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HON MICHAEL MISCHIN (North Metropolitan — Attorney General) [6.32 pm]: Now for a change of 
pace. I rise to bring to the notice of the house the legacy of one of the state’s lesser known heroes. My interest in 
this person was sparked by an article in the March edition of “CatChat”, the Cat Welfare Society’s quarterly 
magazine, an organisation of which I am enormously honoured and proud to be patron. In the magazine was 
a reproduction of a newspaper story from 1961, headlined “The Alley Cat and the Good Samaritan”, by the 
well-known columnist Athol Thomas from the then Daily News. It told of the numerous stray and abandoned 
cats and kittens in the Northbridge area at the time, and how for some 12 years an old age pensioner by the name 
of Mrs Hilda Cockram had been helping these starving and thirsty animals. 

She would travel by taxi every second night throughout the year, summer and winter, carrying bags of 
mincemeat weighing 40 pounds, equivalent to about 18 kilograms, to feed the strays in laneways from just after 
midnight to dawn. She took a taxi, not because of any aversion to public transport, but because the large bags of 
food made travel by bus or train impracticable. It was an exercise that cost this lady of straitened means some 
£20 a week—the equivalent buying power of some $550 now—in which she was assisted by contributions and 
donations from her two daughters, Wendy and Betsy. 

I was particularly moved by the account in the article of not only the abuse and meanness that she attracted from 
critics of her efforts, but also the cruelties and tortures inflicted on the cats and kittens by locals who, in the 
words of the article, took a “sadistic delight in crippling her friends”—strays and ex-pets whose only offence 
was trying to survive neglect and indifference. The accounts of locals poisoning the food and water in the bowls 
that she would painstakingly and lovingly put out, kicking over tins of food and water, and even padlocking taps 
so that she could not draw small amounts of water from them, are the least of the cruelties recounted in the 
article. The physical violence inflicted on these unwanted pets by neighbourhood brutes, on kittens as well as 
cats, and on occasions so that Hilda could witness it, was horrifying and shameful. She could not understand, for 
example, why someone would want to cut the paws off a kitten. She found cats stoned to death, and cats dying 
with pieces of wire thrust into them. She had seen men, just to spite her, stamping kittens to death with their 
boots, and one who used a kitten as a football. This specimen of Australian manhood ran away when she chased 
him. In the article, she is quoted as asking, with tears in her eyes, “Why do they do it?” Why indeed? Of course, 
apart from the sadistic pleasure that these thugs enjoyed in harming animals over which they had power, they did 
it to bully her and destroy her spirit through hurting those towards whom she showed love and compassion. 
These were not Northbridge’s proudest days. But despite all this, and the physical and verbal intimidation to 
which she was subjected, she persevered. 

At the time, there was the well-established Dog Refuge in Shenton Park, but nothing for cats; and, indeed, 
a failure to even consider the care of these abandoned or lost creatures. The Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals’ assistance was limited to humanely killing strays, rather than rehoming them or addressing 
the problem of sterilisation and veterinary care. So she was also moved to ask in the newspaper article, 
“Where will it all end? I’m getting old and can’t carry on much longer.” She was 63 years old at the time. But 
she had the comfort of knowing that others were doing their bit, and that there was interest from like-minded 
Samaritans to make a change. So, on 29 June 1961—55 years ago today—Hilda and 11 other cat lovers, who 
included her two daughters, met at Boans Reception Hall in Perth, the first meeting of “a society for the 
protection of our cats, the solving of the problems of strays, and ‘dumped’ kittens”, which would become the 
Cat Welfare Society we know today and lead to the establishment in Shenton Park of the Cat Haven as a worthy 
companion to the Dog Refuge. 

It is worth noting that Mrs Cockram knew her limitations and she eschewed any official role in the newly formed 
society. The society’s beginnings were modest, funding itself from the sale of handcrafted goods and produce 
donated by members to its regular op shops. Today, hundreds of staff, volunteers and members work to care for 
and rehome unwanted cats and kittens, faithful to the society’s motto “Every Cat Matters”. The society has 
attracted assistance from the present state government, as well as many citizens and benefactor organisations 
who donate money and in kind. 

Hilda was born in 1898 and came to Western Australia from England when she was just 24. She had an abiding 
love for animals, and her daughters recollect that their home was always shared with cats, dogs, rabbits and other 
creatures. The newspaper article described her as “small, gentle, quietly-spoken”. Although the newspaper report 
described her as a widow, it seems that she was in fact a long-time divorcee, something that carried its own 
stigma in those days. 

Hilda died in 1992. Her two daughters and inaugural Cat Welfare Society members, Wendy and Betsy, now live 
together in a seniors’ village in Bayswater and are still paid-up members of the society. I am grateful to them for 
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having shared with my office the information about their mother that has formed the basis for this short address, 
for otherwise not much is known of Hilda Cockram. 

Hilda’s contribution to the Cat Welfare Society is acknowledged by a brass plaque at its headquarters in 
Shenton Park, but, to my knowledge, little else. Therefore, I am delighted to be able, on this fifty-fifth 
anniversary of the organisation that she established, to recognise the good that she did in her modest and 
unassuming way, and her courage and contribution to our state. 

Hilda will have seen the society grow and mature. However, Hilda will not have seen the fall in cat euthanasia 
rates from the 70 per cent of a decade ago to 12.5 per cent last year. She has not seen the passage of the 
Cat Act 2011, something she saw the need for all those years ago and which I am proud our government has 
achieved. If Hilda were here today, she may still have tears in her eyes, but I would like to think that they would 
be tears of pride in the work of the society; of relief that the Perth that she knew then has become more 
enlightened towards our companion animals, and less tolerant of cruelty and neglect; and of gratitude for the 
work of those who have carried on her legacy. Although they may not be conscious of it, the staff and volunteers 
of the society channel Hilda’s compassion, dedication and love—and, in their work, all reflect our humanity and 
the better angels of our nature. 

I am pleased and proud to support this great institution and its worthy work, and to have this opportunity to 
acknowledge and honour Hilda Cockram and her successors—the members, staff and volunteers of the 
Cat Welfare Society. 
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