the stress and guilt of  

the Vietnam War. 

When I was asked why I haven’t worn the cameo after he 

returned it to me, I found that I really don’t know. That’s 

his sweat on it and the colour changed, now it’s all covered 

in verdigris. It’s a memory now, a memory of hard times. 

When I look at it I think to myself: I got through that, he  

got through that, ... we got through it. Every time I look at it  

I think: I did a good job, he did a good job. To me the  

cameo is powerful and has a very strong family history. 

 

War medals

When I visited Meroogal House it seemed to me that  

though things may change, feelings are still paramount in 

everyday life. History shows that bad feelings can change 

the world and good feelings can reunite the world. I thought 

of my dear father-in-law and I treasure the Military Cross 

medal he received at Buckingham Palace for bravery in 

World War I. He returned home safely after being wounded 

twice. I do not know how or if he changed as he was in  

his early twenties and single at that time. I also thought of 

my wonderful father who served in Singapore, Malaya and 

New Guinea in WWII and I treasure the extremely long 

letter that he wrote to Mum and us four kids who were aged 

between ten and one year at that time. Dad also returned 

safely, but for a long time he was not the bright and breezy 

father who left us some three years before.

It’s a memory now, a memory of 

hard times. When I look at it I think 

to myself: I got through that, he got 

through that, ... we got through it. 

Every time I look at it I think: I did a 

good job, he did a good job. To me  

the cameo is powerful and has a  

very strong family history. 
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This shawl dates back to the year 1946. It was handmade  

by my grandmother whom I called Oma. She came into  

my life in the year 1945. It was a very critical year, a year  

that determined to shape the little girl I was then into the 

woman I have become.

 

When I met my grandma for the first time I was seven  

years old. It was April of 1945. Until then I was a totally 

innocent little girl who had no idea what the word ‘evil’ 

meant. It all started in early January 1945. We lived in  

West Prussia and had to run for our lives from the ever 

nearer coming fighting front. We were lucky enough to  

be able to get on the last train that moved westwards.  

These were cattle wagons with wounded soldiers from  

the frontline along with some refugees.

When we arrived in Berlin I experienced dreadful air raids 

and learned very quickly what true fear was, for the bombs 

were falling every day and we spent most of our nights in 

the cellar. Finally, my very sick mother and I were sent to  

my grandmother who lived in a tiny village in the country  

in northern Germany. Oma had only seen me as a little 

Thurid Downey
Most treasured possession–

My grandmother’s shawl

 

This shawl is priceless because  

of the emotions connected to it.
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baby, so I did not remember her. When I met her, she was 

a little woman who was slightly overweight with a beautiful 

round smiling face. Her thin hair was tied in a knot at the 

back of her head. She was present when the most terrible 

things a little girl could experience happened to me.

It was May 1945 and on the 8th of this month the war had 

ended. The Nazis surrendered and the Russians marched in 

where we lived. Even though I was only young, this day is 

burnt into my memory as if it happened yesterday. I was in 

the kitchen with my grandma helping her to prepare a pea 

soup. It was a beautiful sunny day and I was wondering  

why I heard all this thunder seeing that there were no clouds 

in the sky. Thurid, Oma said, that is no thunder! It’s cannons 

shooting. The Russians are coming! We had already fled 

from the Russians in January that year and now they were 

coming again.

Opa (Grandpa) and Oma decided to go and hide in the  

nearby forest. While we were sitting there in the bushes,  

Oma lamented all the time about the beautiful pea soup  

she had left on the stove, for it would burn and not taste  

so good anymore. When I look back at it today I think it is 

really funny. She was worried about the pea soup on a day 

like that. So Opa decided we should leave our hiding spot 

and go back home.

While sitting around the table, and enjoying Oma’s pea 

soup, suddenly the door swung open and in stormed a 

young man in a tattered and torn brown uniform with very 

grotty boots on his feet. Striding up and down in the room 

he screamed one word: Schnapps! Schnapps!

I sat there with very big eyes observing what was going on.  

Oma and Opa exchanged some looks and while Opa 

nodded, Oma got up and indicated to the young soldier  

to follow her into the larder. A short while later he came out. 

Spewing and spitting, he left the house. Oma had offered 

him some of her homemade raspberry syrup. This was the 

first Russian I encountered. He was young and harmless, 

only wanting schnapps alcohol. From this time on the 

Russian soldiers roamed around the village plundering  

and raping. One night it happened in our house.  

They were banging on the door screaming Frau! Frau! 

(Woman! Woman!). Full of fear I crawled into bed with my 

mother and then they came in and raped us. It was terrible. 

I thought we were getting killed. My grandma and grandpa 

were held at bay by one soldier pointing a pistol at them. 

A couple of years later, after Opa had died, my grandma 

came to live with us. I remember her making this shawl. 

After it was finished it was always around her shoulders. 

Often she would sit and look at me while tears ran down  

her cheeks and she would wipe them away with the shawl. 

To me, this shawl is very precious. It still connects me with 

my grandmother and I am very glad that I am able to share 

this very emotional story. When I think of all this today  

I must say that I have made peace with the past. War has  

its victims on all sides. Why war? Let’s strive for peace!  

Love conquers all. This shawl is priceless because of the 

emotions connected to it.
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I was born at the beginning of the Great Depression in  

a small town called Clydebank in Scotland. We grew up  

with pride, although we were poor. Clydebank had Brown’s 

Shipyard, which built the Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth,  

the Royal Yacht Britannia as well as the Hood and Vanguard. 

As time went by the shipyard had to close, putting hundreds 

of men out of work – it was terrible for them. They were 

called ‘The Pride of the Clyde’, as the ships were built on  

the famous River Clyde. 

Then more horror came. Singer, who manufactured sewing 

machines, were an American company. They employed 

thousands of people from Glasgow and the surrounding 

area. They kept their gates open by employing some for 

two days, others for three days, then vice versa. My dad had 

a garden of vegies and it was my job to take some of the 

produce to the old people who were starving. It made me 

cry to see the gratitude on their faces. The butchers would 

give us free bones to make soup. 

Then war was on the horizon. My dad’s brother had 

meningitis when he was a baby, and this left him a bit 

different, so he went around the town telling everyone he 

wouldn’t go to fight and that he would be a communist. 

Dad, however, went straight to enlist in the forces; he said 

no one would put any white feathers through his letterbox. 

Alice Scott
Most treasured possession–

My dad’s leather bag

~
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Shortly after, he was called up. How unhappy we were  

with no dad to tell us stories or put chestnuts or apples on  

a shovel over the open fire. 

When war was declared my dad was away in England.  

Then we knew the full horror of the bombs dropping,  

all around us in our air raid shelters. Thousands were 

killed over the nights they bombed. They got the shipyard 

and then Singer’s factory. At that time the factories were 

converting to munitions and couldn’t get rid of all the wood, 

so it was just a huge bonfire. 

Strange to say, the Town Hall was left undamaged and we  

sat there to be taken away to billets, so we became evacuees.  

We moved from place to place. Then my mum had a stroke, 

as word came through that a ship had gone down, we 

hadn’t received any word from dad. I had to take care of 

my sister and mum even though I was only 10 years old. 

Eventually, letters came to us. What joy we had when the 

first one arrived, we jumped for joy. I had never felt so 

happy; my dad was alive and writing to us. The letters were 

censored so bits had been cut out but dad was ok. He was in 

the 14th/20th King Hussars, originally horseback, but now 

the tank corps.

The years dragged by. Everywhere we went the gas masks  

went too. The kids, including me, used to shout out slogans  

in the streets, some old men used to encourage us. We had 

a hard time, especially when the dreaded telegrams would 

arrive. All the wives would rally around the poor woman to 

comfort her; we kids would sit and cry. 

Eventually the war ended, people ran like mad everywhere 

singing and dancing, waiting for all the heroes to come 

home. This took time. Eventually my dad came back. At that 

time we were living in a loft above what used to be a stable.

When I look back, I think dad suffered from depression.  

He walked the street like all the others who had returned.  

I remember one time I came home from work and could 

hear the old iron bed shaking, dad had malaria. I had to run 

to the chemist to get tablets for him. Then another time he 

was going to jump out of the window, I screamed for him  

to stop and he came down.

My dad brought the leather bags that he had bought from  

an old man in India who was sitting crossed legged at the 

side of the road making them. He gave one to me and one 

to my sister Esther. When I open my bag – it’s now over  

70 years old – I can feel all the sorrow, pain, joy and laughter 

I experienced during the war years. My mum and dad lived 

till they were 71 years old.

My dad was a hero.

When I open my bag – it’s now over 70 years 

old – I can feel all the sorrow, pain, joy and 

laughter I experienced during the war years.
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This temperance medal belonged to my great-grandfather – 

Edward Smith – and it was awarded to him as grand patriarch 

of The Temperance Society. It is hallmarked 1917. We used to 

call the Temperance Society ‘signing the pledge’. When men 

got their wages on a Friday, they never went home, they went  

to the pub, and I am so proud of my great-grandfather for 

signing the pledge and being the grand patriarch of this group. 

The Temperance Group was first founded in 1842 in  

New York City. It began spreading rapidly during the 

1840s throughout the United States and parts of Canada. 

The Temperance and Prohibition Movement took many 

organisational forms from fraternal orders to political parties 

to activities groups. It then moved to the United Kingdom. 

The Order of the Sons of Temperance was introduced into 

the UK in 1849, the first division being formed in an area of 

Liverpool known as ‘Old Glory’. There was a lot of drinking 

and there were a lot of poor people at that time. The men 

worked so hard, but then they went straight to the pub, never 

thinking about their families who were starving. In Australia, 

the Order was established in the Colony of New South Wales 

by Dr Hobbes, a Baptist minister. Over the years they agitated 

on issues around temperance and set up The Friendly Society. 

I believe that the Temperance Movement led the UK and 

Australia into social reform. 

Joyce Webb
Most treasured possession–

A medal belonging to my great-grandfather

 

~
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There is a photograph of my uncle, holding his 

grandfather’s medal, which I have now. It means a lot to me. 

It came from England and it was given to me when I was 

over there. I am very proud of what they achieved. It meant 

a lot to sign the pledge. My father never signed the pledge, 

perhaps he should have done. I saw a lot of poverty when I 

was young because men never took their wages home.

The medal was given to me because my family knew I was 

interested in the history of the Temperance Society. On the  

medal it says: love, purity, fidelity. That means a lot to me 

and to my family. I was very proud of my great-grandfather. 

He showed that you could survive without going to the pub. 

On the medal it says: 

love, purity, fidelity. 

That means a lot to 

me and to my family.
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One of my treasured possessions is an old photograph 

of my dad on a pushbike. My dad was a tall man, 6’2 or 

something like that, and he had a pushbike specially built  

for him. He used to race pushbikes and then went on to 

motorcycles. I tried to follow on from my father with  

cycle racing and that sort of thing. I looked up to my father.  

I rebelled in a lot of instances but I rode pushbikes, I raced 

pushbikes, following in his footsteps. 

One particular night at McCabe Park, which had a 

velodrome at the time, I’d won two championships there 

on the pushbike and I missed out on the third one by not 

listening to my father’s advice. That’s me for you, though  

I regret it now. The track was a quarter mile and there was  

a mark there that we used to call the two-twenty mark.  

Dad said to me: don’t wait for the two-twenty yard mark, 

don’t wait for that mark, go just before it, because he knew 

I’d be in a higher gear than the chap I was racing. But there 

was a group of us who used to congregate around the bike 

shop, and another chap there said: leave it til later, don’t 

go too early... There wasn’t a lot in it, there was only half a 

wheel in the finish, but I missed out on receiving the third 

championship. I was only 15 or 16 at the time, but it still 

sticks with me.

Going back in time, I was probably a wild boy and rebelled, 

Ron Nethery
Most treasured possession–

An old photograph of my dad

 

~
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and this has come back to bite me. I was very proud of him, 

I still am. My dad won many medals from his pushbike 

championships and the pocket award that I have now was 

for his road racing championship. He was champion for 

years. There are a lot of strong emotions associated with  

this photograph of my father on the pushbike. Talking  

about him, it hits me in the chest. My father’s name was  

Eric Nethery. I lost him back in 1996; he was a proud man.

Another treasured possession is a photograph of an old 

soap box derby car built in the shape of the modern day 

Formula One motor car. I’m about eighteen months or 

maybe two years old in the photo, and trying to climb 

into this particular car. Years ago my father was into soap 

box derbies, push bike riding and, later on, he went into 

motorcycle riding but decided that was all too dangerous,  

so he gave it away. I don’t know whether the soap box  

car was made – I’ve even lost track of where the vehicle  

is now. Years ago, soap box derbies were the thing, as  

they are in Port Kembla now. My dad was really into them.  

He had trophies for this particular vehicle including a silver 

tray with a milk jug, another jug and a trophy on a pedestal. 

In this photograph I’m obviously getting in or getting out 

of the soap box car. At that time we lived in Mangerton on 

Norman Street. This photograph of me getting in or out of 

the billy kart is going back probably 77 years. I still have it 

because it’s a keepsake, shot of myself many years ago in 

this particular vehicle that dad used to race.

The picture of me and the billy kart is about my dad.  

I did get on with him although I used to rebel. Virtually 

everything material wise went to my brother, and not 

myself, but I tried to follow on from my father with cycle 

racing and that sort of thing. I’d play around with what 

we used to call Grass TTs, and on motor scooters or 

motorcycles in the early days, but I kept falling off and 

injuring myself so I thought it best to give that away.  

All the time I tried to stay within my father’s footsteps.  

I always looked up to him, my father.

There are a lot of strong emotions 

associated with this photograph  

of my father on the pushbike.
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I was born in Italy in 1929. I went to primary school in 

a small village; I was pretty smart so my mother and 

father said that you have to read lots so that you can go 

to university. However, my father, Vincenzo, died during 

World War II, and I was left with the four young kids. My 

youngest brother was 6 months old at that time. I was 14 

when my father died and so I had to start to work. We had 

no money. We had nothing.

My father was killed by the Germans with a landmine.  

The Germans used to leave mines all over the place.  

Because my father knew all about mines, he was sent to 

north Italy when the war was on. They used to fill up the 

mines with gunpowder to disarm them. My father saved 

many people, about 500, during the war.

As soon as the war was over, people went away for work. 

I decided to go as far away as I could go. The Australian 

government was looking for migrants and so I went for  

an interview and then I came to Australia in 1952. It took  

42 days to get here. There were 900 people on the boat.  

At 21 years old I had a two-year contract to work at Nowra 

but they sent me all over the place. After 1959 I went back  

to Italy and met my wife. In 1960 we got married and  

went on honeymoon in Italy and then we both came  

back to Australia.

Giuseppe Lemme
Most treasured possession–

A photo of my family

 

~
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My father and mother never had a photo together, so  

I found separate photos of my mother and me, and one 

of my father and made this photograph myself. It’s my 

treasured possession. My father and mother didn’t have  

a long life together. My father was only 39 when he died.  

My mother died in 1962, she had a bad time; she had  

no money and four children. I try to keep the family 

together and to be happy together. I get very emotional 

about my family and I try to do everything possible to  

make them happy.

My father and mother never had a 

photo together, so I found separate 

photos of my mother and me, and 

one of my father and made this 

photograph myself.
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I was born in Romania in Transylvania in 1921. Then I  

went to Budapest in Hungary. Hungary is a very small, but  

a very nice, country. I was a government man and I had  

an important position. I looked around the whole country,  

I checked the people; what they were doing, how they were 

living, that was my job. It was a very interesting job, to go 

to the country to talk with the people. In 1956 Hungary had 

a revolution, the Russians came in and they took people 

away. The Russians took me as well. They took me to a 

large camp, and somehow I was able to escape from there 

and I was in a very critical situation. My history is very long, 

and there are parts where I don’t know how I lived through 

them. Some parts of my life were very dangerous. I was 

shot; I was in such tragic circumstances. I didn’t eat for 

weeks. So, it is hard to tell my history.

My treasured possessions are my family photos and my 

pictures from the country. Sadly I had a large album, but it 

has been lost. I have only family photographs left including 

this one of my wife. I keep the photograph on a side bureau 

where you can see she is beautiful.

What is there in life? For me, I had a very intelligent wife.  

I met her in Budapest, and we achieved a very good life  

and then we got married. We had one son who is still  

now in Hungary. I was happy with my wife; her name  

Alex Laczko
Most treasured possessions–

My family photos and  
my pictures from home

~
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was Gisela Kola. Her father was Slovakian and her mother 

was Hungarian. She was a very, very, intelligent, very nice 

lady – she spoke six languages. This was an interesting life. 

We did everything together and we lived beautifully.  

When we had to escape from Hungary we had to choose 

where to go – my wife said Let’s go somewhere that is  

the furthest from here. And that is how we ended up  

in Australia.

When we came to Australia from Hungary, a friend took  

us to the Northern Territory where there were kangaroos. 

There we shot kangaroos while hunting, and I prepared 

the skins and sold them; and my wife came with me 

everywhere, we did everything together. She died in 1998 

aged 60 years, two years short of the Sydney Olympics, 

which she had wanted to see. It is sad. I missed her very 

much when she passed away.

I am happy that I have come to a home where they look 

after me very carefully, everyone knows me, everyone  

loves me, I know and love everyone – it is a large family, 

this home where I am. In my old age I have been fortunate.

I have only family photographs left 

including this one of my wife. I keep  

the photograph on a side bureau  

where you can see she is beautiful.
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My treasured objects are two keys to the trunk that kept  

my family’s belongings when we came to Australia in 1949.  

I keep them in a special box with other objects that I hold 

dear. Most of the time these keys remain dormant in that 

box, however the times when I do look at them and reflect 

on their history, they make me sad. It is as if they have a 

power over my feelings. The memories of my life in Italy 

come flooding back as if it were only yesterday when we 

departed. We were all happy there with family and friends 

who loved us. I was 8 years old on the day we departed  

from Genoa on the passenger ship The Surriento. That was  

a very sad time for all my family. 

When we arrived in Australia we did not speak one word  

of English. The first couple of years that we were here  

were really hard. We lived with our relatives with whom we 

didn’t have a happy relationship. The way things worked out 

during that time was actually quite dramatic and traumatic 

and I believe that it has affected me. 

My happiest childhood memories are still over in Italy and 

the keys are a link to those times. I keep them with other 

objects in my special box and I always feel content knowing 

exactly where they are, but at the same time they make me 

sad because I reflect on their history together with the large, 

beautiful olive green trunk to which they belong. The trunk 

Mirella Roso (née Letter)
Most treasured possessions–

Two keys belonging to a trunk

 

~
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was made of strong cardboard mâché embedded in a thick 

webbing material to give it extra body and timber bracing 

to make it stronger. It also had a removable box shelf for 

holding smaller items such as lingerie and personal wear. 

We paid our own way to Australia. To do this my father’s 

sister, who was already in Australia, told him to sell one 

of the properties that she still owned in Italy and use the 

money from the sale to pay for our voyage. My aunt told 

him not to worry about paying it back until such a time  

that we were settled and could afford it.

From this arrangement, everything evolved. Disagreements 

began almost immediately when my aunt’s family insisted 

that my father begin repaying the debt within one week of 

us arriving in Australia. My father did not agree to do this. 

He had trusted his sister to honour their agreement but it 

was not to be, unfortunately, he had signed a promissory 

note that did not have a start date. My father had a wife and 

three children to support. The issue became a source of 

some very serious arguments, my father was garnisheed 

and this led to more anger and bitterness.

My father’s sister did not support him at all even though 

he was supposed to be her favourite brother. At that time 

everything had been turned over to her son and he was the 

unsympathetic boss. The fact that my father, years earlier, 

had gone to Abyssinia as a volunteer soldier specifically 

to earn money to get his sister out of bankruptcy, was all 

forgotten. The ill-feeling continued, the situation was quite 

shocking for us and I heard my father say several times that 

if the ocean had been a road we would have walked back to 

our home country. Over the years, my mother never forgot 

about those issues and blamed my father for trusting his 

sister and signing the promissory note without a start date.

As a young girl, the trauma and betrayal experienced by my 

family in our first two years in Australia was in stark  

contrast to the loving, happy life we had left behind in Italy.  

I think this is why these keys hold such a special place in  

my heart, as a connection to a happy past and a reminder  

of what we were subjected to after our long sea voyage to  

a new country. 

The trunk stayed with my parents for many years and  

then later, when my husband was transferred to Whyalla 

in South Australia, they gave the trunk to me to carry  

some of our belongings. Upon our transfers we would 

always move to government rental accommodation and 

manage with limited furniture. I turned the trunk into a 

small, very handy wardrobe for my little girl’s clothes  

and shoes. When we moved from Whyalla, I left the  

trunk behind for another family because they needed it;  

I knew they would make good use of it.

Even though our lives improved greatly after the initial 

years, my feelings are that when you are a migrant you 

never fit in properly. I have been in Australia for 66 years 

and you would think that I should feel that this is my home, 

and it is, but I know that I have loyalty to two countries.  

You never forget where you were born.

Most of the time these keys remain dormant in that 

box, however the times when I do look at them and 

reflect on their history, they make me sad. It is as if 

they have a power over my feelings. The memories 

of my life in Italy come flooding back as if it were 

only yesterday when we departed.
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My very first memory is of my mother and the chaise 

longue. I was a toddler, sitting next to her on the floor whilst 

she patiently recorded the measurements on the wooden 

base so she could recover it herself. Its exact origins are 

unknown to present day family - it was always part of my 

uncle and auntie’s home, which was often our home in 

those days. It was always in the dining room and when I 

reminisce I see my mother lying on it, behind her are old-

fashioned burglar guards on the windows, and lace curtains 

blowing in the breeze coming off the distant harbour.

Over the years it has been used in childhood games by my  

sister and also her children. It has been a convenient bed in  

times of need and, when opened, a storage place for linen 

and other goods. I inherited it when my mother and auntie 

died. When I immigrated to Australia 30 years ago it soon 

followed. I was struggling to feel part of this country; to belong, 

to feel a connection: I needed my chaise to anchor me.

I lie on it everyday, to read and watch TV, and it also becomes 

my magic carpet to transport me back to memories of family, 

love, security, and my mother - places I cannot return to.

I eventually had to get it recovered and when I stripped the 

covering off there were the measurements in my mother’s 

handwriting, it was a magical moment.

Dawn Smith
Most treasured possession–

My family’s chaise longue

 

~
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The emotion I attach to my chaise is aptly described by the  

Welsh word hiraeth: ‘a homesickness for somewhere you 

cannot return to, the nostalgia and grief for lost places of 

your past.’

When the upholsterer returned it to me he said his children 

had asked if it was a coffin! What a good idea I thought, then 

we would never be parted.

The emotion I attach 

to my chaise is aptly 

described by the 

Welsh word hiraeth: 

‘a homesickness 

for somewhere you 

cannot return to,  

the nostalgia and  

grief for lost places  

of your past.’
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My treasured possessions are my mum’s war medals, watch, 

and her rosary beads. I have a photograph of my mum and 

her elder sister, Mary, and her younger sister Moorveen 

when they started nursing at Prince Henry Hospital. Mum is 

in the middle. Moorveen and Mum served over in Morotai, 

where they got their war medals. My mum’s name on her 

birth certificate was Lorna Jane, but my grandparents didn’t 

want to call her that, they wanted to call her Jean. But my 

grandma was sick, so her mother took my mum down and 

got her christened what she wanted, Lorna Jane. So she  

was known as Jean and it created quite a few problems!

I keep this picture up on my glass cabinet and I see it 

everyday. I keep Mum’s medals, watch, and rosary beads in 

a box where they are safe. My main memory of my mum is 

that she was very caring. She gave me a lot of love and she 

helped me with my schoolwork, which was very important 

to me, as I didn’t get the chance to learn very much at 

school. I was told I was dyslexic, when I’m not. My mum 

treated me just like any little girl.

I feel happy when I think of my mum, but I also get sad 

thinking about when she died. She had coeliac disease and 

didn’t know it and, because it wasn’t treated with a diet, it 

became Hodgkin’s lymphoma. That’s the last stage and you 

can’t do anything about it. She died when I was in my 30s.

Pam Down
Most treasured possessions–

My mum’s war medals, her watch  
and her rosary beads

~
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My mum taught me to be strong. She was so loving; she 

was the most important influence on my life. One day, after 

she had died, I was going through old things with my sister, 

Lyne, and we found a piece of paper with Pam written on it. 

I knew it was her handwriting but I didn’t know what it was. 

I thought: What’s that? and I opened it and I thought:  

Oh my goodness me. It was a lock of my hair that she  

had cut when I was a baby. I was so happy when I found  

it because she had told me she had done that, and I thought 

she might have thrown it out, but she didn’t. It’s a real 

treasure because it reminds me of her love.

My mum taught me to be 

strong. She was so loving; 

she was the most important 

influence on my life.
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My mum’s wedding photograph depicts a special day,  

it’s a celebration of love and hope for the future, and she  

is a confident, beautiful, and dignified young woman.  

The photograph is hand painted, a skill that’s sadly 

disappearing. Until 2002, the photograph was displayed  

in the family homes in Christchurch, Nelson, and Motueka 

in New Zealand. I’m thrilled it’s in my possession, as it 

triggers memories of my childhood, and the first twenty 

years of my life living in New Zealand. 

Shirley, my mum, was born in 1926; she loved her family 

and friends, knitting, reading, listening to the radio or 

watching her favourite programs about travel, archaeology, 

and conspiracy theories on television. She would often 

comment on global tragedies, in particular the civilian 

casualties caught up in war or poverty, something she 

endured living in New Zealand.

Susan Barnett
Most treasured possession–

My mum’s wedding photograph

 

~

I look at the photo every day and say  

good morning Shirley and think what  

an extraordinary, compassionate, generous  

woman she was. I never want to forget her.
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There was little money for Mum and Dad when embarking 

on their marriage post-World War II and I remember 

growing up in the 1950s with little money to be had. It was 

especially hard for my mother to make ends meet. Mum 

was a feminist, she shared her strong views about the lack 

of equality for women, but she made sure I had freedom 

of choice to explore beyond the shores of New Zealand. 

She lived through my life; enjoyed my travel stories, letters, 

telephone calls, visits and postcards. She loved that I went  

to Antarctica, to what she called the end of the planet.  

I loved sharing all my adventures with her.

Shirley had a great sense of humour, a deep sense of 

humanity and social justice. Whenever I walked in protest 

marches, she would say to me: all the power to your feet. 

She was definitely before her time. I’m humbled by this 

photograph; I’m grateful it’s on the wall in my home, 

under my care. I look at the photo every day and say 

good morning Shirley and think what an extraordinary, 

compassionate, generous woman she was. I never want  

to forget her. It’s comforting to have this image in my life; 

she was my rock, my friend and my dear mother. I’m so 

grateful that I was part of her life.

 

Mum’s hair 

A circle of my mother’s golden red hair is from when  

she was a young woman. They are delicate fine filaments,  

a tangible reminder of Shirley. Her hair is very precious to me; 

something to look at and touch. It is a comfort and it evokes 

beautiful memories of her and the closeness we shared, her 

unconditional love. Mum’s post-mortem hair is pale fragile 

hair, a reminder of her later years. It was an aging process 

bound with lovely memories and a time of profound grief 

for me. She is always in my heart and never forgotten.

 

 

Mum’s wedding rings

In the 1960s Mum lost her original wedding ring while 

gardening, so Dad bought her another one. In the 1980s 

while Dad was pruning, he found Mum’s original wedding 

ring embedded in the branch of a small peach tree. Mum 

gave me her first wedding ring when it was found, and after 

Mum’s death, I had her two rings fused together and I wear 

it today. It’s a privilege to wear her ring, it symbolises the 

love we shared. Shirley was worth her weight in gold, a very 

precious mother, a dear friend to many, I’m so proud to be 

her daughter.



69

My grandmother gave the cup and saucer to me, and it 

seemed her boyfriend gave it to her before she got married 

as a keepsake. Interestingly, he was not the person that she 

married. She told me that they had a jewellery shop and 

that he had given her these presents. I think they were very 

special to her because it was not the person she married  

but it was a former boyfriend. She told me they were a 

keepsake and that she wanted to give them to me. The cup 

and saucer is very different, it’s sort of a lilac or a blue colour. 

I was married in 1962 and as it turned out, my grandmother  

didn’t actually get to my wedding. She was too sick to  

come and she passed away after that. Since then I’ve always 

had it in my china cabinet, I think it’s beautiful and it’s a 

good memory. 

I was only married 18 months and then my mother died,  

she was only 55 and had always been sick. I didn’t find  

out until about ten or fifteen years ago that I was adopted. 

I didn’t even know that because my parents had kept that 

Maureen Lyndon
Most treasured possessions–

My grandmother’s cup and saucer

 

~

It wasn’t until later, when I found out that 

I didn’t really belong, that I came to realise 

how special the cup and saucer actually is.
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from me. I was 55 actually when I found that out. It wasn’t 

until later, when I found out that I didn’t really belong, that  

I came to realise how special the cup and saucer actually is.  

I was never treated any differently to the other grandchildren. 

No one else has ever given me anything like that as a 

keepsake. I’ve always treasured it as she was a very special 

Nana. I’ve got other things that I treasure but if these got 

broken, stolen or lost, it’d be worse than for anything else  

I have. It’s part of my life and history. 

I’ve got other things that  

I treasure but if these got 

broken, stolen or lost, it’d  

be worse than for anything 

else I have. It’s part of my  

life and history.



73

My grandmother was a huge part of my life. The grand-

children all called her Mother; I never knew why that was.  

I did know that most, if not all, the special moments in my 

life included her.

Through her, I developed my interest in gymkhana events.  

We spent hours watching the show jumping, the dressage 

and any other event that required a horse and rider. We also 

made regular visits to the old theatres to see multiple acts 

live on stage. Every Christmas we watched a pantomime, 

where the old dame would be played by a man, and Prince 

Charming would be a tall, beautiful, slim-figured woman! 

At the ticket box she would ask for two seats in ‘the gods’, 

evidently named because it was the highest balcony, so 

nearer to heaven. With her I listened to the Halle Orchestra, 

watched the ballets and operettas at a little theatre in 

Manchester and caught up with the blockbuster love  

stories on the big movie screens.

Evelyne Allison
Most treasured possessions–

My grandmother’s tablecloths

 

~

It evokes feelings of sadness for the love I left 

behind and what I missed out on. But at the 

same time I remember that, as a child,  

no one loved me more.
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Coming to Australia was a spur of the moment decision for 

me. My mother and stepfather came over in early 1958 and 

my sister and her two children were due to depart in early 

1959. I missed my mum terribly and I knew I would miss 

my sister too, but I wanted to stay in England. In the end 

my sister convinced me. Her suggestion, that I could treat it 

like a working holiday and return to England after two years, 

seemed like the answer.

My application to Australia House was fast-tracked so  

that I could travel with my sister in early 1959. I promised 

my brothers and my grandmother I would be back as soon 

as the two years were over. I met my husband when I had 

been in Australia for a few months so I did not make the 

return trip.

We were fortunate that my grandmother was able to  

make three visits to Australia. On the first visit in 1963 she 

stayed with me and we spent hours talking and reminiscing. 

Because she could not have idle hands she spent time 

making some small tablecloths, just simple gingham,  

with a cross-stitch pattern.

The cloth reminds me of the time she spent with me  

while here in Australia. I can still see her sitting in the chair, 

glasses perched on the end of her nose stitching away and 

chatting. It evokes feelings of sadness for the love I left 

behind and what I missed out on. But at the same time  

I remember that, as a child, no one loved me more.
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My treasured possessions are my sewing machine and  

my design book. I had my sewing machine before I came 

to Australia and before I got married. I met my husband at 

age 16. I was 17 when I got married, and 18 when I had my 

children. We came on the boat from Italy and my children 

were born in Australia. I came to Wollongong and I’d never 

change; it’s the best place. It’s nice and quiet, you have 

everything around you.

This used to be my design book that I used for sewing.  

I made it when I was 17, before I came to Australia. I brought 

it with me; it came all the way from Italy. Before, I used to 

make clothes. When I first came to Australia, I didn’t go to 

work because I had twins. Imagine having twins and not 

yet speaking English! I used to make things for the babies 

and for myself. My daughters Maria and Sylvana wore 

the clothes that I made and then they were passed to my 

grandchildren. It makes me so happy to see my children 

and grandchildren in the clothes that I made, at least I can 

do something for them. 

When my daughters were younger, they used to go to the 

shops and find dresses. They would say: Oh Mama, look at 

this dress! Can you design it a bit differently? I want it a bit 

like this. That’s what really got me interested in sewing.

Anna Lemme
Most treasured possessions–

My sewing machine and my design book

 

~
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I really enjoy it when I’m sewing; that’s my treasure.  

When you see something that you’ve made yourself and it 

fits nicely, and that nobody can find in a shop, it’s individual. 

When we used to go out to charity events and dinners 

people would say: Oh it’s so beautiful, where did you buy it? 

I felt gorgeous.

Now paper is used for patterns, but before they would use 

these design books. You lay the fabric on top without paper. 

It’s my treasure, especially now because I’m allergic to dust 

and I can’t do it anymore. I really miss sewing. I’ve kept 

everything that I’ve made. My youngest daughter still comes 

over to look in my wardrobe and asks if I’ve got anything 

for her to wear. When I look at the clothes I feel pride, I feel 

beautiful. You appreciate what you can do. I still make things 

but not too much. Just once in a blue moon. I’m angry 

sometimes because I can’t do it anymore. 

It makes me so happy 

to see my children and 

grandchildren in the 

clothes that I made.
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Luckenbooth china

The last time I was in Scotland - in Edinburgh - with my  

late husband Jack, he bought me this Luckenbooth china, 

so it’s very treasured to me. The Luckenbooth is a symbol  

of love and it reminds me of him. I’m remarried now but I 

still have feelings for my late husband too and I think of  

him sometimes. Jack was a Cockney and he was a lot  

older than me. He was in the Navy right through the war.

This Luckenbooth china reminds me of happy times.  

We were on holiday in Edinburgh and I remember saying: 

Look at that, Jack! That’s lovely, and he said: Would you like 

it? I was very happy, it was so lovely. I only had to look at 

something and he would go and buy it for me. He was  

very kind in that way.

When he died I used to kiss his photograph, that’s just how 

I was at that time, but I’ve got over that now. The memory is 

still there though. Looking at the china evokes a lot of very 

nice memories. You always reflect when you look at a thing 

like this. For that fleeting moment you think: I remember 

that, I remember that day. I think, Jack: thank you.

 

Joan Nethery
Most treasured possessions–

My Luckenbooth china, my coconut bowl  
and my grandmother’s posy

~



83

Coconut Bowl

I’ve also got a little coconut bowl that my aunty bought  

for me from Africa when I was 14. I love it. She used to  

have it on her bay windowsill with all her cotton in it before 

she gave it to me. I must have said that I liked it because  

she gave it to me and I’ve loved it ever since. I look at it and 

I think about Auntie Evelyne, she was a nice lady. My auntie 

went over to Africa a few times. Nowadays it sits on my 

sewing cabinet.

 

My grandmother’s posy 

My grandmother’s posy is over 100 years old. I don’t have 

much else that belonged to my grandmother, so it’s very 

treasured to me. There’s not much because I was from a  

big family and my father was from a big family too. 

Naturally the girls got all the china and that sort of stuff.  

I’m very lucky to have got the posy. My grandmother died 

when I was 15; I think she was about 75. She was an old  

old lady. When you think back, in my time grandmothers 

were very old, and they were old at that age. I don’t know 

whether they worked too hard or whether it’s the generation 

they came from. I’m 81 and I don’t feel like an old lady. 

Grandma was stooped over and had a walking stick and 

white hair, and couldn’t move very fast. When I reflect back 

on my 75th year, I was a young woman compared to her. 

She must have suffered a lot. Times have changed.

She was a lovely soul and a lovely lady. My grandmother 

could never pass a beggar or somebody busking; she had  

to give them money. She used to say: If two people knock  

at your door, be kind to them because you don’t know if 

they’re angels. She was very kind.

 

The Luckenbooth is a 

symbol of love and it 

reminds me of him.
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My treasured possession is a sculpture by Auguste Moreau  

that my late husband and I bought when we were on a 

posting in France in the 1980s. I love antiques and so we 

both spent a lot of time at Clignancourt markets. We loved 

the atmosphere in the market and because we loved old 

things, we just thought that the sculpture was beautiful  

with the two young people frolicking there. It brings back  

all the memories of those three years and nine months in 

Paris and there are lots of emotions that go with it. 

It was a very exciting time for us. We were there with 

Gough Whitlam and Margaret Whitlam, as Gough was the 

Ambassador to UNESCO and my husband was Deputy 

Permanent Delegate to UNESCO. It was a one-off posting 

for us because my husband was in the UNESCO section 

of the Commonwealth Department of Education. We were 

very lucky to go to Paris.

It brings back memories of when my husband was really well.  

Not too long afterwards, things went haywire for him. 

We had such a wonderful time in Paris and this object in 

particular brings back lots of memories of all the beautiful 

things that happened while we were there. The trip was 

about places and the history of places. I learned quite a bit 

of history in that way. It was quite amazing. We were at 

Diocletian’s Palace and places like that. I probably wouldn’t 

Elizabeth Kennedy
Most treasured possession–

A sculpture by Auguste Moreau

 

~
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have gone to those places otherwise. It also brings back 

memories of visiting museums in Paris. It’s a world that 

we don’t have here, so it takes you to another place. We ate 

lovely food and went to the Opera. I’ve never been so alive,  

I don’t think. I learned more than I ever did in school.  

It opened my eyes incredibly. It gave me a much broader  

outlook on life. I now really look at things. I take a lot more in. 

It was an exciting time. Now, to look back on it, I suppose  

I could say that it brings back more upsetting feelings 

because my husband is no longer around. He suffered 

from early onset dementia and died aged 66. I look at the 

sculpture and think: what a pity he couldn’t still be around  

to see it. Now Margaret and Gough are both gone too.  

It brings back lots of emotions: sadness but also happiness. 

I’d say it is also about love – the sculpture and music do 

things to me that I can’t express properly. 

The sculpture also brings my mother in too as she loved 

beautiful old things. We were always brought up with 

beautiful old things and that probably got me on the path  

to this, especially when we were over in Europe. 

When I came back to Australia, I had those memories  

of Paris. I haven’t been back, and I probably never will.  

I don’t think I ever want to go back as it might spoil it for me.  

I wouldn’t be there with people who could talk with me 

about it afterwards. There’s no one who knows about the 

Sunday roast lunches we shared together... We just got on 

really, really well. It was like a mini-family, it’s hard to explain. 

The sculpture has always taken pride  

of place in my home. I pat it at night, 

and dust it better some days than others.

The sculpture has always taken a pride of place in my home.  

I pat it at night, and dust it better some days than others. 

Everybody comments on it.

It was a great time. It means a huge amount to me.  

There were memories before and memories after, but  

this was such an experience. I don’t know what it does to 

me. I just fade away. It was there the whole time in Paris as 

we bought it quite early on. It’s very nostalgic. It did take a 

while after my husband died, and Margaret and Gough died, 

for me to come back down to earth again. My children all 

know how much it affects me.
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My treasured possessions are old stamp collections that I 

bought at an auction. I love these old albums; they are full  

of ghosts. You can get in touch with the person who created 

them, and everyone is different. You can feel the hours and 

emotions that people have put into their collections: joy, 

passion and relief from the phantoms of the world outside 

during these calming hours. Stamp albums of 1860, 1900, 

1936 and 1949 all have their own story, told by inscription 

or odour, be it lavender or cigar. To me, the writing in the 

albums is very important because it’s so beautifully done. 

Such things are not going to be around much longer.  

The stamps aren’t much but when you put the writing  

with it, it becomes something special.

The Penny Post connected the whole world in the time  

of Queen Victoria. It connected kingdoms, republics, 

and dictatorships of every language. Letters were sent to 

announce a marriage, a baby, a son lost at sea, or a prisoner 

Patrick Gunning
Most treasured possessions–

My old stamp collections

 

~

You can feel the hours and emotions that 

people have put into their collections: joy, 

passion and relief from the phantoms of the 

world outside during these calming hours.
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of war coming home. This collection is part of a deceased 

estate of Mr Popplewell, an architect from the 1800s.  

This stamp collection is like a time machine, it can take  

you back in time but it can also relate to the present day. 

This firm of architects has carried on until today. When I 

first saw the album I didn’t think anything of it and then  

I had a second look. I thought: how did they ever make  

such amazing things? These albums are full of ghosts. 

When you look closely and smell the book, the man was 

smoking cigars, which you can smell, and which he has  

left thumb marks on the page. After all these years, the  

smell is still there.
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I was often given the Plumb Family Bible when I was sick  

in bed as a small child. Books, reading, and learning were 

very highly treasured even though there weren’t many books. 

The Plumb Family Bible goes back to when my maternal 

great-grandfather, Stephen Plumb, a blacksmith, and 

his family settled in Gunning. Before that both great-

grandparents’ families had moved around seeking  

suitable farming land and work. 

Both my mother’s and father’s families had been early 

settlers at Peterborough (Shellharbour) from around 1838 

onwards. But there wasn’t enough suitable work for them 

so they moved in the mid-1850s over the mountains to 

Gunning and some family members then went on to the 

Richmond River.

This bible and its story is a visual documentation of the  

early Plumbs. It includes their births, deaths, and marriages 

over seven generations. It’s a fascinating lineage of family 

struggle, beliefs, and journey. Today, with electronic 

research and DNA analysis, it’s easier to make connections. 

This is a completely different construct of the past where 

family records were kept in their most treasured possession: 

the family bible. 

There are objects within the book that have been placed 

Deirdre A. Armstrong
Most treasured possession–

The Plumb Family Bible

 

~
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by many family members over time. There’s a genealogy, 

pressed flowers, snippets of poetry, cut out newspaper 

articles, letters, and other memorabilia. It has been 

incredible unraveling all of these layers. To me, that’s  

what life’s about, that ongoing revealing of what needs to  

be revealed. And, sometimes, if it’s meant to be concealed 

for the next generation, so be it.

 

This book is also physical evidence of my journey from 

beginning as a small child in Boorowa to the ending.  

I haven’t even discovered some of the objects that are  

inside it yet! 

The whole bible is a physical documentation of what  

has been. The background is that this is a story of humanity 

from a particular belief system. It not only tells of the 

historical location and development of my maternal  

family but it also shows their predominance, particularly  

in Wesleyan Methodism in which they were very grounded. 

They were early pathfinders in Australia in both the Uniting 

Church and the Salvation Army. So the bible is all about 

family and village. 

Unlike my forebears, my Christianity is not confined to 

those belief systems, because I’m very universal in who  

I am and how I feel and what I believe. I embrace a much 

more universal, loving, less judgmental belief system.  

Yet this bible is the foundation and this is where I needed 

to begin as a child. I needed to be guided. I needed to 

understand my family story. I needed to understand  

how to document things, the importance of events -  

the importance of knowing that I did belong, somewhere. 

We now need new leaves in the bible, so my cousins went 

out recently to see a conservator to find out about what 

would be the best possible way to conserve and preserve 

this family treasure. We also sought information from the 

Mitchell Library in terms of what to use because the tissue  

is now taking part of the printed lithograph image.

I am the eldest of my generation so family responsibility  

has been given to me to be the bible’s custodian.  

My daughter after me will be its future custodian, as too  

will be my eldest granddaughter. This is the tradition in  

my maternal family. At the moment I am unable to continue 

my custodianship because of my health, so my cousins will 

be nurturing its continuity by ensuring its conservation, 

writing, and recording.

It’s through the lithography of this book that I actually  

began to see things. As an artist, my work is all about light 

and dark. It’s all about revealing and concealing. And it’s 

about story and particularly documentation. Most of my 

practice, as an artist, has been based around women, and 

women and children: how women have been portrayed 

throughout time. 

Emotion is a journey. For me, emotion is the journey 

through the darkness and the light and ultimately acceptance. 

In recent years, darkness has symbolised the illnesses that 

I’ve had. Lightness, the journey through and acceptance 

that life is living authentically and with love. Now I am  

faced with the inevitable, as everyone is. All my artistic 

practice has been about beginnings and endings anyway.  

The emotions of joy and contentment are where I am now.  

It has been incredible unraveling all  

of these layers. To me, that’s what life 

is about, that ongoing revealing of 

what needs to be revealed.
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The knowledge that I’ve actually not only had the physical 

evidence of my existence and story, but also the joy of 

knowing that I’ve actually journeyed; hopefully well, 

and hopefully have demonstrated through my actions, 

interactions, and sharing, my love of humanity and life. 

I personally think there is global shift occurring in relation 

to emotion. A shift from the concept of physical love, that 

most people associate as love, to where I am now which is 

love as a joy, a spiritual bliss. A belief in love as a spiritual 

connection with all. 

That’s the journey of human emotion.

Like all journeying it is what is learnt on the way. I have 

learnt to trust my intuition. This has been my personal 

learning for the last eighteen years, and just to feel again,  

to really feel, have compassion and know loveable joy as 

a child does again: the journey through the darkness and 

acceptance of it to find light. 

And that’s all I do now. Enjoy the journey. I don’t know 

whether I am going to take another breath in five minutes 

time. It doesn’t matter because I now know the joy of  

being connected. That’s what love is. The joy of just being. 

Maybe all of us are divine and we just don’t know it?  

Or do we lose it on the way?

The knowledge that I’ve actually not 

only had the physical evidence of my 

existence and story, but also the joy of 

knowing that I’ve actually journeyed; 

hopefully well, and hopefully have 

demonstrated through my actions, 

interactions, and sharing, my love  

of humanity and life. 
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My fox skin is something that my late husband had tanned 

and gave to me. It’s about 20 years old and it’s something 

connected with the Illawarra and the surrounding districts. 

We used to go hunting on farmers’ properties in the 

Illawarra, Robertson, and Wyangala. The farmer used to 

drive the vehicle; I held the spotlight and my husband had 

his rifle. Unfortunately, foxes will eat anything: echidnas, 

wood ducks, blue-tongued lizards, birds, and rodents.  

Their main food was rabbits, but unfortunately they also 

got to the lovely animals of the bush. We found echidnas 

upended. They really are a feral pest. By culling the animals 

in this way it stopped the farmers putting out 10-80 poison, 

which I feel makes the animals suffer. It’s been said that  

10-80 can do long-term damage to animals’ DNA.

The bushcraft that I was taught, you never forget, it stays  

in your memory. It was an activity that I used to do with  

my husband, and both my dad and grandfather used to  

do it. It’s all connected: connection to the land; connection 

to my ancestors; connection to farmers. It’s very nice to 

have these memories, they mean more to me than other 

materialistic things.

Once the foxes have been killed you have to flesh them.  

My late husband used the tanning solution and I used to 

watch him preparing the skin. He also taught me how to 

Frances Elliott
Most treasured possession–

My fox skin

 

~
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skin a rabbit. We used to cook them and there are very  

many different ways of doing that. The old-time way of 

preparing a rabbit is done differently to the rabbits that  

are bred for eating. That’s because they have a wild taste. 

I used to cook them and make them like the original 

Kentucky Fried Chicken. 

Not every woman likes that type of thing, but I love the 

outdoors. If it had been possible to have my time over,  

I would have liked to have worked with animals or children, 

or worked in a lab. I love things like that. 

It was a really lovely life and a really lovely time in my life.  

It brings back feelings of family and connection to the 

farms. We made many friends with people on the land;  

it was lovely. I really enjoyed it. It’s a bond to my second 

husband that no one can erase. I miss him terribly because 

it’s only been two years. 

The skin connects me to my father, to my grandfather,  

and to my late husband. It’s a bond that no one can ever 

erase. I have a respect for Mother Nature, the care of the 

management of land, and bushcraft. It’s something that  

I’ll treasure always. 

 

The skin connects me to  

my father, to my grandfather, 

and to my late husband.  

It’s a bond that no one can  

ever erase. I have a respect  

for Mother Nature, the care  

of the management of land,  

and bushcraft.
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When I was a child, I spent quite a bit of time with my 

grandparents. I really didn’t know that much about them,  

I just accepted their love and what they did with me and  

for me. This chair was in my grandparents’ living room and  

had been a gift to them from an Irish couple. My grandfather  

had a tobacconist shop in the main street of Lakemba and  

this Irish couple had a lolly shop. They gave the chair to  

my grandparents because they had nobody to pass it on to.  

I remember how my grandfather had got into a lot of trouble 

because Grandma had found out that he was using it as a  

sawing bench. There’s still a little mark where it happened. 

Previously it was just there, but now I have discovered much  

more about it. I have since researched the chair’s history 

and found it goes back to a monastery that was built in 

Ireland in the four hundreds. A lot has happened to the 

monastery since but parts of it are still standing. The chair 

has crosses and a tower on it, which are faded because 

the chair was kept in a sunny position for a while but it’s 

quite clear when you are up close to it. That tower and the 

crosses are about twelve feet high in real life. They are still 

in reasonable condition with all of their carvings on them. 

They are like a bible in picture as they have all the great 

scenes from the Bible cut in stone. The seat of my chair has 

a harp on it. The harp also features David sitting on a stool 

Glenrae Baker
Most treasured possession–

A chair belonging to my grandparents

 

~
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playing it. I’m connected to the chair because it’s so old  

and it was my grandparents’. All the family admire it.  

It’s like an artefact and I enjoy the history of it. 

I feel a sense of satisfaction that I have this connection.  

Although I was an only child, they had 32 other 

grandchildren and I was one of the youngest. They used 

to play cards with me and I used to roll my grandfather’s 

cigarettes in a little roller and the dog used to sit on my legs 

and I’d tickle its tummy. I have lots of lovely memories from 

the past; it was a good childhood. 

They used to take me Friday night shopping and I 

remember that I always used to choose coffee scrolls.  

There was a good connection. They did things with me  

that my parents weren’t able to do. Once, my grandfather 

found me playing hooky from school because he lived near 

a lolly shop. I was in kindergarten at the time and I had been 

given some money to buy an ice block at the tuck shop and 

I had decided to use that money at the lolly shop. I suspect 

that the owner warned my grandfather who came  

marching up and then marched me off to my father who 

gave me a beating. 

I remember one time my grandparents took me to the 

circus. I was pretty little, only 7 or 8. The circuses then were 

a bit like bull fights where the seating was stacked up really 

high and in tiers with no backs. My grandparents were 

always early for whatever they went to, which meant that 

we were the first there and we were led to the highest seats 

and I remember my fear of them falling off the back.

I feel great satisfaction thinking about my grandparents  

and the chair. I am thankful to know that God has guided 

me through my life. I really am very privileged.

I have lots of lovely 

memories of the 

past; it was a good 

childhood.
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My treasured possession is a pendant. My eldest son, Peter,  

found the stone at Lightning Ridge. My husband then found  

it in the glove box of his car after Peter died and had it made  

into a pendant.

Peter, our elder son, resigned from the Wollongong National  

Bank in 1968 in order to study at the Melbourne Bible 

Institute. In his first week, when attending a lecture, 

he collapsed and was rushed to the Alfred Hospital in 

Melbourne. After receiving the message, we drove all night 

reaching the hospital early in the morning to find our son 

packed in ice, two fans blowing cold air over him, and a 

sheet over him. On the fifth day, Peter came out of the 

coma. He was blind and couldn’t walk or speak. My husband 

returned home from Melbourne after a week and I stayed 

another 3 weeks. Before I left, Peter was moved to Caulfield 

Hospital. Within these three weeks he was able to walk  

even though he couldn’t see. I stayed with the Principal  

Della Pippen
Most treasured possession–

My pendant

 

~

I’m sure my husband had the pendant made 

in memory of our son... It was lovely because 

it was like a Mother’s Day gift from my son 

too, that’s why it means such a lot to me.
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and his wife at the Bible College. That was a hard time for us. 

Eventually, Peter’s sight and speech came back, though he 

had to do speech therapy.

We were advised by the doctors to leave Peter in Victoria 

instead of bringing him to New South Wales as they knew 

his case, which is written up in the Australian Medical 

Journal. We knew he would be well looked after, all the 

students wanted to visit him, so a roster was in place with 

many people praying for him. It was hard for the family 

leaving Peter. We drove Friday nights, returning Sundays  

for a while. As he slowly recovered, our time between  

visits became longer. Peter came back to New South Wales  

by plane and went to Hornsby Rehabilitation Centre.  

Peter went on to study at Baptist Theological College;  

he was also a student pastor at Baptist Church, Parramatta. 

He then worked at North Rocks Deaf and Blind Children’s 

Centre and was a Welfare Officer at the Adult Deaf Society in 

Stanmore. He died in his sleep on 8th December 1975, aged 

27 years. He had a short life, but he had a good life.

Peter had found the stone at Lightning Ridge in 1974 or ‘75  

and showed the stone to his father and me. After Peter died 

in his sleep, his father found the stone in the glove box of 

Peter’s car. He took the stone to a jeweller’s to be made into 

a pendant. I received the pendant on Mother’s Day 1976.  

I’m sure my husband had the pendant made in memory of 

our son. It was a lovely surprise receiving it on Mother’s Day. 

It was lovely because it was like a Mother’s Day gift from my 

son too, that’s why it means such a lot to me.

After my husband died in 1981, I wrote on a business card  

of Peter’s that I would like the pendant to be passed down  

to the eldest daughter in the family.

I remarried in 1991. In 1996 the Saturday before Mother’s 

Day, my second husband and I went for dinner and a show 

at the RSL. On returning home we found all the lights on 

and neighbours came to tell us that our home had been 

broken into and that they had phoned the police. We rang 

Port Kembla Police Station to report the items missing.  

We’d lost the box that I kept my jewellery in and many  

other things had gone too.

The following day, which was Mother’s Day, a detective 

came from Port Kembla Police Station. He handed me a 

plastic bag saying: We think we have a thief with a guilty 

conscience. The bag contained jewellery, which had been 

left on the bonnet of a police car. The jewellery inside the 

bag matched the description I had given them. Although 

the detective thought it was a thief with a guilty conscience, 

I think about things a bit differently. I had left Peter’s 

business card in the jewellery box saying that I wanted the 

pendant to be passed down to the eldest daughter in the 

family. I wonder whether the person who found it knew 

my son’s name because Peter was a welfare officer and a 

student pastor, and he used to go into Parramatta Gaol to 

talk to the men. I wonder if someone recognised the name. 

I was happy to receive most of my jewellery back, especially 

my pendant. I didn’t get the other things back, like my rings, 

but I got the most important thing back. Strangely, I got the 

pendant back on Mother’s Day.

The pendant is very special. I still wear it even though it got 

a bit damaged when it was stolen.
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My treasured possession is a get-well card that my oldest 

grandchild Edie gave me when she was 9 years old. I felt 

wonderful when she gave me the card because it was an 

expression of her love for me. It also showed her zany sense 

of humour. Those are the reasons it means so much to me. 

When I received it, I was at a very low point in my life.  

My marriage of 44 years had ended. I also had mental health 

issues, and was spending time in hospital. Edie chose the  

get-well card herself and wrote a message inside it that says:

Dear Grandie,  

I love you so much and I hope for a speedy recovery  

because I love you. Keep up your fluids! 

ps. I want you to come home. 

pps. I chose the card.

She also gave me another beautiful gift with this card.  

It’s a Willow Tree carved sculpture by the artist Susan Lordi  

of a grandmother and granddaughter sitting together.  

It’s called ‘With my grandmother’ and it reminds me of  

the many times Edie and I sat together reading books.  

She and I spent a lot of time together when she was little  

so we developed a special bond.

These days, if I’m feeling down, I only have to look at this 

card to be uplifted. It’s helpful now because it makes me 

Joy McKay
Most treasured possessions–

A get-well card and carved sculpture  
from my oldest grandchild Edie

~
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realise that good things can come out of awful times in 

our lives. When all’s said and done, our circumstances and 

possessions are external but the heart stuff, the emotions, 

are what actually become part of us. In one sense, this card 

and sculpture are just things, but they’re precious to me 

because of the emotions and memories they evoke.

In one sense, this card 

and sculpture are just 

things, but they’re 

precious to me because 

of the emotions and 

memories they evoke.
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