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INTRODUCTION
This is an interview with Winifred Piesse for the Battye Library Oral History
Unit and the Western Australian Parliamentary Oral History Project.
Winifred Aumann was born in Victoria in 1923 and grew up in Narre Warren,
Victoria. After leaving school she completed a Nursing General Certificate
Midwifery and Child Health Certificate. In 1947 she moved to Western
Australia where she met Mervyn Piesse, a Wagin farmer, who she married in
1947, they had three children. Following the death of her husband in 1966
Mrs Piesse took over the responsibility of the farming properties at Wagin.
Though a member of the Country Party since 1948 it was only after the death
of her husband that she became an active member at branch and divisional
level. From 1971 to 1977 she was a member of Wagin Shire Council and in
1977 contested the Legislative Council seat of the Lower Central Province.
She held the seat until she was defeated in the 1983 election and was the
first woman elected to State Parliament to represent the Country Party.
During the interview Mrs Piesse talked of her life and her involvement in State
politics. She also commented on the role of women in politics at Local and
State level.
The interview was recorded in Mrs Piesse's home in Brentwood between
November 1996 and October 1997 by Gail O'Hanlon. There are nine tapes.
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This is an interview with Winifred Piesse for the Battye Library Oral History Unit
and the Western Australian Parliamentary Oral History Project. The interview
was recorded in Mount Pleasant by Gail O'Hanlon on 29 November 1996.
GO'H

Could you tell me your full name, please?

PIESSE

Winifred Margaret Piesse

GO'H

And your maiden name?

PIESSE

Aumann

GO'H

And where and when were you born?

-

-

P I E S S E.

A U M A N N.

PIESSE
I was born in our house in Narre Warren, Victoria, which is 25 miles
east of Melbourne. When I was born there in our house it was all small farms
and orchards; now it's all bitumen and brick and tile and traffic lights, which
grieves me rather. That's progress, of course, but when I'm talking to my
grandchildren they always ask me, "Tell me about when you were a little girl",
and I think, oh, I'll take them one day and show them the old stable and I'll show
them the pine tree. Oh, I can't. It's not there, of course. It's not there. It's all
streets and houses now so they will never see it. We do have some
photographs but there's no way I can take them back to see it.
GO'H

And your date of birth?

PIESSE
12 June 1923. I was the second child. I had a brother two-and-ahalf years older than me. His name was Cyril and he was on HMAS Sydney, so
he was lost just before he turned 21 during the war. I have a younger sister
who's seven years younger than me, and she is Phyllis likes to be called Phil
and she lives up here. She was on the music staff at Edith Cowan but she's
retired now.
-

GO'H

-

And is Narre Warren where you grew up?

PIESSE
Yes. I went to the state school in Narre Warren. We lived on an
orchard-cum-small farm, so we were in the country although it was only 25 miles
from Melbourne, but it was country then and we had all the usual things, you
know, cows, fowls, horses; not many sheep pet sheep now and again, that's
all. Didn't know anything about sheep when I was married. I went to state
school in Narre Warren, and then in Victoria in those days after the sixth grade
you went to high school. So I went to the Dandenong High School, which again
is ever so much bigger now than it was when I went. We used to go in on the
train, catch the train at twenty-past-seven in the morning and we'd get home at
half-past-five in the afternoon. Then we had a-mile-and-a-half from the railway
station to walk home, but because it was a long time from when school closed
(though school only ended about a quarter-past-four, I think) we had a little time
to do homework if we had to do it. We didn't have to bring it home; we could do
it at the school before we walked down to the railway. There was a fair bit of
-
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walking involved, where children don't do that today. They're picked up at
gateways by buses and at the school by bus and home by bus, but we had quite
[a walk]. It must have been over a mile from the high school down to the railway
station in Dandenong, and when we got home we had a-mile-and-a-half to walk
home again. So it was good exercise.
GO'H
The orchard that your family had, did it have a name and what size
holding was it?
PIESSE
It wasn't very big. It was 40 acres (I don't know what that is in
hectares) and it was about average for there. It was a returned serviceman's
block. My father was wounded in the First World War and after the war he
married my mother and they settled on the orchard. We had apples and pears,
a few stone fruits for ourselves but it was apples and pears that we exported in
those days.
GO'H

Did it have a name?

PIESSE

Greenford

GO'H
it that?

Do you know why your parents called it that, or your father called

-

C R E E N F 0 R D.

PIESSE
I don't actually know why, or whether it was called that when he
came into it, but I can imagine it could have been because he came from up
Murtoa way where only a short time it was green up there, because, of course,
that's a wheat area and Narre Warren was always green. Yes, so it was lovely
country.
GO'H
And the house on the property, could you just give me a brief
description of the type of house?
PIESSE
Yes. A small wooden weatherboard and iron house. We had three
bedrooms, a lounge/dining room, a kitchen, those sort of things, and of course
in those days the laundry was out away from the house not very far, of course,
but across the yard to the laundry across the yard to the toilet, cross the yard
[laughs] to wherever, and all different now, of course. No-one thought that was
primitive in those days. That's the way we were just after the First World War.
Of course, I was a bit after that, you see, because I was born in '23, but Mother
and Dad were married in 1920 and he hadn't been all that long home from the
war when they were married, and people did appreciate things that they had, I
think, a good deal more than they do today. Certainly it was only a
weatherboard cottage but we had carpets on the floor and decent furniture. I
always say my father gave his children their sense of humour and my mother put
the polish on. [laughs]
-

-

GO'H

Where did your family sell their orchard-grown fruit to?
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PIESSE
Well, in those days you sold it through an agent and it was
exported largely to Europe, and when we were kids at school (before we went
to high school because it was too late when we got home after that) when we'd
come home from school often our job was to stencil the cases, the wooden
boxes the fruit was in, and it was going to Liverpool in England or to Hull or to
Hamburg and all those places. The agent would have told my father he needed
so many whatever, and when they were all boxed up my father would load them
up onto the wagon or the lorry with two horses in the lorry, and drive down the
mile-and-a-half to the railway station where they were put on the train down to
the ship, and they were shipped off to these places, which made for great
dreaming for children, having learnt where these places were in our geography
at school. I don't know whether children do learn as much geography now as
we used to, but we knew a lot about other countries, and, of course, my father
having been in Europe in France during the war, he was a great one for telling....
if you asked him things he would never laugh at you or ridicule, he would tell
you. We would ask him things and we never realised we were learning things.
GO'H
father

-

Can we talk a little bit more about your family? First of all your
his full name, date of birth if you know it.

PIESSE
He was Frederick Benjamin Aumann, one of 15 or 17 children.
There's a whole story in itself of the Aumann family. My great grandfather, my
father's grandfather, came out from Germany way back in the time of Wilhelm
III because and this is probably irrelevant to you.... We've just had a big
reunion a few years ago and we got all this information, which we vaguely knew
but a relative went back and checked it all out in Silesia in Germany, and
Wilhelm III had decided he would write the litany for the churches. He wasn't
going to have anything to do with this Lutheran nonsense. He would write the
litany and everybody would worship as he said, and great grandfather Aumann
said that was not for him and his family, he would go to this new country. So he
sent his eldest son out for a start and within the year he followed with his other
four sons, I think. He had one daughter. His wife had died and he had one
daughter of his own and he had a housekeeper, whom he married. She had a
daughter and they all came out and his own daughter came a year later. One
of those Sons was my grandfather. The other sons settled around the Doncaster
Templestowe area in Victoria and my grandfather went up to near Murtoa in a
covered wagon. Of course, he married my grandmother [first]. She was Polish.
I didn't know her. Well, I did but I was only two-and-a-half when she died. My
grandfather had died long before that on Dad's side. They went up in this
covered wagon and her first two children, the first two of the 17, were born in the
covered wagon because he had to clear the land and get producing something,
at least fruit and vegetables so they could eat. He was a fairly remarkable man.
There was no way of preserving anything in those days, of course, and so he
dug a cellar. There wasn't too much in the way of tools for digging cellars but
he dug this cellar, which is there to this day. Nobody lives in the old home now
but it's there to this day. In order for a draft to go through so things wouldn't go
mouldy he arranged that with pipes out and little windmills on them you know,
-

-
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little turn things and it still would function if anyone was there and they were
able to keep their (they had a cow) milk and butter and so forth down there.
-

I am told that grandmother took up with her a hen with the sitting of eggs. Must
have had a rooster too, I suppose, because the fox got most of the first lot of
chickens and she'd built on from there. They were very much horticultural
people and my grandmother had always, in later years, a lovely garden.
They first of all built two rooms, waffle and daub, and then that was still there.
When I was a child I remember that as being the laundry, these two rooms, and
then the main kitchen area was built, and then across an airway the other rooms
of the house the parlour and the other bedrooms. And with all these children,
there were big sheds, and the boys in particular slept in the lofts and the lofts
were still there when I was a child.
-

But Grandmother Aumann was very strict. They lived something like five or six
miles from Murtoa and she would walk in to church along the railway line. They
were very religious in that way not what is known today as Bible bangers, but
a very deep faith, and this no doubt was inherited from my great grandfather
because after he came out here and settled at Doncaster, one of the first things
he set about doing was building a Lutheran church. He's known around
Doncaster as Father Aumann because they were some of the earliest ones
settling there and he is always remembered for his work with the church. None
of them were ministers. I think there are some ministers in the family now, I
know there are, but I don't really know them; I met them at the reunion. But
they were people of great faith and very much into the growing of things and the
laws of nature, very much so, and my father, too, yes. So, do you want any
more about them?
-

-

GO'H
about?

Yes. I was wondering, do you know when your father was born,

PIESSE

1885

-

26 August 1885.

GO'H
And you say he moved to Narre Warren after the war. Do you
know why he picked that particular area?
PIESSE
I think because he'd been up in the wheat area, which then was a
very hard life. I know farming people are always dependant on the weather, for
one thing, and you remember that during and after the First World War many
people had to walk off their properties because they just simply could not make
a living things were very, very hard. When he married my mother he had put
in for a soldier settlement block, as they were referred to, and he asked to come
down in the south a bit, thinking that that would be a better proposition, which
in fact it was for a time, though during the 1930s everybody suffered when I was
growing up. There wasn't any money. Nobody had any money, and selling our
fruit, a lot of it couldn't be sold. There was no market, and it was just tipped out
-
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in great heaps. That happened twice during my childhood. The second time
there were a lot of pears tipped out, down in what we call the stock paddock
where we had the horses and a couple of cows, and one horse got diabetes
from eating too many pears, because of the sugar, and the horse had to be put
down. It was a very difficult time during the 1930s and, as I say, we were well
established as far as our home went and we were never short of food and we
were never cold, but we didn't have too many clothes.
I well remember sharing silk stockings with my mother. We had one pair
between us. I mean, girls today wouldn't believe it, you know. And, of course,
you always wore your stockings and your gloves and your hat. You never went
out without those things, so when mother when out she wore the stockings and
when I went out I wore the stockings, and they cost seven and elevenpence!
[laughs] [Other than that we wore heavy lisle stockings.]
GO'H
You've been talking about the Depression. How affluent was your
family generally?
PIESSE
Not affluent. Not affluent ever, not ever, not moneywise, but I felt
we were very rich in family really, because, well, we were united, and I think that
was the case of many families in those days. Looking back, I think one of the
main things was that we all sat down to eat together, which people don't do
today. We children, when it was a meal time, we automatically washed our
hands and brushed our hair and came to the table. You wouldn't think of saying,
"No, I'll have mine later," you know, "Oh, no, I want to go to wherever." No. It
didn't happen. I was never a keen sportsperson. I did play tennis as soon as
I was old enough, not with any great prowess at all, but enjoyment. My brother
was very keen on his sport, both cricket and football and very good at it, but he
would still have to come to meal time. If he had to walk into Narre Warren for
a football match or whatever, the meal would be put on a little earlier so he
would have time to go, but there was none of this "Well, he'll have his first and
the rest of us will eat later." We ate together.
GO'H
You mentioned that your father always listened to you and talked
to you as children. Can you tell me a little bit more about his personality?
PIESSE
Well, of course, he was very important to me in my life. He had a
tremendous sense of humour. Mother didn't. He was well regarded in our little
town. He was president of the school committee.... oh, on all sorts of things. He
was one of the leading lights in the Progress Association when they built the
returned servicemen's hall in Narre Warren, that sort of thing. I was only too
little enough to know about it. I remember the hall I think it's still there; in fact,
it is still there where all the functions were held. He was one of the chief ones
on that committee. He took an active part in the district but it was a very small
district. He didn't have a lot of money. He could never go making great big
donations because he simply didn't have it, but anything he could give of himself
to the district improvement, he gave. Mother did, too, in her way but she was
-

-
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much more reticent, more shy. For instance, my father loved dancing, and when
I grew up this was a great help to me. Mother was always terribly self-conscious
about dancing. He was a mason and they would have functions, and Mother
was always in a great dither when she had to go to an evening and support him,
anything like that, she was in a great state about it. My father would just love
the dancing and he'd enter into whatever was going.
I remember one time, I was half-grown, I suppose, and there was a fancy dress
dance in Dandenong and Mother refused point blank to go in any sort of fancy
dress. It was the time when Haile Selassie was carrying on in Abyssinia.
which, we used to learn these things because they were discussed at the table,
things in the paper. Not who was sleeping with who, like there is today, [laughs]
but things happening in the world. Dad always read the paper and Mother read
the paper too and discussed things, so we knew that Haile Selassie was cutting
up over there, and my father went to this [dance] as Haile Selassie and Mother
flatly refused to have anything to do with it. So Dad got himself some chaff
bags, you know, the chaff bags were loose hessian stuff, and he dyed them
himself and made his outfit himself [laughs] to go, and he made some sort of a
cardboard headgear and blackened his face and he got a prize. Of course, we
had photographs in the paper, you see. Everyone knew he was Haile Selassie
at the ball and he got a prize.
I remember when he came home from the ball and, of course, the next morning
we kids wanted to know all about it and Mother said, "Oh, I was ashamed of him
going in that rig-out," and Dad said there was only one woman made any remark
against it, and he was dancing with her and she said, "I really don't like the smell
of your outfit!" [laughs] I could well understand why because he'd dyed this chaff
bag. But, you know, he just took that all in his stride and laughed about it and
we all laughed about it, but Mother was just embarrassed. But she came from
a different walk of life altogether.
GO'H Could we now have a little bit of information about your mother her full
name and date of birth and her family background?
-

PIESSE
She was Marguerette Gertrude Pettingill. She was born in Drouin
actually. Her father had a crippled foot, I suppose you would say, sort of a club
foot. He wasn't born with it. Something went wrong with it when he was a boy,
so he was always lame. At first I'm told he was a bootmaker. His father, who
had been a publican.... no, not a publican you wouldn't say he kept boarding
houses anyway, and he had said, "Well, this boy would not be able to go on the
land." He also had a farm, my grandfather's father had a farm, Mum's
grandfather. He said that Fred (he was Fred, too) would never be able to go on
the land because of this foot and he must learn a trade. So he had him taught
bootmaking, which he hated, thinking no doubt that with this crippled foot it would
be handy to make his own boots [laughs].
-
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Anyway, they were in Drum, and then Mother was born there and her sister, and
then they moved to Port Fairy in Victoria, in the western end of Victoria. I
believe they had a fruit shop there, which Grandma who was a real bundle of
energy, that little Grandma; she was only four foot eight, but she was one of
those energetic little women. They ran the fruit shop but in between times he did
night school study and became the town clerk. That was a very good position
in those days. He was the town clerk in Port Fairy for many, many years and
they had a nice little home down there and they had two more children there.
One died of tuberculosis, the youngest girl, but there was the eldest one, my
Auntie Nell, then my mother, and then the brother, who was also called Cyril,
and Auntie Evelyn who died. She died after I was born. I didn't ever know her.
But that's where they lived.
Where Dad had been taken to the Lutheran church, you know, with all these
children, you can imagine there wasn't too much cash around. People didn't
spend up like they do today. They gave donations to things but they didn't seem
to need so many, so much paraphernalia around them. Well, I suppose it wasn't
available, really. Dad had gone to church, and of course he went to school and
had quite a reasonable education. Mother was in the church choir, a lovely
singing voice, and she and her mother and her brother all sang in the choir for
years in Port Fairy. My grandfather, Mother's father, being an office worker, you
see, it was quite different, and living in a town, and I think that also had
something to do with Dad putting in for an orchard because he felt that she was
too delicate in a way, I suppose. She was not delicate but, you know [laughs],
it would be too much of a shock for her to go up and have to rough it in the
wheatbelt at that time. People have nicer houses than that now but they didn't
then.
GO'H

Do you know your mother's date of birth?

PIESSE

2 January 1895. She was just ten years younger than my father.

GO'H

And how did your parents meet?

PIESSE
Well, Dad had just come back from the war and he was share
farming in places or working about. This was before he got the block. He was
up at, I think it was Wodonga, I'm not sure whether it was Wodonga but I think
it was up that way, and a friend of Mother's or an aunt of Mother's ran a hotel
up there and Mother went up to stay with her and met up with a woman she had
known a long time ago, went to school with, I think, who was now married up
there, you see, and this friend said, "Oh, there's these Aumann boys have just
come home from the war. You must come in and you must meet them", and
that's how it came about they met.
I believe my father had been engaged prior to going to the war and when he
came back there was a big bust up and nobody really knew why except Dad and
the girl concerned apparently. Dad's sisters used to try to get it out of my
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mother, "What happened? Why did that break up? Mother said, "It's no good
asking me. I have no idea!" [laughs] She wasn't going to ask Dad. [laughs] So
that's how they met. She was very pretty, a very lovely looking woman, very
handsome, and he just idolised her, you know, and thought, well, he couldn't
take her up into the wheatbelt, that would never do, so that's where they lived.
GO'H

Do you know where their marriage took place?

PIESSE
Yes. They were married in Port Fairy. Mother was only holidaying
up in Wodonga, you see, and they were married in the Anglican church in Port
Fairy where Mother had sung in the choir all those years. They went to Sydney
for their honeymoon, because Mother's brother was in Sydney. He was with, oh,
Mark Foy's or Burns Philp. Mark Foy's, I think in that time. Anyway, he was in
business, that sort of thing.
GO'H
I was wondering if you could also tell me a little bit about Narre
Warren as a community, the sort of size and facilities it had as you were growing
up?
PIESSE
Well, it wasn't any size, [laughs] but we thought we had enough
things. We had a school, which is still there to this day, we had two grocery
shops and a butcher, and the butchers in those days, you went in and there was
sawdust on the floor and a big chopping block and everything hung up on hooks,
and you said, "I'll have a piece of steak off that" [laughs] It was all very healthy,
you know, it really was. I can remember taking my youngest son, who was very
passionately fond of sausages, and that butcher shop must have still been there
then when I was married. Charlie was born in 1952. Yes, it would be about
1954 and he was only two and we were over there, and Mother took him with
her and he saw all these sausages hanging up in the butcher shop he was
ecstatic! [laughing] He'd never seen so many sausages! So that butcher's shop
was there a long, long time. We had a baker. I think that's about all the
business that was there, yes. And you see, in those days, the grocers, they sold
chaff and wheat and all those things as well. It was a general set-to but one of
the shops was quite up market. It was a later job brick and iron but the
original one was corrugated iron, and that was still corrugated iron. Now there's
a big shopping area there, but it was a corrugated iron shed then. A very good
business, and you went up steps to a platform, wooden steps (no handrail, of
course) to a platform and then you slid this corrugated iron door (like a shearing
shed) to go into the shop. Very primitive but it worked. [laughs].
-

-

-

And the railway station! Of course, we had the train going through. We had no
electricity at all but I can remember the stationmaster or whoever was on duty
going along and lighting the lights along the platform when the train was due to
come in, and going along and putting them out again when the train had gone
in. They were those sort of tin lights with glasses on each, glass around them.
That was the lighting. There was no power, not for years. We had a coolstore.
That was built during my father's time. He was instrumental, like he was one on
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the committee getting that going, and after that was built, in between times fruit
was stored there and you packed it out from the coolstore. When I got a bit
older I did pack fruit out of there.
We used to love to go down with Dad. We'd take our lunch and go all day if we
were getting fruit to send away, and always Mother packed us up a very nice
lunch. Great cook, my mother, a very good cook. We always took a bottle of
cold coffee, and this was a great luxury. You used to get brandy in I suppose
they were half gallon flasks or something. It was a particular shape bottle, a flat
sort of a bottle, and always the coffee was put in this I think because it had a
screw top, but it also laid very comfortably in the coolstore chamber. The cool
pipes went right around, as you can imagine, and this flat bottle of coffee,when
we first went down that was put first thing in the cool chamber so that there was
iced coffee when we got it for lunch. It was a great thing because we had no
means of making any ice; the coldest water you got would be out of a waterbag.
-

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE A
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PIESSE
The coolstore was right alongside the railway line, for obvious
reasons: when you had to load fruit it was no distance to cart it across in the
yard where the goods trains were waiting. There was a yard around, always
referred to as the coolstore yard, and if the whole family went into Melbourne for
any particular reason, and we used to go in for quite a bit of shopping from time
to time, we drove down in the horse and jinker, a two-wheeled jinker; very
comfortable, especially made for us. I remember going with Dad to pick it up.
The horse was unharnessed and let go in the coolstore yard, and then when we
came home Dad would have to get him and harness him up again for the drive
home. Mother in those days didn't walk down town. Years later she did walk
down town. She tried driving the horse a bit. She was never a very confident
driver, would rather walk. It was too dangerous driving.
I must tell you something else about old Bonny, too. Old Bonny was our horse.
Old Bonny was a white horse. I've often thought to myself I'd like to write about
old Bonny. I know Dad got him from a sale, I think it must have been the pound.
In those days, if horses were let loose, or animals cows, anything they were
put in the pound, because people, if they couldn't keep them any more they just
turned them out, you see, and they could eat on the roadsides. There was
always water, they could survive, but then they had to be got off the roads and
so they were put in the pound and you paid so much to get them out. I think if
no-one claimed then they were put up for auction. I suppose the money went
to cover the cost of collecting them and putting them in there. Anyway, I think
that's where Dad got Bonny and he was only a young horse, a very young horse,
and Dad broke him in. He was a great one with horses, my father, and they
were the first ones on the farm, Dad and old Bonny. Dad broke him in for riding
and for use on the cart and we had a few other horses from other times, but
Bonny was a part of our life.
-

-

Even as I was growing up when he was still young, sometimes Dad would be
going to harness Bonny up, and you know how young horses do, and he would
be a bit touchy about toss his head and, you know, dance about a bit. Dad
would take off everything he'd already put on him, whether it was the saddle or
the harness, whatever, take that off, just have his halter, lead him down.... we
had a fowl yard that was, oh, I suppose twice as big as this room, a six, eight
foot high, seven foot high, I suppose, wire netting fence around and a gate. He
would take Bonny down into the fowl yard and his stock whip and Dad would
stand in the middle of the yard and crack the whip and never hit him and
make Bonny gallop round this small space, and Bonny would go round and
round and round and round, and when he'd start to flag Dad would let him slow
down and then he would say, "Come here, Bonny", and Bonny would toss his
head again. Dad would crack the whip and round he'd go again, and this could
go on for quite a while. We might be all ready waiting to go somewhere but
Bonny had to be taught, otherwise he would get out of hand. He was a great
horse, a big horse, and he'd go round, and eventually, when Dad let him slow
down, Dad would say, "Come here, Bonny", and Bonny would come and put his
-

-

-
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muzzle in Dad's hand and then he would go and be harnessed up and behave
like a lamb for the rest of the day.
Sometimes we kids would have gone down while Dad was going to "put the
horse in" was the term when he was going to harness up "Dad's going to put
the horse in", you see, and Mother would be finishing getting ready for wherever
we were going. We'd come back again and Mother would say, "What's the
matter?" and we'd say, "Oh, Dad's got to give Bonny a hiding, he's being
naughty." But he never got a hiding, never got hit, never got hit, but Dad could
do anything with that horse.
-

Sometimes of a Sunday afternoon we would go driving in the jinker. I don't think
we had Phil in those days, my sister. I can't remember her there but I remember
my brother and myself and we'd be going "Oh, well, we'll drive over to the new
settlement across the line", and the bridges were wooden planks across in those
days. If Bonny was in one of his flighty moods, as soon as his hooves touched
the planks he would rear up and he wouldn't want to go over. So Dad would
say, "You better all get out." So we'd all get out and Dad would turn Bonny
around and they'd go hell for leather back towards Hallam, which was the next
town. And Mother would be terrified. What if the wheel came off? What if
Bonny....? Oh, anything could happen. Absolutely terrified and we'd wait on the
side of the road. Dad would bring Bonny back full belt, and if he wasn't satisfied
as soon as his hooves hit the wooden [planks] he would rear again. Round he'd
go. We might spend the whole of Sunday afternoon on the side of the road
[laughing] while Bonny got sorted out. And then eventually would go across,
back, across; there'd be no more trouble with him for a week or more. [laughs]
But he never got hit. Dad never belted him or ill-treated him in any way, but they
were a team.
I am digressing a bit but I must tell you this because it's something of my father's
character. Years later, we were grown up, or practically grown up, and we all
still only had lamplight because I'd gone away nursing before we got electricity,
and we were at home in the kitchen and Mother suddenly said (because Bonny
had got very old by now) "Bonny doesn't come up to the gate any more. I
haven't seen him up at the gate," and my father just went on reading the paper,
you see. Mother said, "Fred, Bonny doesn't come up." "M'm", said Dad. "Fred,
has Bonny gone?" "Yes." "When did he go?" "One day when you were all in
Melbourne", and we kids gathered up our books and went off to our bedroom
because we could see it was hurting Dad. [laughs]
I don't know now what happened whether Bonny got down and couldn't get up,
which was the usual thing that happened, or whether he actually died in the
paddock and then Dad got them to come, but it was too sad a thing for him to
share it, if you see what I mean. They were really a team and it still makes me
cry to think about it because they'd been together through thick and thin and he
was very fond of his animals, all his animals, but particularly Bonny, and we kids
just knew this is no time for us to hang about. I never ever asked Dad why he
-
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was called Bonny, because he was a male horse, a gelding, you know, [laughs]
why he ever called him Bonny. Whether he thought he was a bonny horse. He
was white dappled when he was young and then he was white when he got old,
but he was a great horse. [laughs]
GO'H
You talked about your family's orchard at Narre Warren. Was that
typical of the type of farms around?
PIESSE
Yes, very much so, on our side of the line. Everything was
governed by the railway line, of course, and still even now today in Wagin, where
the railway line still runs through the middle of the town, so to speak, and you're
either east of the line or west of the line and things are different on both sides.
On our side, we were north of the line in Narre Warren, and that was all
orchards, oh, way up to Narre North, orchards, small farming. South of the line
was vegetable gardens mostly and then later dairy farms, some dairy farms. But
when I was a little girl that was all boggy, very wet. People used to say, "Oh,
they'll never be able to do anything with that land", but now it's all drained and
producing quite well, various things. But in my day there was nothing there, and
it was always called "the settlement". There were a few houses there; no doubt
today they would be called Housing Commission houses, but they were just
called settlement houses then and people felt a bit sorry for the people who were
there because they would never be able to make a living on that land, but they
can now except it's all houses now.
-

GO'H
And political involvement as a child? You mentioned your father
being involved in the Progress Association what about state or federal politics?
-

PIESSE
No. Always interested, always interested. Read everything, had
his opinion about whatever, supported the United Australia Party, the UAP, and
discussed the Governors whenever there was a new Governor appointed or
Prime Minister or whatever. Mr Lyons now, who did he take over from? Who
was the one before him? Lyons was Prime Minister when I was a little girl.... oh,
Billy Hughes was in, too, yes. That was earlier, and then Joe Lyons. I've read
the history of the Lyons family, Dame Enid, and I did meet her. I was very
pleased to meet her when I went to the Women in Politics conference in
Canberra that time. She had quite a large family and a very stalwart woman she
was. Have you read her biography?
-

GO'H

I've read about her. I haven't read her biography, though.

PIESSE
She didn't have it all that easy but I suppose one of the things I
remember most, we had the entire Lyons family on the calendar. Calendars in
those days were terribly important. They were always hung on kitchen walls and
there was a photograph: sometimes it was the royal family or some of the royal
family or the Prime Minister; in this case it was the Lyons family and Mother
used to say, "She's a great woman, you know. She's really a great woman."
This is when Joe Lyons was Prime Minister. She was never obtrusive but
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always obviously supporting him, which she did very well. Yes, a woman to be
admired. My father oh, as far back as I can remember he always gave out
how-to-vote cards for the conservative party. They were UAP until Menzies
started the Liberal Party, but it was UAP. Dad went to party meetings. I never
knew too much about those but he always had an opinion about these things.
Never aspired to politics himself. He had a friend lived down the road a way
from us who once nominated and then withdrew and he told Dad it was far too
crooked for him [laughs] and so he got out of it. Dad never aspired to be a
politician but he had great concern that the country should be run as well as
possible.
-

On one occasion he was to give out how-to-vote cards, and they must have
been short of people, I think, because he was asked to go somewhere else and
there was no-one to cover Narre Warren and I said, "Oh, I could go!" I was only
a child at the time. He said, "Well, I suppose you could. No reason why not.
All you have to do is just offer one of these cards to everyone. You've got to
stand so far away from the door of the Narre Warren hall," this one that was built
by the Progress Association "and just offer everyone a card as they come in."
That was when the Jehovah's Witness woman came. Did I tell you about that?
GO'H

No.

PIESSE
She came to me and, of course, they were for anarchy. I hope
you're not a Jehovah's Witness person but they really did some dreadful things
during both wars, very misguided, and this woman came to me and questioned
what I was doing. She said, "This is wicked, wicked! Do you know you are
having intercourse with the devil?" I didn't even know what intercourse was.
[laughs] So I thought, oh well, good luck whatever it was. [laughs]. It didn't
worry me at all. I'll never forget that. The highlight of my how-to-vote card
activity. That's all I ever did, but as I say Dad had a keen interest.
He had a friend across the paddocks from us; my Dad didn't have a university
education, of course, but this man had. I forget what degrees he had, but he
used to come and consult with Dad, oftentimes of a Sunday morning he would
come over, and he'd say, "Fred, I want to discuss this with you", and it would
have been some matter that had come up. They'd walk off down the paddock
in deep conversation, you know. He was always interested in what was going
on.
GO'H
And as a child, when you were still living at home with the
discussions round the table, are there any political areas that you can remember
being discussed and perhaps having a different point of view from your father,
or strongly agreeing with your father?
PIESSE
Oh, no. I didn't have any particular point of view as a child, except
I knew we were conservative and that's the way it was. I suppose in a way I
knew the reasons, or some of the reasons why. I also heard when the
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government, whoever was in power, were doing the wrong thing. You know,
they shouldn't have put this tax on or that tax on or whatever and it's time they
did something about something else, but other than those things, no, we didn't;
I don't remember having any. I was never all that keen about politics, only just
as far as listening to the general conversation.
GO'H
And what was your understanding as a child of why you and your
family were conservative?
PIESSE
Ah, well. It was seen as people who were getting their living from
the land were somewhat different from the people who were drawing wages,
which they were. We had relatives who were blue collar workers I suppose
you'd call them now, and no matter what happened, what the weather was, what
the markets were, they still got their money and we didn't. We got ours once a
year when the crop was sold, and we got very little most times. As I say,
growing up in the thirties there wasn't too much. Yet my father's brother who
worked in the tramways in Melbourne, I don't think he had any marvellous job
but, you see, they had their pay, they still had their pay, and we didn't.
I know at times our grocery bill at this one store of corrugated iron, our grocery
bill for those times might be over £100 [for the year], which was an enormous
amount of money to us in those days and Dad would have to go and see the
man at the store. I know he went down to see him one day because he was so
concerned about this and there was no more money until we got another crop
off. He said, "Well, I'm sorry, I can do nothing about it." It was useless bringing
court cases and putting people in gaol because they.... it wasn't only us, it was
other people, too, and Dad said, "Well, I will pay you interest when I do get the
money," and the storekeeper said, "My golly, you're the first man who's ever
offered to pay me interest." People did tend to look at this storeman and say,
"Well, he's got plenty, he can afford to carry us for a while," but Dad never really
felt that way.
GO'H
Were you able to make any connection between the political beliefs
and the type of living that your family was in and what the political parties were
going to do for them?
PIESSE
I don't really suppose so as a child, not really as a child, except I
suppose I heard when wages went up, though they didn't go up very much in
that time. I think ten shillings a week was pretty fair pay in those days and that's
not too much. But then, you see, a double loaf of bread, what we call high tin,
would cost you a penny. People had plain food and they often didn't have too
much meat. There were many people on the roads, but people didn't tend to
blame the government, not where I was. The wages people might have blamed
governments, I don't know, but we were busy with what we were doing and we
blamed the markets and the difficulties of weather, whether the crop was good
or failed.
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There were quite a lot of men on the road looking for work and we had one old
swagman.... swagmen they were called because they had their swag on their
back. Many of them were young men and they would jump trains and get out
of town to try and get work. Many would call in at our place and although we
had no money, Mother would always give them a billy of tea (they had their billy)
and some hard-boiled eggs (we had our own fowls) and cut them a sandwich,
often just bread and butter. We hardly ever had meat to put in. We had meat
enough but not a lot. But this old Shepparton Charlie used to sniff like billy-oh
and he'd sniff the whole length of his arm and he was covered with whiskers, a
real Father Christmas. "The name's Charlie." We never knew his other name.
Mother would say, "Where have you been, Charlie, since you were here last?"
"I've been up at Shepparton," [sniffs] "Up to Shepparton. Plenty of money up at
Shepparton, plenty of money up at Shepparton," but Charlie never seemed to get
his hands on it. We never knew his history, but for years and years, every so
many months he would turn up. "Got a billy of tea, missus? l"ll chop a bit of
wood for you, missus." He would never take it without doing something. Mother
would say, "Oh, I've got some wood chopped." "I'll dig a bit of garden." Well,
that was a dangerous thing because he'd dig up anything but, [laughs] but
people didn't ask and expect it for nothing. He would want to do something and
most of the people who called in were like that.

-

Sometimes he'd say to Mother, "It's pretty cold, you know." It might be winter
time. "Pretty cold, you know. My coat's a bit thin," and Mother would say, "Oh,
Charlie, I think Fred's got an old coat there." So she'd go and she'd find.... Dad
had old, old coats and he didn't have any good ones and she would give Charlie
one of these coats or boots; sometimes it was his boots and Charlie would
thank her very much and be very pleased. When we went down to the gate next
time they'd be there [the clothes]. He never took them with him. We really don't
know why that was the case because he certainly needed the boots and the
coat, and he would be most profuse. Whether it was just to see whether she
would give him anything, but he never took them. You couldn't see our front
gate from our house, not that it was that far. I don't know how much in
dimensions but there was a little hill and you couldn't actually see. The bread
box was down there. The bread and paper were delivered into this box down
at the front gate, and Charlie would always leave the coat or the shoes. Not the
food, of course, he took that, and there must have been some sign that they left
for each other, these swagmen, because they knew the places to call for food
and they knew the ones to bypass where they wouldn't get anything. Yes. We
often wondered how they knew.
-

-

GO'H
You've been talking about the influence of your family on you as
a child. Can you identify any other people or events that influenced you?
PIESSE
Yes, very much so. One person in particular, a man called
Singleton, Frank Singleton. He's dead long since now. He was a.... what was
he? Assistant Methodist minister. We were Anglican but to get to the Anglican
church we had to drive to Berwick in the horse and jinker. At first we used to go,
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Mother and Dad and Cyril and myself, and then when Phil came, she was the
baby and Mother would stay home with the baby and we didn't often take the
baby until she grew a bit bigger, and by that time my brother had gone away.
Anyway, we used to drive to Berwick mostly, but the Methodist church in
Dandenong set up little services all over (as Methodist people do this day) and
they would have the minister and an assistant minister and the other people
were called lay readers or lay preachers, and they would go and perhaps once
a month they would have a service in the Narre Warren hall. Prior to that the
minister or his assistant would come around and visit the homes and say, "We've
got a service on Sunday afternoon," or whatever "and I hope you'll be there, Mrs
Aumann." And because they took that trouble Mother would say, "Well, we must
go. We must go." But we had a lot of hilarity about that. Do you want to hear
about that part?
We'd go down to these services and sometimes we'd have these lay preachers
and some of them were very funny. Well, this particular evening we had a lay
preacher and he was a great singer. We had a little pedal organ in the Narre
Warren hall which was used for the church. Anyway, he chose hymns that the
Narre Warren people didn't know. I suppose there'd be anything between ten
and twenty people at the service, and it was held in the library that was one of
the rooms in the hall. A beautiful library they had there. Gone now. This man,
he sang the first hymn by himself because nobody else knew it and when we got
to the second hymn he sang the first verse and then he said, "Stop the organist!"
He said, "Now, look, my friends, Methodism was born in song. You must sing!
Now sing up like good Methodists." My father nudged my mother and said, "It's
your fault. You're singing like an Anglican." Of course we kids [laughs] thought
that was hilarious! On the way home Mother said, "That's the end of it! We're
not going any more! It's just making a mockery of the service. I cannot stand
this nonsense and giggling in church. It was your fault, Fred! You should never
have said that in front of the children! We're not going any more." But the next
time that the minister would come round, "Oh, well, perhaps we better go.
They've gone to all this trouble, we will go." That had a big bearing on me, and
this man Singleton was a very fine man.
-

Strangely enough, before he went into the church he had done all sorts of things
and among them he'd been in the diggings over in Western Australia, the gold
diggings. He used to talk about Western Australia (this was in his single days).
He was much older than my parents. He used to say, "You know, Western
Australia is a wonderful State", because there was a bit of pilfering going on
around Victoria by then but nothing like it is now. People didn't steal like they
do now. He would say, "One thing about Western Australia, I went back...."
something had happened. He'd been at the digs and he just had to leave all his
tools there and went back to Victoria mother sick or something like that.
Twelve months later he came back [to WA] and his tools were still as he'd left
them. Now, there were other diggers around there wanting to use the same, but
no-one touched it, no-one took his. He said, "It's a wonderful way that people
have."
-
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Indeed, when I first came over here it was pretty much the same. We never
locked up any houses or anything. In Narre Warren we locked up our house
always because people used to drive out from Melbourne and roam around. Not
that anyone ever stole anything, but you didn't like to think of anyone coming in
if you were away. When I first came over here when I was first married we
never locked up anything not our car, not our house, not anything. Golly, we
lock the shoes on our feet now. [laughs]
-

GO'H
As a child growing up, what sort of interests did you have? You
mentioned dancing and the church any other interests?
-

PIESSE
Growing up? Mostly within school. We seemed to be fully
occupied with school. I played a bit of tennis. I had a friend (they were much
wealthier than we were but they went broke in the end), they had a tennis court
at their place and I used to go over there and play tennis with them. We used
to play a bit of tennis in Narre Warren. I was never very good it but I enjoyed
it. No, we didn't have any girl guides or anything like that. I suppose all my
school years I was pretty well fully occupied and I liked learning. I loved school.
I loved school and I did well because I was interested. I suppose I was lucky in
my teachers perhaps, but I always had an inquiring mind. I think got that from
my father. Still do. I always think when you've finished learning you're dead.
[laughs]
GO'H
What about at school perhaps? Any positions where you took on
a leadership rote?
PIESSE
Mostly had the lead in the concerts. Couldn't sing in those days.
Mainly couldn't sing because no-one ever told me that if a note's too high you
don't just drop it down another octave to make it easier. Mother used to get
exasperated but she never..., she had a lovely singing voice and played the
piano beautifully and my sister has all that. She has a beautiful singing voice.
She's been trained. She doesn't play the piano. But Mother would get
exasperated, you see, because she'd get us round the piano and we'd be
singing and if it got too high I'd just drop it down and Mother would say, "This is
the note you're supposed to be singing!" and I thought, well, blow it, I can't get
up there, that's that. So I'd go off and Dad and I could be working in the packing
shed at times. He'd be singing one song, I'd be singing the other and we never
annoyed each other one scrap. Poor Mother, with her proper ear for music, it
used to upset her.
What did you just ask me about?
GO'H

Leadership roles at school.

PIESSE
Ah, well, at the school concerts at Narre Warren I always recited.
I think it started because I spoke clearly and I had a bit of a bend for the drama.
I was good at it and I think it was a sort of balance because everybody else

TAPE ONE SIDE B

PIESSE

18

would be singing and I wasn't to sing because I'd sing out of tune, but I always
recited. I always had the lead in the play and when I went to high school I
always had the lead in the play for speech night, too, but that came easy to me.
It was no trouble to me. I would have liked to have done more on the stage. I
loved it, enjoyed it, yes, especially the funny things. But, you know, there wasn't
much and, of course, Mother would be adamantly against any thought of
anything like that, absolutely. Yet when my sister learnt to sing Mother was all
for her singing on the stage, but I think she thought that was a cut above any
sort of drama. [laughs] Oh, it was different ways in the way people looked at
things in those days.
GO'H
yourself?

And your personality as a child, how would you have described

PIESSE
Oh, my goodness, somebody else would be able to do that better.
How would I describe myself? Well, a bit shy, a bit shy in some ways through
ignorance. Not inclined to push forward because I thought I didn't know. We
were brought up fairly strictly. We weren't belted or anything but we were told
how to behave and we did that. We used to go to the Methodist Sunday school
in Narre Warren because we could walk down to there and back, and when we'd
come home there were always visitors on Sundays at our house. We didn't have
a telephone, you see, so after midday on Saturday people couldn't ring up unless
they rang up before midday Saturday and said, "Can we come out?" Otherwise
they just came relatives and friends, lots of friends. Mother would do a great
bake-up on Saturday on the off chance that people would come, and they always
did.
-

When we came home from Sunday school we always had to go in and meet
everybody and shake hands with everybody, which they still do in Germany
today. I've noticed when I've gone back with my daughter-in-law they still all
greet with a handshake; none of this "Hi ya". So we had to go in and greet
everybody whoever was there, whether we cared for them or whether we didn't,
and be polite. Sometimes we stayed to have afternoon tea if it was on at that
time, but mostly then we could change our clothes and go out and play. But we
had to do that thing and often we used to hate it. So we were not really
regimented but there were certain things we had to do, so that if I had to meet
anybody when I [was a] child I wouldn't just stick my thumb in my mouth; I would
shake hands and greet them as best I could, that sort of thing. I don't remember
any other particular thing that we had to do. I was never captain of any sporting
things or anything like that.
GO'H

What age were you when you left high school?

PIESSE
Fourteen. I was fourteen and I was about to do my Intermediate,
as it was then, and I think there were several things happened.
END OF TAPE ONE SIDE B
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PIESSE
Several things happened at that time. One, I had always been the
tallest and the youngest in my class right through school. This is why I have a
very strong feeling now about children starting school at an early age. You see,
we started at four-and-a-half. It was too young. We had this little [11/2 miles]
walk into town to the school but that wasn't it; I was too young to start, and okay,
I kept up, the school work was all right, I could do the school work. I was good
at it. But I was growing at a great rate and I got very, very tired and very, very
nervy. I'd reached adolescence and I was tall and I was tired and things were
not good at home because there was very little money about and, of course, it
was a difficult thing to find the school fees for the high school plus the fare into
Dandenong, and altogether it just all boiled up and I got very, very nervy, very
nervy. Mother took me to the doctor in Dandenong and he said, "Well, she's
outgrown her strength", was the [diagnosis]. I was anaemic, too, makes you
very weepy and he said, "She should leave school for a year and just let her be
at home and rest until she catches up with herself." So I left school for the year
and I never went back. I'm sorry, I could have gone back, I suppose, but I never
did. I stayed home then. I must have been nearly.... my birthday's in June, yet
I think I must have been pretty close to fifteen somehow because I did stay
home for the year and I went about with Mother. Mother became a member of
the Country Women's Association and I went to all the functions they had and
helped in the flower shows in Narre Warren that we had and church functions in
Berwick and things like that. Then I wanted to be a nurse, so I started applying
to be a nurse, and Mother was agreeable.
What I'd really wanted to do, what I really wanted to do from the time I went to
the high school was to learn typing and shorthand. I really always wanted to do
that and Mother talked with a friend she had at the time who said, "Oh, no, no,
she's got the brains." I mean, like you don't need brains for typing and
shorthand. "She's got the brains. She should do a professional course." Mother
went and saw the headmaster at the high school and he looked at my marks and
so on and he said, "Oh, yes, she should do the professional course." Well, that
was fine. I liked the professional course but I don't know whether that had any
bearing that I wasn't doing what I [wanted]. I suppose they'd say now it was
something to do with it. But anyway the first two years I did very well and then
the next year when I would have gone into the commercial course, I don't really
think that had any bearing on it, but anyway the upshot of it was this doctor said
I would have to go on to iron tablets and stay home for a year and catch up,
which was probably true because I really had grown very quickly in that last year
or so, and so I stayed home.
Then when I was seventeen I looked to go nursing and I used to read in the
Melbourne Argus all the advertisements for trainee nurses. As soon as I said I
was seventeen they'd write back and say they didn't take anyone till they were
eighteen and apply again then. I remember going to my father and saying, "This
is really dreadful. How can I get around this? I have to tell them how old I am."
He said, "Ah, well, next time you apply when they put 'age' you better put
'seventeen but looks more'." [laughs] Oh, dear, Dad! [laughs] However,
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eventually Warrigal, West Gippsland Hospital, who was very short of trainees,
took me and I was only seventeen. I'd finished my general training by the time
I was 20 couldn't register till I was 21 but that didn't matter. The war was on
and I had no trouble getting a job and so forth. So that was how I came to leave
school anyway, which was a sorry thing and yet I feel it was my destiny to do so.
-

GO'H
You were saying that at school you were interested in having a
commercial career. Why was that?
PIESSE
I don't know. Except that I loved reading, I loved books. I still love
books. All my grandchildren love books. They never tear their books up, it's
something in us, and I always hoped that one day I would write books. I haven't
had time [laughs] so I guess I was not a really genuine writer but I loved writing
essays and they were good, and I always thought one day I would write a book.
I don't think I will now. I think one of my granddaughters will. Only because of
that thing of interest, I think. Not as a career, if you see what I mean, but
because of interest, you know, and how far you can go in your imagination to put
it down. It's very wide.
GO'H
that?

So you saw the commercial course as a tool to enable you to do

PIESSE
Yes, yes, very much so, and I still regret because it would have
been an enormous help to me in everything I have done, but anyway it wasn't
that way so there you are.
GO'H
And when you started applying for nursing training, I know you said
that you were being pushed towards a professional career, why nursing?
PIESSE
I suppose mainly because my mother had been a nurse. She
never finished her training, regretted it all her life, but she had nursed during the
First World War and talked of that. Two things: that I suppose for one thing, but
also because it was acceptable to my mother. There was a friend of my
mother's, a friend of all of us at home, and because I had a good figure and tall
and good carriage she used to say to Mother, "Oh, if she was my daughter I'd
make her a model. She's absolutely got everything to be a model." Mother
used to go up the wall, "Disgusting! That's a disgusting life." Mother's idea of
models were that bad men took you off in a corner and, you know [laughs] and
she worried stiff. She never worried about my sister like that. She was always
sure I'd go off the rails sooner or later. [laughs] A bit disappointed perhaps that
I didn't. [laughs] But to be a nurse was acceptable. There wasn't a lot open to
us in those days. You could be a nurse or you could be a teacher, you could be
a model (you couldn't if you were my mother's daughter), but there wasn't a lot
open to girls. Or you could be a stenographer but, of course, she didn't want me
to do that either.
One thing she was so against it because she thought that if I did typing, if I did
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stenography, I would be shut in an office. I think that's it, come to think of it. I
would get TB like her younger sister, who wasn't shut in an office at all but got
TB anyway because it was pretty prevalent in those days, and I think was
probably in the back of her thinking, that there was to be no chance of that.
GO'H
When you were doing your nursing training did you have to leave
home at that stage and live in?
PIESSE
Oh, yes. Yes, I did. I had to leave home. I went up to Warrigal
to be interviewed and then I got the position in that school [of nursing] and off
I went. Up until then I never went away from home very long. I used to go and
stay with girlfriends from school you know, you'd go and have a weekend with
this one and they'd come and have a weekend with you and even then
sometimes I would get homesick. I went up to stay with Mother's sister in New
South Wales and I'd got very homesick. When I went to start my training my
father drove me down to Narre Warren to catch the train to Warrigal and he said,
"Look, I won't drag out the goodbyes because you'll probably be back at the end
of the week." I'm sure he said it just to goad me on. I used to sit in the toilet
and howl my eyes out and think "But I'm not going home. I'm not going home."
[laughs] We all did. We all did. We were all homesick. Well, it wasn't only the
homesickness, it was you were always in trouble when you were the junior on
the shift. You know, "It's that damn new girl." Whatever it was it was her fault,
whether she knew anything about it or not. I didn't mind getting into trouble for
something that I really did but I resented getting into trouble for something I
didn't do. [laughs] I think we all felt that way, yes. It was pretty rigid then. I
think we benefited because of it, though we rebelled at the time.
-

-

GO'H
And how did you enjoy the training once you got over your initial
homesickness?
PIESSE
Oh, loved it, loved it. Loved living in a nurses' home with the other
girls. I got on well, we mostly got on well. We knew the ones we had to avoid.
I feel today that this is something that's lost out of nursing, and it's a great pity.
I've gone back a few times to the reunions at Warrigal West Gippsland Hospital,
which is very big now, once the change was made from the nurses' home to
living in little units or living out wherever they wanted to live, the trainees don't
have the affinity with each other that we had. There'll never be any friends like
the ones I made then, even I suppose my school friends, because we were all
suffering [laughs] , [or thought we were], and we had no money.
In my first year, three years' training then, ten and tenpence the first [year per
week], which is $1.10, and if I went home for my day off (we got one day off) it
cost me six and eightpence, so it didn't leave very much money. We had our
uniforms. We had one best dress and that's all we needed because when we
were working we were too darn tired to do too much [laughs] when we came off
duty because we worked long hours. The union came in after I'd finished my
training with these eight hour shifts. We didn't do anything like that. We worked
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until we finished, and if you hadn't finished your particular thing you stayed till
you did. Even though the new shift came on, you stayed until you did it. And
we didn't resent that. What we did resent is if somebody on the other shift had
gone off and left their work for us to do, if they didn't stay and finish it. We
resented that very much but we didn't resent having to stay. You know, if you've
got an accident in and you've got to wash all the bloody linen and all that when
you're a junior, well, it's got to be done and so you just did it. You didn't take
any overtime for it but the ward sister sort of knew if you had been kept back
because of something like that and she would endeavour to get you off when
things were quiet. "Oh, well, look, you can go an hour earlier because you were
back last Thursday, and make that up."
We were happy. We were happy. The ones who were not happy dropped out.
They always took on more trainees in an intake because they knew there would
be some would fall [out]. A lot of girls even today, see nursing training as just
walking round in a pretty smart uniform. Of course, we all wore our veils [when
we qualified]. That was the absolute ultimate to us, to get our veil. We were
very proud of it. But now, the way they wear these navy trousers and things, it's
not the same.
GO'H

How far was it from Warrigal to Narre Warren?

PIESSE
About 65 miles, which is nothing in a car today but, of course, it
was train then and it seemed a long way, yes. It took us a few hours to get to
Warrigal then.
GO'H

And Warrigal hospital, how many beds or what size was it?

PIESSE
It had three floors in those days. They're still there, of course, but
there's a lot more built on now. It had three floors and I suppose it had about
a hundred beds. I can't quite remember how many, but we had every kind of
nursing there, including isolation. You may remember in those days there was
a hospital in Melbourne it was in the news not so long ago called Fairfield
where infectious diseases cases went to in the city, but in Warrigal we had our
own isolation place where all those things, from polio to gonorrhoea, were nursed
in isolation. We did all those things, and we did everything. We didn't have an
abundance of wardsmaids and wardsmen and assistant nurses and all that sort
of thing; we were IT. We had trained staff and us, and we had the domestic
staff who brought the meals up and down but we dealt out the meals. We did
everything. Consequently, when we were turned loose on the public we'd been
well and truly taught.
-

-

The same when I did my midwifery, my child health midwifery in particular.
That was another 12 months if you had done your General [Certificate], another
12 months, and by the time you delivered all your babies and passed your
exams and you were turned loose, if you had to deliver a baby on the side of the
road you could do it, and did it, and I have done it: I've delivered babies in the
-
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backs of ambulance and all over the place. Today it's a different matter. They
are taught a lot of theory that nurses actually don't really need, but the hands on
part is missing. They can fill in all the forms and they are enormous; I would
hate to have to fill out all the forms. We wrote our reports and we knew what
was going on. It's a different game and consequently they are becoming very
short of what I would call well-trained nurses, particularly midwives. We're
desperately short of midwives, desperately.
-

GO'H

So after you finished at Warrigal what qualification did you receive?

PIESSE
I had my General Certificate, which was presented to me by Robert
Menzies. [laughs] Yes. This was during the war. My brother was [on HMAS
Sydney] already lost; the first year I was doing my training he was gone. When
I finished my training I couldn't register, I've said, till I was 21 and we had a
passing out parade. We all recited the Florence Nightingale motto and R C
Menzies made a speech, and my mother had a hat that, because she couldn't
really run to a new hat and so she painted [an old one]. We used to paint our
hats in those days, straw hats. You got hat paint, and if you had a white one
that had gone shabby you painted it navy blue or black or whatever, and Mother
painted hers and it rained on it. [laughs] Oh! I've got a photograph of them
sitting there, because it was outside, this ceremony. Anyway it was good.
So I was a Single Certificate trained nurse and could do any of the things that
Single Certificate nurses could do. I wasn't qualified to deliver babies, though
I had been up and had some time on top floor where the midwifery section was.
We used to have to go up and help at times so we saw babies born, helped with
babies being born; we were never in charge of it until we had done our mid but
we knew about it. We had done this term in isolation where, as I say, we had
everything from polio to gonorrhoea, scarlet fever, diphtheria all those things
are pretty well gone now, we don't have them any more [except gonorrhoea].
-

When we went up to isolation two girls were up there on their own and we were
not allowed to associate [with girls in the nurse's home] or go down the street.
We were up there for some couple of months and we weren't allowed to mingle
with anybody in case we brought cross-infection to anyone. It was great fun,
really. Sometimes we'd be up all night if we got a new case in that was very
sick. When we wanted stores there was a hedge and we went up little steps
and there was a hedge between isolation block and the hospital, and when we
needed new stores we'd take a tin tray with a list of what we were short of if
were out of phenyl, which we mopped the whole place out with phenyl. Cheap
and efficient, and it was, too. Whatever we needed we requisitioned and then
we went and put that [tray] down on one side of a gap in the hedge and when
we went away, whoever was to pick that up would come and pick up the tray,
take it, fill it with the stores and put it back on their side and go away, and then
we'd come down and pick it up so we didn't breathe on each other. And we had
no cross-infection, I can tell you that now. When I see this happening now I've
often said, "Really! We would have been killed if there'd been cross-infection."
-
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We just learnt our barrier nursing so rigidly that it didn't happen. We nursed TB
cases they were nursed outside the general ward in the main hospital, but
outside the general ward and you gowned and masked and, oh, it was very
much stricter and much safer, I think, much safer.
-

-

You see, the sulphur drugs came in while I was nursing and they were wonder
drugs, of course, for a time. Then penicillin came and we all went down to see
the first injection of this penicillin, this yellow powder that was in one phial, and
on the tray on the bench table in the middle of the ward, there was this yellow
powder and another phial of sterile water and you sucked up the sterile water,
blew it into the yellow powder, shook it around, used another syringe, sucked
that up and gave the person the penicillin. Some of them broke out in fierce
reactions and they weren't allowed certain diets and so forth, Penicillin was a
wonderful thing. I think we've become too dependant on them [these days].
Things do mutate and these drugs are no longer as effective on them; they've
been used too freely. That's not a fault of the medicos, that's a fault of people
Ignorance.
-

I remember having an old man brought in to men's medical while I was still at
Warrigal (because I stayed on there for a bit afterwards) and he'd been living as
a hermit in a shed, people did in those times, and he hadn't shown up for some
time. Someone went to see and he was desperately, desperately ill and he had
pneumonia. The matron said to us, "Go up and see that man because this will
be the last case of a real pneumonia crisis that you will see now with penicillin,
because we will never have crisis in pneumonia again." And up till now we
haven't, but it could happen again now that the wonder has gone off the wonder
drugs to some extent. So, what did I do after that?
GO'H

I was just wondering where you did your midwifery training?

PIESSE
In Queen Victoria Hospital in Melbourne, but I wasn't allowed to
start that till I was 21.... till I was 22, I think. You couldn't register that till you
were 23 anyway, and your General you couldn't register till you were 21. So I
stayed on at Warrigal, I was asked to stay on for a time at Warrigal. The war
was on, of course, and then I left Warrigal and the manpower thing had come
in. I was sent a notice to come and see the manpower people and they would
decide what I was to do. My mother got in quite a state about it and Dad said,
"No need to worry, no need to worry. When she goes to this interview I will go
with her." And Mother said, "Oh, they'll send her to the [bush]! Oh! Goodness
knows where she'll go! Oh! Too young, can't do this. Too young, too young!"
(If Mother knew some of the things I knew!)
Anyway, came the interview, you see, and Dad came with me and the lady who
was to interview me, when I was called in women were all waiting for these
interviews she came and said, yes, she would take Miss Aumann now. So Dad
came, and she looked at him and she said, "Will you wait outside." He said, "Oh
no, this is my daughter and I want to hear what you have to say." She said, "I'm
-

-
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sorry, you can't come in. I have only one chair." He said, "I have good legs, I
will stand", and he said, "I'm not going to interfere at all. You can interview my
daughter but I just want to know what you have in mind for her." There was
nothing she could do in the face of that, so then she very politely asked me what
I wanted to do and I said, "Well, I'd like to have a holiday", because I hadn't had
leave that year. She said, "Well, there's a war on, you know." Oh yes, I'd do my
bit, and she said, "Well, you can have a week off and then they're very short in
Dandenong hospital. Would that be satisfactory? That's near your home." I
said, "Yes, yes, that'd be all right. I'll go to Dandenong."
So this was the nonsense of the thing. I had my week off and then just before
it was finished I went to the matron of the private hospital in Dandenong they
were sending me to, and when I told her she said, "Have you done your Mid?"
and I said, "Oh, no, I'm only just General." "Well, you're no good to me, this is
a maternity hospital." She said, "And what's more, when I applied through the
manpower department for more staff, I had ten babies coming. They've all been
delivered and gone home now and I've got very light booking for the next few
months. I don't need anybody else now." I mean, this was the nonsense of it,
you know. So anyway, she said, "I'll take you if I have to but I really don't want
you", and I said, "Well, I don't want to come." So we left it at that and I just went
home again and [laughs] had another week's holiday.
What did I do next? Oh, I did my Child Health, that's right, because I still wasn't
allowed in for Midwifery, and Child Health was four, six months, something like
that. So I did that through the Truby King system. You could still do that if you
had done your General. You could do it without your Mid, but you really need
the three in my book. Anyway, at that time Trueby King was domiciled in
Footscray but it had been moved to a golf links because of the war in case
Melbourne was bombed. We knew Darwin had had some planes over. We had
no idea of the devastation that had happened there. The news was very scanty
in a lot of ways, and I think the authorities were probably afraid of starting a
panic or something, but we didn't know till after the war how bad the bombing
of Darwin was. No news came down to us.
Anyway, we were evacuated out to this golf clubhouse and I did my training out
there, which was very, very pleasant, very pleasant, and got that without any
trouble at all. Loved it. Then I was old enough to be taken for my Mid, so I
went to Queen Victoria Hospital and enjoyed that very much, although every girl
who ever does her Mid always says half way through, "Oh, when I get through
this I will never deliver another baby!" [laughs] After I went away from it for
about six months I went back and did all Mid and loved it, absolutely. It's
clean.... I mean, there's a bit of blood around but it's clean blood. It's not like
some things, you know. You lose hardly any babies and never mothers. I don't
ever remember a mother dying while I was doing Mid. We did lose one or two
babies, but some of them were a good loss, born so badly deformed that you
could only be thankful that they didn't survive. So Mid was a cheerful place,
lovely, and every new baby is a wonderful miracle, no matter how many you
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deliver, a wonderful miracle, so I loved that.
Anyway, I did my Mid at Queen Vic. Oh, prior to this, when I finished my
General and people used to say to me, "What are you going to do?" I said,
"Well, I'll enlist," because they were still calling for nurses then. Oh! Mother
nearly had a conniption because she'd already lost her only son and the thought
that I might go was just too much. So she asked me to promise I would do my
other certificates and if the war was still on, then she wouldn't make any fuss.
I think she thought if the war was still on we'd all be dead anyway by then, which
we probably would have been. It finished while I was doing my Mid. But when
I look back, we just thought, well, it's the thing to do. They're calling for nurses,
you just go. We never thought about the consequences. When you're young
you don't. And the same thing when my
anyway, that's another story.
.

.

.

So I finished my Mid and then I was asked to go bush nursing up at a place
called Swifts Creek, and that was a holiday on its own, really. I lived in a little
cottage. I was one side of the mountains and the doctor was the other side, and
that was where I met up with racism. The doctor, I think he was Jewish, and
he'd come out here anyway as an immigrant. I don't know how long he'd been
here. He hated me because my name was Aumann, without any doubt, and was
as unpleasant as he could be. I didn't really like that, but anyway I had a good
time up there. Oh, yes, that's what happened there: I got engaged. Not
because I was madly in love with this fellow but because it seemed to be about
the time that I would get married. [laughs] Funny, isn't it? Anyway, it was no
broken heart but I got engaged to this guy. I don't know that I really want all this
bit recorded but we'll think about it afterwards.
Before we went down home, I was finishing up at Swifts Creek and on the way
home he said, "Look, I want to buy you a ring because we'll get married." "Oh,
well, all right", and he bought me a very nice ring, very nice, and we went home
and told the family. Oh, and the engagement was announced. He met Mum
and Dad, and the engagement was announced. The next thing, one day my
sister brought the mail home (Mother wasn't home) and there was a letter from
someone I didn't know. I opened it and it was from a girl in another area and
she said, "I've just read of your engagement in the paper to a man by this name,
and it's strange that it's the same name as a man who was going to marry me.
I have had his child and he promised to marry me and I didn't know that he was
back [from the war]. In case there's any misunderstanding I've enclosed his
photograph and if it's the wrong one, well, good-oh." Of course, it was him. So
I thought, that's the end of that if he's promised to marry her and she's got his
child. I mean, that was a pretty serious thing in those days. People didn't go
running around getting pregnant like that, no. Anyway, so I thought, oh, gee,
there's going to be an uproar here. I was having a bath when my sister brought
this home. I got dressed and I said, "Look, I'm going down to Dad," and she
said, "Who was your letter from?" "Oh, someone you wouldn't know", and I went
off down to Dad, you see. Mother was out at the time. So Dad said, "Well, what
are you going to do?" and I said, "I think I'll go to Western Australia."
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PIESSE
So I went down to my Dad and I showed him the letter and he said,
"What are you going to do?" and I said, "Well, I think I'll go to Western Australia."
When my brother was on HMAS Sydney and we were good mates; he was
only two and a half years older than me Fremantle was the home port in
Australia and he used to say to me, "When you've finished your nursing training
you must come over to Fremantle. You'll love Western Australia! People there
are different. It's friendly. There's no mad rush. Oh, you'll love it. It's just your
sort of place and I'll be in and out of Fremantle on the Sydney."
-

-

Well, of course, he was well and truly gone before I came over. But meanwhile
another lass who I had done my midwifery with was over here and she'd written
to me that she had to hostess her sister's wedding because her mother had died,
and her sister was getting married over here and would I come over to the
wedding. When I got the letter I'd put it out of my mind that I wouldn't go that
far, that I was going to get married. Anyway, when I broke the engagement off
I said to Dad, "I think I'll go over to Western Australia and I'll go to Marian's
sister's wedding and I'll take it from there." He said, "Have you got enough
money?" and I said, "I've got enough", because I knew he didn't have any.
[laughs] So, "Yes," I said, "I've got enough money to get over there and I'll get
a job." I knew I'd get a job. So I did.
Well, Mother came home meanwhile and wanted to know where I was and my
sister said, "Oh, she got this letter and there's something wrong. She went
straight down to Dad. I don't know what's happened." So when I went home,
of course, Mother was just about in hysterics. Mother was a great one for
getting in a terrible state. "What are you going to do? What are you going to
do?" and I said, "Well, I'll go to Western Australia." "Oh, you can't do that! All
that way!" So anyway I said, "Yes, I'll go to Western Australia. I've got to get
a few things and I'll go." So we had a few barneys about it, Mother and I, but
the upshot of it was that I flew over with.... oh, what were they called? It wasn't
called Australian Airlines. There were two airlines. Ansett was going and the
other lot [TAA], which were the government airlines, and Mother felt were much
safer.
That was quite an experience because it was early days for flying right across.
We stopped at Adelaide for a time and refuelled and then we came on. Mother
had arranged for me to stay with a cousin of hers over here, whom she hadn't
liked, I didn't like and the cousin didn't like me, but Mother felt it was much safer.
It was just before Christmas, not long before Christmas I came over and I was
going to parties with this cousin of Mother's, and people said, "You flew over?
Oh, all that [way]. How long did it take?" "Oh, it took over 12 hours." "All that
time and nothing to eat or drink!" and I said, "Oh, yes." I said, "I had coffee at
Adelaide, and before we arrived I had coffee and toast before we landed and the
men had hot sausages and things," and they didn't believe me. "How could you
in an aeroplane? How could you have anything to eat or drink?" They really
didn't believe me, and that was in 1946.
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Why did you decide to fly?

PIESSE
Quickest way to get out of the road. [laughs] I wanted to get as far
away as I possibly could as quick as I could, not because I was broken-hearted
but because I thought I had been such a fool, such an idiot, yes.
GO'H

Was it expensive?

PIESSE
Yes. I can't remember what it cost but I did have enough money.
Right from when I first started on the ten and tenpence a week I always kept a
little bit, I saved a little bit against a rainy day. In the back of my mind, not so
much because I wanted.... I did hope to travel, of course, in the back of my
mind, but always in case they needed anything at home, that I would have my
fare. I never, ever let myself be flat broke. When I say I never let myself, I was
lucky, I suppose. But I went without things, of course. I couldn't afford a bunch
of grapes but that was not much to go without. It was a secure feeling that if
ever my family needed me I could get back. Even when I came over here I
always had my fare to go home. Even after I was married I could go home at
the drop of a hat if I had to. I felt that was important.
GO'H
Before we look at your life in Western Australia after 1946, if I could
just ask a few questions about nursing. You mentioned the unions bringing in
the shorter working days. Were you involved in the nurses' union at all?
PIESSE
No. No. Actively against it at that time. Against it because and
most of us were we resented filling in these time cards. We knew what we had
to do. We resented this thought that if you haven't finished your work you go
and leave it to somebody else. We were dead against it, even though it was an
inconvenience at times, but it was a matter of pride. It was the same sort of
thing as in those days if a girl's marriage didn't work, 99-and-a-half per cent
would never go home to mother, no matter what. Their pride wouldn't let them,
and I think it was pride with us. We knew what we had to do and we were
prepared to do it. A sort of acceptance of responsibility. But with this other
matter of saying, well, when the bell goes you drop everything even if you're
delivering a baby or whatever....
-

-

Years and years later, when I went back nursing after my husband died and I
went back to Narrogin, there was lovely girl there, a lovely nurse. Her father was
a great union man in the railways and we might have three or four labouring
mothers.... she lived at home, and over the lunch hour when we'd be short
(someone had to go for lunch, you see) but she would go home, which took her
a little longer, just down the road a bit, and come back to help out as a matter
of responsibility. But she would always get her mother to tell her father when he
came in that she'd gone shopping because he would have hit the roof. "You
come home and you sit and do nothing. You sit here for your hour before you
go back, no matter what," and she'd tried to explain to him, "But women are
having babies, Dad." "No, it doesn't mean a thing. Let 'em go. You sit here on
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your backside for an hour because that's the thing to do." So she had to go to
that length when her father would come in and her mother would say, "Oh, yes,
she's been and had her lunch, she wanted to go and do some shopping," but
she'd really be back helping us because we were short handed.
Another time there mightn't be anyone labouring so you could take as long as
you like. She grew up after me, of course, but still in much the same school,
really: it's your responsibility so you do it. [Unions today don't seem to feel any
responsibility.]
GO'H During this time that you were training in Melbourne you would have
reached 21 and voting age.
PIESSE

Yes.

GO'H

Did you become any more involved in politics?

PIESSE
No, not then. I voted, but no. I looked at what people were
offering but, again, of course, that was another thing, I was already feeling that
this was a bad thing for nursing. Not bad in that we had to work less hours, but
the shelving of responsibility. I think our generation felt that very much. It would
be nice whenever you could to have shorter hours, but that you would ever shirk
your responsibility and let someone else pick up the mess, that was anathema
to us.
GO'H
Any other organisations that you became involved in during the
period before you came to Western Australia?
PIESSE
Not that I can think of. No, I don't think so. You see, we were
pretty busy. Oh, I was involved with a lot of fellows. [laughs] I had a lot of
boyfriends, you know. That was great fun. Yes.
GO'H
And with nursing, what particular areas would you identify that you
found the most rewarding or interesting?
PIESSE
Well, midwifery enormously interesting, very rewarding, as I say,
because every baby is a miracle. But I enjoyed the hands-on in the wards. We
did theatre and all that, too, but I really enjoyed the hands on. To see somebody
in men's surgical, for instance, come in utterly smashed up and eventually see
them go home a whole person, that was wonderfully rewarding. Seeing old
people, and in those days our real oldies stayed in bed. They never got out.
They came in with pneumonia and we had people who'd been in bed for 12
years, you know, [inaudible] That was not so [rewarding] yet they were
wonderful people. Also young women who had become pregnant and
desperately for various reasons had got rid of their babies in a most dangerous
way, nearly lost their lives, and some of them did, the tragedy of that.
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I never could see eye to eye with my mother on these issues. There was only
one commandment as far as my mother was concerned and that ws thou shalt
not commit adultery. Didn't matter what else. I used to say, "Mum, you don't
know what these girls go through. You don't know what their lives have been,"
and "No. Right is as plain as plain. Right is right and wrong is wrong," and I
used to say, "No, I think a much greater commandment is that thou shalt not
carry slander and backbiting because they do much more far-reaching harm than
the poor silly girls who get pregnant and then don't know what [to do]." It was
ignorance. It was ignorance with many of them. You know, they'd be desperate
for a boyfriend. He'd say, "If you don't come across I'll leave you," so they'd
come across and he'd still leave them, and there they'd be left, poor little
beggars. I nursed quite a few of them and many of them very nearly lost their
lives. They'd confide in you (because they knew it was safe with you) about their
life. It might be a husband that didn't know, it might be their father, it might be....
oh, God, they were terrible, terrible stories, and to get those people back on their
feet, that was a very rewarding thing.
GO'H
And if we could just clarify the titles of the certificates that you
received. You initially got your General Nursing Certificate.
PIESSE

General, yes.

GO'H

And then is it a Midwifery Certificate?

PIESSE

And then I got my Child Health.

GO'H

Certificate?

PIESSE

Yes; and then my Midwifery.

GO'H

Certificate.

PIESSE
Which made me a triple certificate, which was pretty highly qualified
in those days. I could have been a matron for most places if I'd so desired.
GO'H
If we can now look at after you arrived in Western Australia. You
didn't have much time to make plans but had you any idea of what you were
going to do when you arrived, other than attend the wedding?
PIESSE
Oh, well, I'd get a job. I had to because I didn't have too much
money left by then. No, I arrived, I'd wired Marian who was over here, the lass
who was here, and she had.... I don't know whether we must have rung each
other up, I think, which was a great expense in those days. I mean, oh, gee
the cost of phone calls! But she said she was staying with her sister's in-laws
to be and I could come there, but Mother had contacted this cousin so I was to
go and stay with her no matter what. However, Marian undertook to meet me
when I arrived and I went home with her to the in-laws' place for a start. They
-
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lived in Cambridge Street opposite St John of God Hospital there. I think the
house is still there. A very nice couple they were, and so I stayed there and had
a sleep because I was dog tired. Then Marian set me on course to go and meet
up with this cousin's of Mum's. She lived in Mt Lawley and I stayed with her, I
suppose, just about a week; not very long because, as I say, we didn't like each
other at all and I'd never wanted to go there anyway. But anyway Marian then
took me to the Nurses Board to register my certificates; that was the first
important thing and I had no trouble.
One thing, the woman in charge there (and her name escapes me at the
moment a wonderful person: she's dead now), she said, "Oh, you've got your
Child Health", and Child Health had just spread to here not that long before and
she said, "Do you want to do Child Health?" I said, "No, I don't. I want a
general hospital position." She said, "Well, if you ever meet Dr Stange, don't
you let her know you've got that certificate or she'll have you into a centre before
you can turn round and you will never get out." [laughs] Dr Stange really had
them all scared. I never did meet Dr Stange. She apparently was a very
wonderful woman and did a lot for mothers and babies in this State. However,
the Nurses Board were very receptive. What I wanted to do was go round
Australia and they said, "Well, it's pretty hot up north now." This was Christmas
time. "Would you consider going down to Busselton for a time, only for a few
months? They're desperate. The hospital will have to close if they don't get a
double certificate down there." "Yes, all right. I'll go." They said, "Seaside.
You'll love it down there, and then, when you're ready, we'll work you up the
coast to Geraldton and Carnarvon and round the top and you can take it [from
there]." "Oh, that'll be fine." So I went to Busselton.
-

It was a very long train journey and the backs of all the railway men were
covered black with little flies, because it's all dairying or was then down
through there. I had never seen so many. We had flies but not like that. I'd
never seen so many little bush flies on anyone's back. Anyway, I got to
Busselton on the evening of New Year's eve. People used to go down by train
mostly then. One, they didn't have petrol [rationing]. It was just after the war
and that was the way you travelled. So the train was full. I got out on the
station and there were people everywhere and they weren't all locals, of course,
many were visitors. I started walking along the platform wondering if I would get
a taxi or where I'd find the hospital and a man came up to me and he said, "Are
you Sister Aumann?" and I said, "Yes." He said, "Oh, I've got a car. I have to
meet you and I'll take you to the hospital." So when we got into his car I said,
"You didn't know all those people on the platform?" "Oh, no," he said, "they
were mostly summer visitors." I said, "How did you know I was me?" He said,
"I've been meeting nurses off that train for 12 years. If I don't pick 'em now...."
[laughs] And, you know, that was marvellous, really.
-

GO'H

Did he say what it was about nurses that he could pick?

-
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PIESSE
No, no, he didn't. He probably would have said he couldn't tell me
but he just knew. He just came up to me in the crowd. I mean there were
people everywhere and he just came straight up to me. I don't think he'd asked
anybody else before. He may but I don't think so. He just seemed to come
straight to me and said, "Are you Sister Aumann?" and I said, "Yes."
So I went to Busselton. I enjoyed Busselton. We had everything there. Now
the girls today would have a fit. It was the old hospital, and night duty you were
on by yourself, which meant if a Mid came in you were responsible. You
delivered the baby or you got the doctor in time to deliver the baby if that was
possible. But if they were second or third babies they often don't wait for that;
they come in the middle of the night. Meanwhile, the old men in Men's Surgical
Ward, some of them would be on their way to the beach you know how they
wander at night and bells would be ringing and you were frantic. Not every
night but today the girls wouldn't do that, they wouldn't stand it. We had a
hurricane lantern. Always, all my early nursing days we had a hurricane lantern
to go round on night duty. We used to use them in the hospitals, we used them
at Busselton. In Busselton it was quite a walk from the Middy section back to
the General around this verandah. You never thought of anyone attacking you
or anything like that. Nobody was after drugs and there was none of that sort
of nonsense. But what there was was big frogs, and if you happened to stand
on one they let out the most bloodcurdling scream! It was terrifying. Have you
ever heard them?
-

-

GO'H

No, I haven't.

PIESSE
Oh! Jingo, you want to go down to Busselton and walk around at
night. I suppose they're still there. That was the worst thing. You were in
danger of dropping the lantern. That was the most dangerous thing that
happened. But you were busy at times. While I was there two things I
remember.... oh, several things I remember, but one in particular. A visitor came
into the ward one night in Men's Surgical and he said, "Oh, you're new here.
Who are you?" and I told him and he said, "Where do you come from?" I said,
"Victoria." He said, "Whereabouts in Victoria?" "Oh," I said, "you wouldn't know
it. It's a little place called Narre Warren." He said, "I went to school in a little
place called Harkaway," and it was just over the hill, you know. Of course, he
knew people I knew. I don't know how he came to be here but anyway I thought
that was pretty remarkable in all Australia that we should meet up like that. Not
that he was anything to me or anything.
Anyway, the other thing that happened there, one of the other nurses who lived
in Busselton, her brother was the local member and he and his wife had been
over to Canberra for something or other and they came home and the district,
I think, were having a barbecue for them. I don't know who actually had the
barbecue; it must have been at the brother's place. They had a family anyway,
and there was this barbecue that everyone was invited to and his sister said,
"What about coming?" Well, barbecues were just in in those days, that was the
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beginning of them, and "Oh, yes, I'd like to go to this barbecue." She said, "We'll
go home first." I was off for the day, you see. It was a Sunday. "Come home
and we'll have high tea at Sandilands and then we'll go on to my brother's place
for the barbecue." Well, we hadn't had high tea in our place. I wondered what
high tea was. We had afternoon tea but, you know, just the difference of the
States. So we went home to Sandilands and high tea turned out to be a jolly
good eat up. It was lovely. There was a thing holding a lot of boiled eggs in the
middle of the table; you know, one of those special holders. I have a couple of
them now myself. I think they're delightful, although a lot of people don't eat
boiled eggs in my house, but I like using this egg holder. Boiled eggs and
sliced meats and cake, scones, jam and cream you know, a real big eat up,
and I thought we're never going to have room for the barbecue.
-

Anyway we had this high tea which was good-oh, and then we went on to the
brother's place and I met them. As it happened my future husband was on his
way home. He'd come back after being a prisoner four years with the Japanese
and when he'd first got home he was in Hollywood for a time as they all were.
Then he went down to Wagin. His farm had been leased because his brother
didn't know whether he was dead or alive and so the brother leased the farm
until the end of the war, and my husband couldn't get back on the farm till the
beginning of March. He couldn't settle down there so he got a job in Elders
woolstore because he was always very, very keen about the wool. It was a real
interest as well as his life. So he worked in the Elders woolstore for six months
and he was on his way back to take over his farm but he'd gone to stay a week
or two with his sister, who was the wife of the bank manager of the New South
Wales Bank in Busselton. He was staying with her and he'd been invited to this
barbecue, too, you see, and according to him he saw me arrive and that was it.
The old timers in Busselton will tell you, "Yes, Mervyn Piesse's chops are still on
the barbecue." [laughs] Anyway, that's where we met.
He took me home. There was another little girl, a nursing aide, with us who
stammered, and Mervyn invited me to come round (he'd already said that he was
going back to Wagin) so to come and meet his sister the next day and I said,
"Oh, no. I'll come and meet her. Yes, I'd like to meet her and I'll come some
time, but she'll be getting you back to Wagin tomorrow so I'll come another day."
He said, "Oh, I'm not going back to Wagin tomorrow now. I'll be here for a
while," and I said, "Oh, well, I'm working tomorrow," and this little stuttering girl
said, "B-b-b-b-but Sister, y-y-y-you're off from t-t-t-two till four." [laughs] So he
said he would come and pick me up and would she like to come too. She didn't
come. I think she was working. Anyway, I went round and met his sister who
was a delightful person.
The other piece of this story which his sister half-sister, she was which she
delighted telling everybody and most of the old timers in Busselton have heard
it and may have forgotten, but many will remember.... The next morning,
Monday morning, he came out of his room and she was out in the laundry and
she said, "Oh, hello, Mervyn. How was the barbecue?" "Oh," he said, "it was
-

-
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good, Myrtle. It was really good, really enjoyed it," and she said, "Oh, that's
nice." He said, "Actually, Myrtle, I met the girl I'm going to marry there." She
dropped her washing and said, "Mervyn, you're still drunk!" [laughs] He said,
"No, I'm not drunk. Oh," he said, "I haven't asked her yet. I'm not drunk and I
wasn't drunk at all and I haven't asked her, but what I have done, I've invited her
round for afternoon tea here this afternoon." [laughs] So, of course, Myrtle hotfooted into the bank to tell her bank manager husband these startling things that
had happened.
There had been some fairly wild nurses at the Busselton hospital and she was
in great terror as to what this woman would be like that he'd invited for afternoon
tea, so she invited one or two other people round to ease the strain. When I
turned up it so happened that she on several occasions had seen me in church,
she being Anglican. You know the little old church in Busselton? Oh, dear little
old church. She had seen me there and asked a lot of people who I was and
nobody knew and they said they thought I was a summer visitor, but nobody
knew I was from the hospital, you see. So, of course, we got off to a good start.
So that was that.
GO'H
barbecue?

What was the name of the local member that was holding the

PIESSE
[Henry] Wilmott. He died in the hospital afterwards. His wife's
name was Blanche. A lovely woman. I think she's dead, too, but he died while
I was at the hospital. I remember putting my arms round her and saying, "Oh,
I wish there was something I could do," and she said, "My dear girl, I hope you
never know this sadness," and, of course, I have, yes.
GO'H

Do you recall anything about Mr Wilmott?

PIESSE
Not really. A good looking man, but it was her I knew mostly
because I only really saw him at the barbecue where I saw a lot of her when she
was visiting him at the hospital. Other than that I don't know anything about him.
It was his sister, Blanche Wilmott no, not Blanche. Blanche was his wife.
What was her name? Can't remember. It was his sister anyway who was the
nurse, the sister who invited me to go to the barbecue in the first place. There
are a family of Wilmotts living around there still but I don't really know them.
-

And you've told me of your future husband's reaction to first
GO'H
sighting you. What was your first reaction to him?
Well, he seemed pleasant. No, I didn't fall madly in love or
PIESSE
anything like that. He'd latched on but I was fairly used to that because I had
had a few fellows latched on [laughs] from time to time over the years. Never
took any of them seriously, which used to bother my mother very much. She
thought I was never going to get married. My Mother said I would lead these
men on and then drop them, and I never did lead them on. They just came.
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[laughs] Anyway, he was very pleasant, very nice. Oh, there was a thing; when
I was introduced to him and heard his name was Piesse and I said, "Oh, now,
when I was bush nursing there was a man Claude Piesse came over to my
cottage. He was staying in Omeo." He said, "Claude? You know old Claude?
How d'you know old Claude?" and I said, "Well, his daughter was nursing at
Omeo," and that was Pam, whom I still know, who's at Albany and both parents
dead now, and I'd met this Claude Piesse.
The doctor in Omeo, who didn't like me, he had to hold surgery every fortnight
in my cottage. He used to come across the mountains, you see, and he would
have surgery there and people would come. If anyone was staying at the hotel,
particularly any visitors, he would ask them if they'd like to come for the drive
over the mountains, which was very kind of him it gave him company, too. He
brought Claude one day, and we were having a cup of tea afterwards, the doctor
would never eat or drink anything in my house. He did with the other nurses but
wouldn't eat or drink with me, old bugger. I mean, my brother gave his life so
that people like him could come out here and settle and have safety and comfort
and bring up his family and he never looked at that. My father was wounded in
the First World War on his behalf, you might say, too. [growls] Anyway, bigoted
[inaudible]. Only the name, nothing else.
-

Claude said, "Oh, you're not going to stay here for the rest of your life. What are
you going to do?" This is before I got engaged and I said, "Well, I always
thought I would go to Western Australia because of my brother," and I told him
about that. He said, "Do you know anybody?" No, I didn't know a soul and he
said, "Well, when you come, you must make our home your home, make our
place your jumping-off place. I know what it is with nurses," because his
daughter was a nurse, "I know how it is," and he said, "You must make our
home [your home]." He said, "Here's our phone number and our address. My
wife at present is in England but she will be back by the time you come. She's
coming back shortly and you just ring us up or drop us a line and say you're
coming. We will meet you and we will look after you." I had no intention of
going, because I thought I know these men with their wives in England. [laughs]
Poor old Claude, and there was nothing like that about him, but, you know, I'm
my mother's daughter. I was being a bit careful. But anyway, it was very kind
of him to ask, you see, so, of course, I came and I never did contact them until
after we were engaged.
That went on a little bit of time, that to-and-froing with Mervyn from Wagin to
Busselton and so forth, and eventually we were engaged. When Claude heard
of the engagement he was ecstatic and he said to his wife Margaret, who was
a darling woman, he said to her, "You know when I met that girl in Swifts Creek,
I knew she was going to be important to our family." So whether that was a true
feeling or not, Pam says he had the second sight [laughs], which she said of
other things, not just that. So there you are.
GO'H

And what was the relationship between your husband and Claude?

TAPE TWO SIDE B

PIESSE

37

PIESSE
Oh, about second or third cousins, I suppose, but the Piesses are
very family, very family, and up till now they've been great old marriers. You
see, his was a different branch of the family in England. Mervyn's ancestors
came from England, the Piesse ancestors from England, and Claude's mother
had married somebody and he died and she married a Mr Piesse and had
Claude and another boy. That Mr Piesse died and she married a Mr Smith and
had more children. She had three marriages, you see. So Claude was a Piesse
and that father who died was a cousin, I think, of Mervyn's father, something like
that, so we're sort of getting down in the line, but that's how it was. And they
invited us up for high tea, too. This high tea was great. I don't think anyone has
it over here now but in those days Western Australians seemed to have high tea,
which Victorians didn't. [laughs]
GO'H

We'll finish the session now and take it up later.

PIESSE

Right. That's fine.

GO'H

Thank you.

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE B

TAPE THREE SIDE A

PIESSE

38

A further interview with Winifred Piesse recorded on 17 June 1997.
GO'H
In the last interview we were talking about how you met your
husband and I was wondering if you could give me some more details about him
his date of birth, where he was born and the family background.
-

PIESSE
Right. His date of birth was 19 September 1912, which made us
only ten years difference between June and September, and 11 years difference
from September round to June, so we tried to sign everything important in that
time around 10 years. It never ever made any difference. I never felt he was
older than me or anything like that. People say, "Oh, ten years is a very big gap,
you know, but it really isn't if you get along with the person. Yes, he was born
in Wag in in the house that we eventually lived in and that's a bit of a hazard for
a woman from somewhere else coming in to the old home because there are
certain taboos in old homes. You know, "You don't keep that in here, it's always
been kept in the pantry." And the old pictures, some old pictures that you want
to get rid of, whereas if you'd both walked into the house and said, "Oh my golly
we'll get rid of that!" You can't do that, it's a bit of a hazard. I don't think he
would have minded so much but his mother would have minded obviously did
mind very much any kind of change.
-

So he was born there, grew up, went to the Wagin State School through his
junior years and then to Guildford Grammar. I don't think he felt one way or the
other much about school except he did learn music; he learnt from a lady who
was a very good music teacher, and in those days children had to do exams.
It didn't matter whether they really enjoyed the music or not, that really didn't
enter into it, you had to do the exams. He always used to say, "When we have
children, no boys are going to be made to learn the piano", you see, because my
family had always been very fond of music not that I can play anything. My
sister is very good singing, but "Boys are not going to learn". So I questioned
this and he said, "Oh, no I had to learn music and now I can't play a note and
it was all a waste, and I used to get into trouble about it."
-

Then one day, after we were married, I was cleaning out the sideboard of the old
books and paraphernalia that was there, and I came across about three prizes
won by Mervyn Piesse for music at Guildford Grammar. So I went out to him
and I said, "What's all this about not benefiting from music? Here I find these
three prizes that you've won in the years you were at Guildford. How about
that." And he said, "Hm, yes, well, I learnt those pieces from Nancy Sinclair for
six years; I learnt them another three years at Guildford, if I couldn't play the
bloody things by then...! [laughs] So that was unfortunate because he was very
fond of music. He always had a radio going and when the little portable radios
came out he thought they were marvellous. We lugged those around the house.
I mean, you couldn't have a radio in one part of the house because it was a very
big, sprawling house. Also when radiograms came in we were one of the first
to have them because he was very fond of music but it had this squash put on
it in his early days.
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His eldest son was also very fond [of music]. In fact both sons, but his eldest
son in particular was very fond of music and would have liked to have learnt to
play but we used to have awful rows about Austin learning music. I don't know
why Mervyn couldn't see that things were different now, and I'll always regret that
that he never, Austin never really learnt to play anything. He married a lass
who's very musical, wonderfully musical, and he delights in her playing both
organ and piano, really delights, but he would love to be able to play something
himself. It was a very sad bit that.
-

GO'H

When and where were you actually married?

PIESSE
Oh, we were married in Christ Church, South Yarra, in Melbourne.
Yes, I went back home. I was nursing in Busseton where I met him and then
we became engaged and I moved from Busselton then to Narrogin. I wanted to
go Wagin Hospital but they had staff and Narrogin didn't. See in those days
there was a great shortage of trained nurses, and the Nurses Board said, "Look,
Narrogin's only 30 miles away, would you go to Narrogin because they are in
dire straits if they don't get a midwife soon. We're in the same boat in Wagin
or have been recently again. Midwives are very scarce [laughs]. Anyway, so I
went to Narrogin and nursed there, and then I went over to Melbourne. We had
to fit our wedding in between seeding time and harvest time and shearing time
that governed when we were married. We were married on 3rd September,
which many people were quick to point out and say, "Good heavens, you're
getting married on the 3rd September, that's the day the other war broke out."
[laughs]

-

-

GO'H

And that was in 1947?

PIESSE
1947, yes. We had my father's car [for our Honeymoon] but we
didn't have much money. We had my father's car and we did a tour up to
Canberra and round about Victoria and that sort of thing. You see he'd only just
been home about 12 months I suppose from Japan and was still feeling his way.
When I say feeling his way as far as adjusting to life after the war. So we were
married over there and his sister very kindly came over; she was the only one
[with his Mother] of his family who was able to come. Then we came back and
settled on Cintramia, the house on Cintramia. I had lived on a farm all my life
but I didn't know anything really about wheat and sheep, and I had to learn all
those things. He was very meticulous in planning things. He would say to me
all through our married life I may have told you this before he'd been to the
accountant or whatever, he'd bring home a folder, you see, and he'd say to me,
"Now look, read that before Thursday because the solicitor and the accountant
are coming Thursday night and you need to know what we're talking about."
And I'd say, "Look, you run the farm, I'll bring up the kids", and he would say,
"One day you might have to do both", because he knew that he wouldn't make
very old bones. So that was the way. And oh, look, afterwards I blessed him
many times because if he hadn't done that I would've been like so many other
women at the time whose husbands died when their children were young.
-

-

-
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One friend of mine didn't even know which were their paddocks; you know, she'd
never really been out on the farm at all and there she was left with two sons,
school age, and her husband died fairly suddenly. So I wasn't in that boat. I'd
been all over the farm with him and he was very good in explaining things to me
about the farm, about the wool he loved the wool, really loved the wool and
was very fussy about it. The seeding, all right, but of course, as I say, we had
an old kerosene tractor was our first one, and he would go out seeding and I
knew nothing about seeding like that. He would come home absolutely frozen.
He'd work until midnight or so when we got lights on the tractor, but there was
no cab and he would have on a couple of pair of long woollen underpants under
his trousers and his army great coat and hat, and he would still be wet to the
skin. He'd come home and tell me how many acres he got in on that day (he
would take his lunch) and it was all double dutch to me. I would applaud but I
really didn't understand what he meant at that time. I often think now he would
be delighted to see his sons riding around in air-conditioned, cassette-playing
tractors [laughs] because it was something that was quite unheard of then.
-

We were incompatible in some ways. For instance, he was a night-time person,
and I'm a morning-time person. And by that I mean I can get up at five o'clock
and start; he hated getting up in the morning. His daughter is just like him. He
could start a job at six or seven or eight o'clock at night and go through till two,
no trouble, where I would be nodding. He used to say to me, "You get up and
go to bed with the chooks," [laughs] which was true. So we were incompatible
that way. Sometimes I'd think, I'll sit up with him tonight. He'd be doing books
or planning something and I'll just sit here so he's got company, and after a
while I'd be nodding in my chair and he'd look around and he'd say, "Look, for
goodness sake go to bed" [laughs]. And driving too.... if we were coming home
from Perth he would prefer to come home at night. He always used to say he
could see better at night, see the lights coming and all that, because the roads
weren't anything like they are now. He'd prefer to drive at night, whereas I would
never start a journey at night, I would only start early it didn't matter how early
in the morning. So we were incompatible that way.
-

-

On his not so good points, he had a violent temper, a really violent temper (he
had red hair) and uncontrolled. He had never been taught to control his temper.
His father had died when he was two eighteen months, two two, because he
was born in 1912 and the father died about July 1914, so Mervyn would have
been just about two when his father died. I don't think he really ever
remembered him, only knew what he'd been told. His mother did her best but
she was somewhat inadequate as far as bringing up a son and a daughter. The
daughter was a different nature, she's still alive today she's a lovely woman
and she could cope better, but the mother, like a lot of women she sort of
coddled her son you know, he could do no wrong and he was never, his
temper was never checked. I remember my daughter saying to me once.... she
also has the same quick temper that he had. He would fly off the handle and
when everybody was white, you know, after he'd blown it all, that'd be all right,
he'd be as nice as pie and expect everyone else to get up and carry on as usual,
-

-

-

-

-
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you know, where everyone else was..., absolutely dreadful! [laughs] And his
daughter is just like him. One day in her younger days, she was putting away
some laundry in the bedroom and the drawer wouldn't open quickly you see, and
she gave it a mighty yank which brought the drawer out and it scratched all down
the front of the wardrobe as it fell. I went up and of course I growled dreadfully
to her and she burst into tears and said, "You always made excuses for Dad,
why don't you make excuses for me" [laughs] I said, "Because you were taught
to control your temper and your father never was." So yes, he did have a bad
temper. Like so many of the boys who came back from the war, he drank far
too much beer. Of course, we all did in those days. Sometimes he was an
unpleasant drunk, but sometimes he was quite funny, yes. It just depended.
Whiskey was very bad for him, he really got quite crazy on whiskey. I don't
mean by this that he came in and bashed us all up, but it was a nuisance, it
really was a nuisance, but there were a lot of people in the same boat. As I
have said, everyone was trying to make up the lost years and doing the things....
I don't know, we sort of lost it a bit, really, all the young people just lost it for a
bit.
He adored his children, really adored his children. He sometimes found a little
trouble communicating with them. Friday was town day and he would take the
truck and go to town and I would take the car, you see, so that I could come
home with the children when I was ready; I hated hanging around town. He
would say, why didn't I go and visit some relations or whatever, you know, but
I never liked doing that I'm a bit stick in the mud that way. Also the children
had regular programmes as far as their eating and sleeping and I liked to keep
to that that was my decision. But he would spend all Friday night in the club
drinking and yarning not getting drunk in particular, but forgetting to eat and
that sort of thing but when he came home he would first have gone and bought
a whole lot of the follies you know, four for sixpence and eight and whatever.
He'd bring these home, and no matter how much he'd had to drink, meticulously
he would open all these little bags, count out the three little piles, so that each
child had exactly the same. We were very rigid about that, that the children must
as much as possible, be treated [equally]. Not because Charlie was the baby,
he should not have anything special, but they should all have the same. There
was only two years between each of them. And meticulously he would count
these out and then he would put theirs by their bed they would be asleep of
course and if there were any over, if it didn't work into the three, he would put
a little bag on the kitchen table and say, "These are the leftovers for Mum."
[laughs] It was a rather nice thing that he did always for them, and of course
they delighted when it was Friday night; they knew when they woke up there'd
be some blues. They didn't have a lot of sweets but they knew that Dad
would've brought some and he never let them down. There was another thing
I just thought of in relation to the children. Things come and go in my mind
about the things that he did with them.
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

As they got older though he became very ill; he suffered anxiety neurosis. I
suppose today they might have said he was a manic depressive. This was a bit
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later. He just had breakdowns. Well, no, I suppose it started before that. It
started when the children were two, four and six years old, Weary Dunlop did a
lot about this, having it recognised as a war-caused thing. What happened, the
authorities now know and understand, all those years of tension on some
nervous systems the elastic was stretched too tight and it would not recoil, and
that's what happened. I know young men who've come back from Vietnam....
I have a friend whose son has suffered, and they've said he's a manic
depressive. He's not able to work and he just burst into tears. He just can't get
himself motivated. Mervyn suffered that very, very much, and when the children
were of those ages I hadn't been well (I had pneumonia). I think I'd really got
run down a good bit because things were very difficult and he said, "Look we'll
go for a cruise. There's one advertised here. Do you think your parents would
have the children? If we go to Victoria and leave the three children with your
parents we'll go on this cruise and it might do us both good." Well we did that,
and my parents did have the children, and we went on the Orion over to
Melbourne, stayed with my parents for a week while it went up to Sydney, and
then came back to Melbourne where we rejoined it and cruised the islands Fiji
and those places. It was a very pleasant cruise although all the time I was very
anxious about him because I knew he was not well. While we were away,
Wagin had floods and we lost fencing, we lost dams, we lost sheep, we lost
rams, in fact, which were our greatest expense in the sheep line in those days
still are I suppose, although Austin breeds his own a lot now but they were a
great expense, and all these things were lost.
-

-

-

We got back and the night we got back to Wagin house, it all just fell on him and
he just went to pieces, very badly, and we had a terrible night. The next day I
said to him, "You've got to go back to your doctor", and he went in and there
was a relieving doctor there, but he had all Mervyn's history, all his war history
and everything, and Mervyn said, "Look it's just that we've come back and
everything's been hit with these floods, and everything's fallen apart and I don't
know which way to turn, and the guy said, "Well you have to go to hospital."
Mervyn said, "Look, I can't, I can't. I've got Win and the kids, I can't go to
hospital. Couldn't you just give me something to tide [me over]." You see, he'd
been on a lot of nerve tablets and so on. "Couldn't you just give me something
to tide me over?" The doctor said, "I wouldn't even give you an Aspro because
you've got to go into hospital before something terrible happens." I think he
thought Mervyn might commit suicide. He said "If you broke your leg you would
have to go to hospital". "Oh yes, but I haven't broken my leg". So the doctor
said to me, "If I get the appointment with the specialist, can you get him there?"
I said, "Yes, I can get him there." So he rang me back in the evening and said
he had the appointment and we would have to leave in the morning.
I had wonderful friends in Wagin. I was going to take the two boys because they
were only two and four years old, and Anne had started school, and I rang a
friend in Wagin and said, "I have to go to Perth with Mervyn first thing in the
morning, could you collect Anne from school?" She said, "Yes, yes of course I
can, and put her nightie in and some spare clothes in in case she stays." I didn't
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realise that people in the district knew what a battle I was having. They knew
how bad Mervyn was.
GO'H
illness?

In a country town was there a stigma attached to psychological

PIESSE
To some extent, to some extent, but everybody knew that it was
more war-caused than anything else. Yes, there was some stigma attached to
it, and had there been no war it never would have happened. And I'm convinced
of this with my friend's son, who was a most balanced [boy]. Now, Mervyn's
cousin, who was with him all the time, he never suffered that at all, and I think
it is the people who have a sensitive nature. For instance, Mervyn was a very
sympathetic man, a very sympathetic man. He would do anything for anyone
who was down on their luck. If I was sick, he was marvellous, absolutely
marvellous and I wasn't sick very often I must admit but he was most gentle
and most kind, he really was. He came home from town one day (this is
digressing from that particular incident) and he'd met this guy who he'd gone to
school with, and this guy touched him for some money which as I say we didn't
have too much [laughs] anyway but he came home and he said, "Look I only
had a pound in my pocket and I gave it to him," but he said, "Oh, God, it'd be
terrible not to have two bob to bless yourself'. You know, [laughs] that's the way
he was if anyone was down on their luck. And we employed people later
because they were down on their luck, and they were useless and we finished
up having to get rid of them. He would meet them somewhere and say, "I've put
him on. I don't think he can do anything much, but I've put him on because he
needs the income." Because there was no dole then, "He needs the income and
he's got these kids." Oh there's a long story about one of those people he
employed. [laughs] But that's the kind of man he was he was very sensitive,
very gentle, very fond of music, very much a night person, and a hard drinker,
yes.
-

-

-

-

-

GO'H

You said that he was born on the property that you moved into.

PIESSE

Yes.

GO'H

What size was that property?

PIESSE
When he was born there it was only.... it was attached to Tillellen,
which was his father's original [farm]. See the father had married a second time,
so that was just a block I suppose it was about 500 acres about, and the
house, when he was born it was comparatively new. It was built for the second
marriage. But later, Mervyn, when his father died, he was left money to come
into when he was twenty-one, so he bought the other two-and-a-half thousand
acres when he turned twenty-one, which joined the home block, you see. So
that's how Cintramia came about. Across the road there is Tillellen, which is
about, I suppose, two-and-a-half/three thousand acres. Now it all comes into our
-
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net, so that's about six thousand there and out on the river property.... I'm not
too sure about acres it'd be about five-and-a-half/six [thousand acres] but the
river property was another farm that had come into big Austin's, Mervyn's halfbrother, after the father died. Big Austin came into Tillellen then and gradually
he had to sell off all the other holdings. Father had enormous holdings of land
but they had to be sold off to pay out all the other girls of the first family, you
see. He left each girl a farm of his first family, and money, and he left the boys
land. Well, big Austin's two brothers were killed at the First World War, so big
Austin was the only boy left. He had to foot the bill for the wives who were left,
the widows, and also for his sisters; as they came of age they had to have their
share. Then when Mervyn (who was the last one) turned 21, he had to get his
money. So big Austin he was not terribly good at business he just had to sell
off more land and sell off more land to pay out all the beneficiaries. So it was
a very big job that he had.
-

-

-

-

GO'H
Could you explain a bit more the family's connection with Wagin?
When did the Piesses first come to Wagin?
PIESSE
Before the turn of the century. Of the original Piesses that we
know of, William Roper Piesse we have now found originally came out as a....
he wasn't really an orphan, but do you remember there was a bit of hoo-ha (you
probably didn't notice) about some guy who produced a book about children who
came out from England before the turn of the century; they were only children.
Well in that book there's a William Piesse that came out as a boy, just a boy.
Now we think that this was William Roper, but he did go back to England. He
had people in England, and it's a bit hazy; we don't really know what happened
and nobody has actually dug it out, but eventually he came out as a constable,
so he got into the Police Force somewhere I think in England, but I'm not sure.
William Roper came out and we have C A's that's my father-in-law birth
certificate, which says he was the son of William Roper Piesse, constable, and
Elizabeth Oxley, spinster, of Toodyay, I think. She came from Oxley in Victoria.
Now we don't know anything much about William Roper and Elizabeth Oxley,
except Elizabeth Oxley was still alive when Mervyn was born after because
she used to come and stay with my mother-in-law, and she told me more about
Elizabeth Oxley than anybody really.
-

-

-

-

-

William Roper and Elizabeth Oxley, they had, I think, eight boys and two girls.
One girl died in her youth; the other one became known to me as Aunty Bertha,
and she was one of the youngest of that family. Now my father-in-law, her
brother, was the second eldest of the eight boys. The eldest was Frederick
Harold F H (there's a statue of him in Katanning) he eventually settled there.
F H and C A were the two eldest boys and they did a lot of things together.
There's a fair bit in the archives about them: they went up to Broome; C A
walked to Kalgoorlie (and I've read his diary) to Coolgardie actually taking a
load of flour. It's most interesting, his diary of when he went out there, and by
that time he had married Minnie.... oh, what are the funeral directors? Tell me
the funeral directors here.
-

-

-

-
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PIESSE
Chipper! Millie Chipper.... Minnie Chipper. He'd married Minnie
Chipper and Fred married the sister. So two brothers married the [sisters]. They
often did that in those days, I think because people didn't travel like they do and
if one started courting the other one got called [laughs] on. There was that all
through the Piesse family brothers and sisters married brothers and sisters. So
F H and C A married sisters. F H set up in Katanning, and he became a
member of Parliament and a Minister for Railways, and he was the guy
responsible for getting toilets put on trains. [laughs] Yes, he said it was
ridiculous for people to have to get off at stations and have a quick 'Jimmy
Woodser' and tear back in again [laughs]. So he had toilets put on, so I'm told.
C A became an acting minister for some things. Several of them went in to
Parliament. Alfred Napoleon went in to Parliament. I've got them all though
you could find them anyway.
-

-

GO'H
Yes, I've got here of the Piesse family
Charles, Arnold and Alfred who were all brothers.
PIESSE

-

we've got Frederick

Yes, that's right.

GO'H
And then also Harold, who was the son of Frederick who was also
in Parliament.
PIESSE
And also the other one who committed suicide [Edmund] -married
Mollie. He was in Katanning. He was in the Senate. I'm sorry the name's gone
out of my head. They had one daughter who's still alive; I think his widow's still
alive too. He was a senator. I knew him. He was a very sensitive man and
should never have gone into public life. It killed him. He couldn't stand it, he
couldn't stand all the innuendo, all the aggression, he couldn't. And I think had
Mervyn gone into anything like that it would have killed him. They have a violent
temper and they look tough, but underneath they're very sympathetic and he
couldn't have stood it. So yes, there were all those. I didn't know Harold, and
all of them had died, except for this one in Katanning, whom I knew. His name
will come eventually. I knew him, and I knew the tragedy when he did take his
life. We were all very upset about that.
END OF TAPE THREE SIDE A
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PIESSE
Edmund, that's the one and it was very sad. He had one
daughter, a lovely wife who's still alive today, but I know that she had great
problems with him. He was good until he went into Parliament, and then it was
just all too much. So that was that.
-

Now getting back to Mervyn.... oh, C A, that's right, he eventually took up land
at Arthur River, and the house is still there where he lived when he was first
married. It was a coaching stop place, it's right on the road, and they lived there
for a good long time. Then big Austin, he was the eldest no Eva I think was
the eldest, or Austin, I'm not sure, big Austin I've called him big Austin to
distinguish him from young Austin [my son] whose no longer young, really. I got
horrified the other day when I realised he was going to be 47 this year. [laughs]
They lived there I can't remember exactly how long, but I know at the turn of the
century the railway was to come through Wagin and C A decided to uproot his
family and come in to the railway, and that's how they moved in from Arthur
River. I don't know exactly how many children were born out there but there
were more born when they came in, and they lived in the Federal Hotel for a
time. This all comes into the history of Wagin.
-

-

Mrs C A [the first wife] was the only owner of a piano apparently at that time,
and they used her piano for church services all the churches. They had their
services, I think, in the Federal Hotel for a time, and then when the railway finally
came, which was not long after, they had the [church] services in the goods
shed, which had been built for the railway, of course, and it's still there today
and they still had her piano [for the church]. Meanwhile, C A had opened a
store. He and Fred, from Katanning, who settled in Katanning, F & C Piesse,
they opened the first store in Wagin. It was a galvanised iron building on the
corner. Meanwhile also he was having Tillellen built, which was the old home;
it's across the road from us and now belongs to my son. [The first family] lived
there, and I know it was the turn of the century because when they were building
Tillellen C A arranged for them to put a sovereign, a couple of local newspapers,
and the State paper, which was not called The West Australian (I forget what it
was called then something else), but all these things were put in a box in the
foundations, and they're still there as far as I know. [laughs] There's nobody
living in the house now. A big house, a very big house, because he had this
family and he loved people around him. This is before Mervyn's time but I've
been told by his [half] sisters that of a Sunday night they would have many
people, all the young round the district all went up to Tillellen for tea. But C A
said if they ate at his table, they came to church. The young and fit would walk
across the paddocks, down to Wagin to the Evensong, and it was nothing for
three phaetons of people to go from Tillellen down to the evening service. How
many people would do that today? Oh you don't go to church; you don't believe
in it, well that's all right, that's your affair, but C A said, "Right, in my house you
will do what I do" and he stuck with that. He was a very strong man in that way.
-

-

-
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Unfortunately, it didn't brush off entirely on my husband. His mother was very
much a church worker and supporter all her life. Mervyn used to say to me
during the short time we were engaged and in our early marriage, he wanted to
get back to the church. He'd gone as a child, he wanted to get back to the
church, and he did come back, and he was on the vestry and he did as much
as he possibly could. Then we "inherited" Bishop Hawkins in Bunbury you may
have heard of Bishop Hawkins? a great disaster, great disaster. Before he
ever came, someone who had known him up in the wheatbelt said her heart
sank when she heard he'd been made a bishop, and we said, "Why, he can't be
that bad", and she said, "Look, all I'll say is if you've only got threepence, he'll
take sixpence off you." And that was true; that was the thing, money. The
money, the money, the money. He killed a lot of churches in the Bunbury
diocese. It was tragic, but the great tragedy to me was he wanted to build a
cathedral, he was going to build a cathedral, at any cost and that was the thing,
he had to get the money.
-

-

Now he came around visiting all about the parishoners. He came to visit
Mervyn, who was a most generous person and I say that unreservedly, he was
a most generous person but the bishop came and talked about this cathedral
he was going to build, and Mervyn said, "Well, you know, we've got to keep this
church going in Wagin. That's our first priority", and the bishop said, "Yes, well
I'll put you down", and he mentioned a figure and Mervyn said, "Well I don't think
it'll do you any good puffing me down for that much. I will give what I can, but
that's it." And he said, "Oh, Mervyn, look, I've just been in Katanning and soand-so is giving me so many thousands" this was pounds "and so-and-so is
giving me so many thousands, and somebody else is giving me so many
thousands, and you won't want to be behind," you see. Well Mervyn knew
these men, and he went and saw them and he asked them, and they said, "Not
on your life! There's no way we promised anything like that." Well, that was the
end. Mervyn said, "A man in that position to go around lying, face to face, it's
rotten at the top." So I never ever got him back to the church. He was a man
of very strong loves and very strong hates, Mervyn was.
-

-

-

-

I can remember we had a rector in Wagin called Tom Sefton, who has retired
now and living down at Eagle Bay. A lovely family they were, and their son was
the same age as our Austin is and they were great mates and I was great mates
with Peggy, his wife. Mervyn and Tom, many evenings they would come and
spend in the evening in our house, and he and Mervyn would sit, and Mervyn
would say, "He is rotten, Tom. Until you get rid of him, the church will not
flourish because he is rotten." Tom would say, "Oh Mervyn you're wrong! He's
got good points, he's got good points." And Mervyn would say, "Your day will
come." Because most of the good clergy left the Bunbury diocese because of
Bishop Hawkins, because of his, well, crookedness; you couldn't put it any
other way. And dear Tom, eventually he found that indeed this bishop had feet
of clay, and he not only left the Bunbury diocese, he became a Roman Catholic,
and eventually he found that some of their bishops had feet of clay too. He still
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has his faith I visited them some time and he still has his faith but he belongs
to no church, yes. It is sad.
-

-

GO'H
If we could return to the Piesse family and their connection with
politics in Western Australia, you mentioned a few snippets.
PIESSE

Yes.

GO'H
Is there anything further that you know in the family history about
their political involvement?
PIESSE
Not really because they were all gone, you see, before I came, and
politics was the last thing on my mind. I was neither impressed nor
unimpressed. I didn't fall on my face because my father-in-law had been a
member of Parliament. It left me cold. It just really didn't register with me as
being anything terribly important.
GO'H
Do you think that he or the Piesse family was seen as important in
the district because they had been involved in politics?
PIESSE
Oh yes. Even I'm seen as important because I've been in politics.
It's a terrible fallacy, but yes, in the district, yes. But they were also seen as
important because they succeeded in their business, so they were seen as
important and in some areas there was great jealousy, which is unfortunate
because C A didn't have anything handed to him that's my father-in-law. He
worked, and he worked hard, and my husband worked hard, and I worked
hard.... I don't think my sons work quite as hard, but what was the good of us
doing it if they weren't going to get it a little bit easier? Each generation it did
get a little bit easier. It wasn't that they had it handed to them or anything like
that. And I relate that to during my time in Parliament when Donnybrook,
Manjimup and those areas, but particularly Donnybrook where there's a big
percentage of Italian immigrants have settled there, and in no time they've got
a really nice house and a good farm, a good orchard or whatever, and when I
would visit over there I would hear the people the Australian-born saying, "Oh,
they get help from the government, that's how [they achieved it]. Look at the
mansion they've got! They had help from the government." They didn't get help
from the government, but they worked, they made every post a winner, and this
is what C A and the Piesse family did. I don't know so much about Fred, I don't
know that he was such a hard worker, but he must have worked a bit because
he certainly made money lost it, too. C A didn't lose his; he progressed, but
he died at a very early age. So, yes they were singled out in that way.
-

-

-

-

-

Of course members of Parliament in those days were regarded [with respect].
We hadn't gone through all this [WA] Inc business and so on then, and members
of Parliament HAD to be respectable. No party would even endorse a candidate
if they'd ever had a brush with the law that was up until the time I went into
Parliament. Fairly soon afterwards that all changed, it didn't matter what you did.
-
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But [prior to that] any breath of scandal, or anything like that, you would never
be endorsed by any party not Liberal, not Labor, not Country Party not at all,
and that all changed, which was another very sad thing.
-

-

GO'H
Did you ever hear, through family history, why it was that the
Piesses became involved in politics?
PIESSE
Yes. I don't know that I heard it through family history but I came
to the conclusion: because they were far-sighted men. See, there was no pay,
there was no pay [in Parliament]; all you got was a gold pass on the railways,
that was all you got, and that was in order that you would be able to get up there
[to Perth]. You looked after yourself. In Parliament House there are shower
rooms. When I went in there was only a men's shower room because they [were
all men and] would come up on the night train, have a shower, and go into
Parliament. They had to find their own accommodation their own selves. There
was nothing provided, there was no salary, there was no income, and you had
to be concerned about the state of the country to offer up, and so they were
people who were concerned; some of them with very little education, but
nevertheless, their main drive to was improve things in the country. That was
why they went.
To expand on that, in amongst some of the letters and things that we've got at
home of C A Piesse's (my father-in-law) there is one [letter].... When the banks
failed very early in the century, he wrote to Fred in Katanning and he said in the
letter, and we have it, "I've just been to see the bank manager. I had no idea
that things were so bad. Fred, I am realising on some assets in order to put the
money in to support the bank. They've stood by us a long time. I trust that you
will do the same." Now, how about that? And'he sold assets that he had to
support the National Bank in its time of difficulty. How many people would do
that today? That's why they went into politics for the good of the country. Also
in his letters, writing to Fred, over and over, in several of his letters, he's
commented on something that is about.... see he was the Mayor of Wagin and
Fred was the Mayor of Katanning; they were all just starting [in a new land]. He
wrote to Fred on several occasions and said, "Fred, waht a wonderful opportunity
there is in this country, but we must lay the foundation right for those who will
come after." That was his projection, that was his aim; that's why he went into
Parliament.
-

GO'H
Anything else that you can add about the Piesse family history and
its connection to politics?
PIESSE
No, except to know from the family history that C A was a very
down-to-earth man and Fred was more for the fanfare. Fred wanted to be
presented at court; Fred wanted to wear the right regalia and be curtsied to.
That didn't mean a thing to Charlie; he wasn't for that. I suppose they married
different women. I don't know, but I suppose in some way it's revealed the
different attitudes perhaps.... I'm treading on dangerous ground saying this, but
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of F H Piesse there is none of the old property left; of C A Piesse, his
descendents are still on the old property. I don't know for how long because
Austin's only got daughters, but Charlie's on part of the old property and Austin's
on the other part. The generations have valued and treasured the land. They
haven't had time for the facade, and it doesn't come into my children's lives. But
the Katanning Piesses, they went more for that, and there are photographs of F
H in his outfit being presented [at court] and so forth. C A didn't, but they were
great friends.
GO'H
And more recently, you said that you have three children. Can I
have their full names and dates of birth?
PIESSE
Yes. Winifred Anne, who has had the Winifred taken off her name
now, and she is just Anne with an E. She always hated Winifred. How it came
about was when I was first pregnant my husband said, "I hope we have a little
girl, and I hope she's just like you, and we will call her Winifred." I'd always
wanted, if ever I had a daughter, to call her Anne, you see, so that's how that
happened. Anne sort of deep down blames me for having the name of Winifred,
which she thinks is an abomination. [laughs] So she told me the other day she's
had it taken off by deed now, so she's just Anne. It really ate into her, and I
have no worry about that, that's her choice. She was born on 11th August 1948,
and Austin he's Gerald Austin, after big Austin, Gerald Austin born on 15
October 1950, and Charles Frederick born on 23rd October 1952. So it's almost
exactly two years between them. I always wanted four children but by the time
Charlie was born I could see that Mervyn was very much going down hill and,
as I say, when Charlie was two we went for this trip and came back and Mervyn
went into Hollywood for twelve months then and I was home with the children.
-

-

-

GO'H
If I could have that date as well
passed away.

-

the date your husband actually

PIESSE
31st March 1966 was when Mervyn died. When Charlie was two
[Mervyn went into Hollywood Hospital for 12 months].
GO'H

No, that's what I'm saying, but your husband died in 1966?

PIESSE

In 1966, yes, 31st March.

GO'H
I'd now like to look at your involvement with politics yourself. You
mentioned in the last interview that you had an interest in current affairs and
politics generally....
PIESSE

Not personally, not as me personally, no.

GO'H
but you weren't impressed by you family's role in politics. When
did you first become involved with a political party?
....
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PIESSE
I suppose after I was married. I didn't become involved with the
party until after Mervyn died actually, in '66. He went to a few Country Party
meetings, we joined the Country Party, but he did all that. I just said "Yes, we
vote Country Party", that was it.
GO'H
In the biographical register of politicians it has you as joining the
Country Party, the branch, in 1948, so is that correct?
PIESSE
Well that would be right because Mervyn joined on behalf of both
of us, you see, [laughs] so that's how that happened. So I was a member all
that time.
GO'H

But had no involvement with the branch?

PIESSE
No, no involvement with the branch. But, I don't know, I suppose
I may have gone to a meeting with Mervyn once or twice, but not much, not
much. It was after Mervyn died, and largely, I suppose, what stirred me up was
the probate, because, you see, probate was still in, and Mervyn, knowing he was
not going to live to, a great age, had done everything possible to provide for
myself and the children. We had a very good solicitor and very good
accountants, and we had four days to talk (two days to talk before he died), and
the solicitor came in and Mervyn said, "Things are in order Brian, aren't they?",
and Brian said, "Mervyn, I've gone over and over it, and it's so in order, I think
we must've forgotten something." He [Mervyn] had made all this provision and
he used to say to me (I had his life insured) "That will give you a start, because
when I die you will immediately have to employ labour and costs will go up
because I'm not there. That can't be helped but I've taken out this big policy and
you will have that money to help you get on your feet." That's how he planned
things.
Also when he died C A Piesse's estate had not and could not be wound up
because Mervyn's mother was still alive; Oxley's estate had not and could not
be finalised because his widow was still alive; and these were all getting income
from the farm, you see. Mervyn's estate, of course, there was me, and big
Austin's estate couldn't be wound up because his widow was still alive. So there
were three widows: there was Austin's widow, Mervyn's father's widow, and
Oxley's widow, all drawing annuities from the farm, before ever the children and
I could get a look in, if you see what I mean. These things had all been coming
from Tillellen, so it was a, it was a big thing going. Eventually all those things
were all worked out and all those other people have died and all the
uncompleted estates have now been completed].
When Mervyn died, first of all I stayed home for a time and I realised I was going
to go crazy. For a start, no-one can tell you what it's like when you lose a
husband who you have loved. No-one can tell you they can't tell you what to
do, it's got to be in you. For a start you are frozen for some months, you're
frozen inside and you automatically do things that you've got to do, and then the
-
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hurts really sets in, and I thought if I don't get out of here, they're going to put
me where they put crying, screaming women, you know. So I went back
nursing, part-time, because I was running the farm, you see. Anne had gone to
start her nursing training, which we both had wanted her to do. Knowing her
father was going to die we said, "You must still do that," so she went to start her
training. The two boys were still at Guildford, and so I was home alone and
employing people.
So I went back nursing, and then while I was nursing I got the letter about the
probate and my knees just went weak and I thought, where's the money going
to come from? I really think that the Probate Office looked at Mervyn's estate
and said, "Well, she's got all that land and she's got this much money, we'll take
all that and a bit more" which they did. Of course the other thing that you're
fighting is people in the district are saying, "She'll have to sell. She can't hang
on there, she can't hang on. What'll she do? She'll have to sell." But of course,
because of my love of the land that I'd grown up with, and because I knew that
C A Piesse had a love of the land and wanted that land to go on for his
generations, and Mervyn the same, and big Austin the same, who had no
children but left it to Mervyn and to my sons, I thought I can't let this land go,
there's no way I can sell anything. Besides that, I couldn't anyway, because all
these other widows had to be paid. As I say, I really felt that that was the
nearest I ever came to having a heart attack because I thought, where is the
money going to come from?
-

I was so livid about probate, and I said to people, "If Mervyn had been one of the
ones to say, 'We'll spend every razoo we've got, and to hell with the lot of it,"
there would have been some blame, but he had carefully planned and gone
without for himself we never lived richly, we never had big long holidays; we
had that one cruise, which was partly for health business and he worked hard,
you've no idea how hard he worked, and then to have the Probate Office come
in and say, "Yes, we'll take this great swag of money," you know. And you were
afraid to complain because some people east of us, this woman's husband had
died and her son was grown up (he was on the land) and they protested and
said that the valuations were too high (I know this through my bank manager at
that time). He protested and said the valuations were too high, so the Probate
Office sent a man down Canberran, of course to look at it, and he said, "Oh
no, they haven't been high enough", and they upped the probate, which was
despicable, absolutely despicable. And when they talk of bringing back probate,
oh gee, look I could cut their heads off, I really could. I know there are big
estates and I know there are people who've got a lot of money, but there was
no consideration of whether there was a widow and small children to be left, you
know. That was just, "Ha ha, too bad, your bad luck", and I think that's what
really steamed me up.
-

-

-

-

About that time, that man who got elected to the Senate soon after that I can't
think of his name he was a West Australian, I think, and he was elected to the
Senate as an Independent, purely on the probate issue you'll often hear his
-

-

-
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name mentioned [Syd Negus] and he got in, in order to bring [notice) to the
various parties... because once people got into Parliament, you see, they didn't
really care too much about the probate. I can't think of that man's name, it might
come. That's how he got in. And you'll often [hear] people say, "Oh yes he
went in on probate and what else did he do?" He didn't go in to do anything
else; he went in to get rid of the probate. So that's what really stirred me up and
that's I think why I went and took a more active part and in next to no time
became the secretary of the local branch. But that was always the thing
because.... Something starting with N his name was, not Narker never mind I
can't think of it but that's how that came about.
-

-

-

GO'H
If you just backtrack a little bit during the time that your husband
was alive, prior to 1966, how much community involvement did you have in
Wagin with other organisations?
-

PIESSE
Oh, I had a lot. I was very active in the church: president of the
guild and on the vestry (was I on the vestry before he died? No after he died).
What else was I in? Red Cross we reopened the branch of the Red Cross
there at that time. I didn't join the Country Women's until later. I had been a
Country Women's member when I was a girl but while the children were little I
didn't join that. What else? Oh, of course golf; later bowls [Junior Farmers
Council]. That's about it I suppose. That's about all that there was in those
days. I'd been in office president mostly in all those things.
-

-

-

GO'H
And after your husband's death, did you immediately start
managing the farming property?
PIESSE
Yes, yes I did. I did, and it was difficult. I was very blessed, and
it's my belief to this day that if you're prepared to put your hand out and try, you
will get help. I've great faith in prayer, but you've got to do your bit too. Yes, I
did take over the property straightaway. It was the end of March, you see, when
Mervyn died, and as soon as the rain came we would start seeding. In those
four days he made me lists, knowing that he probably would not survive. See
what happened, he had a cerebral aneurism did I tell you that? and it burst.
An aneurism is like a blood vessel that bulges, like a bike tyre, and then it bursts.
Well it burst. You can have them anywhere in your body, you don't know you've
got them till they burst; anyone can have them. His burst in a part of his brain
and it was going to burst again. They couldn't hold it, you know, it would go,
sooner or later. When they finally nailed this all down as to that was the cause
of it, the specialists had a conference and said, "Well, about six weeks at the
most and it might be today it'll go again." "What's to be done?" They said,
"Well, you can have surgery if you can get anyone to take the chance of doing
it, but he hasn't got too much hope. With surgery he's got about perhaps a ten
per cent chance, but without surgery it will go again, and if he's not lucky enough
to die, he will be a vegetable, absolutely helpless. It's in that part of the brain."
-

-
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Mervyn said he wanted to have the surgery and the specialist said, "It had to be
my choice, my choice as to what happens." And Mervyn said, "Look please
agree. If I have the surgery, if it doesn't work, I hope I go out because the
thought of being non-comp and helpless, and you having to look after me, it's
just unbearable." And I said, "But you wouldn't know." He said, "That's it! But
I know now, and I want you to agree to have the surgery. If it fails, I hope I go
and I want you to remember that that's what I wanted." He was wonderful,
absolutely wonderful.
When the specialists had all decided, they said, "Well, we'll do it on Monday."
This was Wednesday, I suppose, Thursday. "You've got two days to put your
affairs in order and two days to talk," and that was Thursday, Friday, Saturday,
Sunday and he was moved from St John's to Royal Perth for the op because
they have to have great teams. They do them [in other hospitals] now, but then
it was a terrible thing. So that's what happened, and I was with him all the time.
He went and had the surgery and then after about eight hours and the specialist
rang me and told me that as far as they'd gone it was all right, but he said
"We've got ten days before we know whether it will be all right." Well, he never
really regained consciousness. It took him quite a few days to die, but he did.
[But prior to the surgery, in those four days, he was thinking of everything that
could help me in the event of his dying. The surgeon said he would have had a
better chance of recovery if he had not had those years in the Japanese Prison
camp. He had suffered terribly in the camp they all did. The surgeon said those
years had used up all the reserves he had had so he had nothing left to draw
on.]
-

-

-
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PIESSE
He was thinking of everything. He made lists of which paddocks
were to go under crop and what crops were to go in those paddocks whether
it was oats or wheat or barley; notes about the contour banks which had recently
been put in, and what to do and not to do about those; notes about fencing;
notes about brands; notes about everything to do with the farm. And he said to
me, several times, "I want you to marry again. If I go, you will never want for
money, I've taken care of that," which he had "but you're too young to get
married again and have all the fun we would've had." Isn't that wonderful? Isn't
that wonderful? So many people would say, "Oh, you know, he'd hate it if she
married again or she'd hate it," and indeed those days men often made their
will.., two of my widowed sisters-in-law who got their annuities, their husbands,
much prior to that, of course, had made their wills that in the event of them
remarrying, their annuities were to be cut in half. [laughs] And Mervyn was just
so different. His whole projection was for me and the kids, yep. So that was
wonderful. Nobody could foresee that soon after he died, all primary produce
would go down to zilch; that was wool, sheep meat and grain, all hit bottom just
at the time that the probate came, and that's what really angered me very much.
-

-

-

-

I paid probate on the other estates, which would eventually come to me and the
children, but from which the other widows were still drawing their annuities and
rightly so but they were all assessed as if I now had the income from there.
And I went back about this and said, "But look, these women are all still living.
They are getting the money from there, not me," and they looked at their birth
dates and said, "Oh, well, they're over seventy, so we assume that they have
had their life span, so you'll have to pay this." It was outrageous, absolutely
outrageous. So that's how I was incensed. I wouldn't have been so much if it
hadn't been that Mervyn was such a hard worker and careful planner, and did
everything right, and because of that there was this great swoop on finance. So
that's what really set me off.
-

-

GO'H
Prior to his death, how much hands-on exposure had you had to
the actual farming work?
PIESSE
Oh, not much, nothing really, no, but I had taken a great interest
because I loved it, we loved the farm. I had learnt how to get the tractor out of
the shed if there was a fire [laughs] which now the modern tractors I couldn't
get them out of the shed now, but I could have got that one out. No, I hadn't
had any hands-on. I used to cook for the shearers in all my early married days.
There was just a few years before Mervyn died that we graduated into shearing
with a team who brought their own cook and had their own quarters and I had
nothing to do with them. But prior to that all those years I fed the shearers and
I took their morning and afternoon tea down to the shed, and when I would go
down, Mervyn would show me the best wool. He loved the wool and he was
very proud of it, you know, it was good. He would talk and of course you listen
all the time and if you go about, you hear, and if he was going feeding sheep,
I would say to him, "Are you going, you feeding sheep today?" and he would
-

-
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say, "Yes, do you want to come?" "Yes, I'll come" you see. And when you're
going you're talking.
And this is what I say with men and their sons. While I was doing Child Health,
you could tell the children who had been out on the farm with their father
because they are growing in every direction without knowing it; and you could
tell the ones who'd been at home and their mother tried to make them read and
write and count before they were three you know, they become enclosed. This
is why I have such a great, strong feeling about children starting school too early.
I suppose it's necessary now because parents don't talk to their children, as I
believe they should. But yes, so I had that much; I knew what was going on,
and if he was going to put new dams in I knew about that, and those things I
knew.
-

GO'H
And after his death, how much hands-on work were you doing
around the farm then?
PIESSE
Quite a lot. I didn't do tractor work, but I did have a great hand in
the sheep and I always wanted to see them, I wanted to know what was going
on. I remember one day we were drafting off.... I was very lucky in some of the
men that I employed one in particular, well two I suppose: one was a real out
and outer; one was very misguided; but the others, I was very blessed in the
men I had because they were co-operative and.... oh, the third one eventually
learnt to work for a woman. I may have told you about him; he's dead now and
not because he worked for me.
-

-

One day, it was a warm day and we were down the sheep yards drafting off
lambs, and Keith was operating the gate and I would push them up, you see,
and the dust is horrendous, and this wretched creep came along wanting to sell
us insurance, you see. So Keith gave me the nod and he said, "I'll [inaudible]
this bloke to see you." So I went over to the fence and he said, "Oh, good
afternoon, how are you?" He said, "Actually I wanted to talk to the boss." I said,
"I'm the boss". [laughs] "Yes," he said, "No I want him, I want to talk to him. I've
got a very good insurance deal here," and I said, "No, I don't want any more
insurance." He said, "But I want to talk to him." I said, "He is my employee."
He said, "Well, he might want insurance, I want to talk to him." So I called out
to Keith, "Do you want any more insurance?" Keith said, "No I don't want any
insurance!" And the bloke was livid! I said, "You'd better get in your car and
go." He said, "Oh I can't stand the dust, couldn't we talk over...." "No, we can't
talk, we're busy." So eventually he got [the message]. So that's the sort of thing
you put up [with]. Had I been a man, he would've accepted it, you know, but he
thought I was a nincompoop.
Another guy came one day this is an aside on that line I wasn't in the sheep
yards that time but I came to the door and he said "I want to see the boss. Is
he about?" I said, "Yes, I'm the boss", and he said, "I mean you're husband."
I said, "He's not here." "Oh," he said, "I think I see him coming," and Keith was
-

-
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coming back to the shed, you see. "Oh I see him coming. He's coming up the
paddock there now." He said "It's all right I'll go and see him." So I thought,
righto, off you go. So he went down to see Keith, and of course Keith told him,
he said "No, I'm not the boss, I'm an employee." He said, "She's the boss, it's
her property." So the man came back and he said, "It's no good me asking you
is it?" I said, "No, no good at all." [laughs] I enjoyed it. [laughs]
GO'H
a woman

-

You said that one of your employees eventually learnt to work for
could you expand on that?

PIESSE
Yes. After Mervyn died there were three properties at that time
(we've amalgamated two now). There were three properties at that time: there
was Cintramia, and Tillellen and Koobadong[?], and Tullelan and Koobadong had
sharefarmers on. The sharefarmer on Tillellen died a couple of years after
Mervyn, and that's when I took it over to run it with the Cintramia. Koobadong,
there'd been a sharefarmer out there but when Mervyn died he agreed to stay
on another twelve months to help me most kind of him. He was old, his wife
was old and he wanted to get her settled into her own home, you know they
would go and live in a town, and eventually he did that too before he died. But
he stayed on 12 months, and then I was concerned about taking on another
sharefarmer out there. I didn't do any work out on Koobadong, it's about 14
miles out, and my Charlie is out there now, but I went into Elders; Elders were
very helpful to me at that time. They had splendid men as managers, splendid
men I don't think it's always been the case. I went in and saw Elders' manager
and I said, "Stan May is leaving Koobadong and I have to find another
sharefarmer. I don't really want to advertise." He said, "No, I can understand
that. I'll keep my ears open. When do we have to get someone?" I said, "They
usually take over on the 1st of March, that's the usual thing." So he said, "All
right, I'll let it be known around the traps and see what comes up."
-

-

Well, several things came up, but in particular a guy who had shorn for us over
many years and had done part-time work for Mervyn, and whom I knew quite
well a rough diamond, a good man at heart but a very rough diamond with a
good wife he'd been sharefarming out east and hadn't done very well. He was
not a man to work for himself; he was good as an employee, but not a planner,
an organiser, and so he came and he applied for the job. He said, "I'm applying
for Koobadong", and I said, "Yes, good." He said, "It's got to be in by the end
of January", and I said, "Yes, that's right, so put in your application." He talked
a bit more, and "You know me." "Yes, I know you." "I've worked for Mervyn."
"Yes, that's right." "Well, I've come to see you because you know me to ask you
to put in a good word for me with the executors." I said, "Ah yes. Look Doug,
you just put your application in and it will be considered with all the others." He
said, "Well I've come to you because I want you to put in a word with the
executors. I've done the decent thing. You're not going to speak for me, are
you? I've done the decent thing coming to you. I could have gone straight to
the executors over your head." And I said, "And who are the executors?" He
said, "Well Ron Piesse is one, all the district knows that." I said, "Ron Piesse
-

-
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is not, you know." He said, "Isn't he? But the district all said he is." I said, "No.
Ron Piesse was Mervyn's friend and my friend, he's not an executor." He said,
"Who are they? Oooh, it's not you? [laughs] I said, "Yes, it's me." "Oh, gawd",
he said, "well that's gone, that's blown it" he said, "You won't give me the job.
I'll never get the work." I said, "Look Doug, do as I said" I had every intention
of putting him on "Do as I said. Put your application in," but I knew I had to get
control, I had to keep control. So, he said, "Oh well, all right, I will, but oh, it's
gone now." So anyway he went.
-

-

Cliff McWhirter was the other executor, who was our accountant and also a great
friend of Mervyn's, and mine, and he's still about today. He was a tower of
strength to me. Anyway, Doug put in his application, you see, and Cliff and I
talked it over. Cliff had said to me in the beginning, "I can look after your
money, but I know nothing about running a farm. You'll have to do that." I said,
"I can run the farm, but I don't know too much about money." It worked, so we
notified Doug that he would have the job. So he came into see me again and
he said, "Well, you've given me the sharefarming job." I said, "Yes, that's right."
He said, "Well, there's something I've got to say. I've never worked for a
woman. I couldn't work for a woman. I understand it's all right if I have anything
to see about I can go to Cliff McWhirter." I said, "Yes, that's right, you can do
that, he's my co-executor." He said, "Well I'll do that because I have to go to a
man. I couldn't come to a woman." I said, "That's okay, but there's just one
thing Doug: whatever you say to Cliff McWhirter, he will tell me and we will
discuss it." "Ha ha, do you think so?" I said, "I know so; we couldn't work
otherwise."
Well he didn't believe me. A couple of times he went to Cliff about things, and
Cliff would just say, "Well I'll have to ask Win about that. I know nothing about
the super rates; I know nothing about the rams. I'll ask her." So a couple of
times after this, then Doug turned up at my door one day, about the super, for
one thing, and he said, "I've come to see you about this," and I said, "I thought
you were going to Cliff McWhirter". He shuffled his feet a bit and he said, "Yeah,
well, it's no good, I have to come to you." [laughs] Dear old Doug.
Later (just as a fun thing I must tell you this) I had a share farmer on Tillellen for
a while and he came to me very highly recommended. He was a real rotten
coot, as it happened. We'd be driving around and something came up about the
war, and I would say to him, "Where were you during the war?" "Oh" he said,
"I was in Fremantle all through the war." He was in the jug! I didn't know, and
I just thought, oh, he had some priority job, you know, and I didn't know this
didn't come up in his CV [laughs] at all. So he stayed with me for a while, and
things were not good. I had to watch with eyes in the back of my head with him;
he was all for taking over control. Well, one day Doug came in, this one on
Koobadong, he came in and said to me, "How's your new bloke going?" I said,
"It's not going to work, Doug," because Doug had wanted Tillellen, too, you see,
but it would be no good having him near town; I had to keep him 40 miles out.
I said, "It's not going to work, he won't be here long", and he said, "Oh, I thought
-
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he came highly recommended." I said, "He did. He knows the farm work all
right, but when he came for his interview, I think he took a look at me and said
to himself, 'Once I get in there I'll soon walk about on her." Doug shook his
head and he said, "H mm, a bloke should have written him a letter. I could have
saved him a lot of time." [laughs] But that's why I say Doug learnt to work for
a woman. [laughs]
GO'H
You said earlier that after the death of your husband, around town
people were saying that you might have to sell the land. Was that in relation
purely to probate and financial considerations, or was it also the fact you were
a woman taking over management of the property?
PIESSE
It was both, because women didn't take over the management. In
1966 what happened, and prior to that, if someone was left on her own,
someone either an uncle, cousin, friend, brother came and ran the property,
even to the extent of an accountant would be the executor and he would make
the decisions. It was quite unheard of [for a woman]. Now it is common, and
I'm glad it is, but in those days it was never accepted that a woman would be
able to run the farm herself, or if there were any cases where a woman ran her
farm she was thought to be mannish. This was another thing when I went into
politics, by the way, too, she must be a mannish, you know, lesbian-type woman.
No ordinary woman could possibly have the stamina to do this. Yes, that's right.
-

-

GO'H
And were there any other women in your district, in the Wagin area,
or surrounds, running their own farms?
PIESSE
One: Norah Abbott, a friend of mine, she always said that she was
very lucky. She didn't actually run the farm, not in the way I did, but she had an
employee who she always said was sent to her (because she was a great
believer in prayer too). Her sons were at Scotch at the time (Scotch College)
she sent them after Frank died, I think but this boy, this man came from
Scotland and he ran the farm. He made the decisions; she never ever went out
and bought her own rams or arranged the amount of super to go on her land, or
which paddock should go into crop; she didn't do those things. She certainly
paid the bills, ran the finance and that sort of thing, but no, she didn't work on
the land like I did.
-

-

And what was the reaction of the community, the Wagin
GO'H
community, to a woman running her own farm?
PIESSE
Well, I suppose it was more a reaction to me, as a person,
perhaps. There were people, of course, farmers around and others, who were
prepared to do everything for me. One, with the best intentions in the world,
wanted to do all my haymaking for me. It was not a goer. I said, "Yes, if I pay."
He didn't want to be paid, he would do it for me. I said, "My son is going to
come home from school eventually, and if I've been running this farm by living
off everybody else, it's not going to help him, and this is why I must pay." So I

TAPE FOUR SIDE A

PIESSE

60

never ever had that man to do that. Other people, if I sold the wethers at the
right time, I would hear back on the grapevine that so-and-so had told me to sell
those wethers. I would never have had any conversation with so-and-so not
to do with sheep or anything else but he would tell the district.... And there was
several people like that.
-

-

When I really wanted to know something, for information, I would go to people
whose opinion I respected farmers and there were many of those people that
I could go to privately and say, "Look, I'm in a quandary about this. Should I up
the super, or should I do whatever, or should I get that out of the wool?" There's
all sorts of things in breeding sheep, you know certain characteristics come up
because of the genes that they are carrying; it's enormously interesting. So if
I wanted more information, I would just go and get it from the people I regarded,
and disregard the ones who were prepared to tell me what to do. Yes, there
was a lot of that.
-

-

-

GO'H

Why did you do it? Why didn't you put a manager in?

PIESSE
Because I had seen what happened in some areas where
managers went in, but also because.... You see, Austin was fifteen '66 he
was nearly sixteen when his father died; he was fifteen, that's right. Anne was
seventeen, went and did her nursing that year; Austin was at Guildford, and it
would only be a couple of years until he came home. And I know what
managers can do: you're very lucky if you get a really good one that can run the
whole show without undermining you. What they do and the same with
sharefarming you can't afford to tie the agreement up too tight, but you've got
to have certain restrictions. For instance, if you make a sharefarming agreement
you'll say in it whose to buy the rams and what happens to them afterwards;
what percentage of the wool; what percentage of the crop; what amount of
superphosphate must be applied every year and who pays for it and who pays
for the spreading out of it, and all that sort of thing. You can put a manager in
and he can very often get around those things and he comes out pretty well; the
land is run-down and deteriorates, the fencing, everything, nothing is kept up to
date. He goes off in five years, happily, and you're left floundering to pick the
whole thing up and get it running again. I'd seen that happen.
-

-

-

-

So that was one thing, and the other thing was that it wouldn't be all that many
years till Austin came home, because both the boys had said they wanted to
come on the land. We had talked this over and decided, Mervyn and I, that if
either of the boys didn't want to come on the land, they wouldn't have to. If they
wanted to pursue some other career, that would be okay. They both wanted to
come on the land. So I thought it'll be easier for Austin to take over from me
than to take over from someone old enough to be his father, but not his father.
You often see that with fathers and sons as it is, you know, mothers and
daughters: they often rub spots off each other, and fathers and sons do so too.
Because the son comes home with good ideas, as my son did for instance. I
was very anti motorbikes in every shape, because I nursed so many broken
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bodies all through my nursing years from motorbike accidents wasted good legs
and so forth and no way was I ever going to have a motorbike on the farm.
Austin came home and said, "I'm getting a farm bike." "Oh we're not going to
have a farm bike! I can't stand it! Broken legs and cracked skulls and..." He
said, "We are getting a farm bike, because it's better than a horse, and it'll be
handy for rounding up. He got a farm bike, and that was good. But, had it been
him and his father, you know, very likely, on the principle of the thing, his father
would've..., unless he said he could have it. [laughs] So things like that, you
know, and I thought it would be easier for Austin to take over from me.
-

-

GO'H

So what did happen when Austin and Charles left school?

PIESSE
They were still at Guildford, and Austin would have come home the
following year, and I persuaded him to stay on and do his Leaving. The first
thing I did and I probably told you this before the first thing I did with the three
children was, "Now look, we're on our own. We've each got to know each
other's problems. If one's in trouble, the other three of us have to know. There'll
be none of this secrecy within the four of us, because we'll have to help each
other." And they were very good about that, very good about that. They came
to me and told me what they didn't like me doing, and I would tell them privately,
"You've got to cut that out." There was no scene in front of people. It worked,
they were tremendous.
-

-

So I asked Austin what about going on and doing his Leaving in case this all fails
and you have to pursue some other occupation. They were brilliant, the boys,
they both won scholarships. So he said, all right he would stay on and do his
Leaving, and I said, "Then after that, you're too young to come home to take
over from men old enough to be your father, you have the choice of either going
for two years to Muresk Agricultural College or you can do four years at
university, on whatever course you like," because I always believe no education
is wasted. So he opted for Muresk because he said, "Well, that's two years",
and he wanted to come home, so he would go to Muresk. Charlie opted for
university because he has a different mind; he has a very inquiring mind, Charlie,
even to this day. He makes his own life very uncomfortable because of it. I
always say Austin will have a most comfortable life, Charlie will have a most
interesting life. That's the way they are.
So Charlie went to university. He also had a problem with one leg. He had
some sort of infantile arthritis, which left him lame. I used to say to him, "Look,
get your degree because when you're forty and rearing a dozen children and you
find you can't stand up to farm work, you may want to pursue something else in
agriculture, so he did his degree: a science degree and a diploma of education.
So he's got that if ever he wanted to change occupation but he never will.
GO'H
sons?

When did you hand over the management of the properties to your
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PIESSE
Well Austin went to Muresk, and then he came home when he was
nineteen, I suppose, and the year they turned twenty or twenty-one they pulled
out the marble, you know, for them to go to Vietnam. He won the marble.
People had said to me, "Oh Austin's was coming up." I never knew there were
so many crippled and handicapped boys around the Wagin district as there were
then because they'd get off on the most stupid things you know, too ill to go
into the Army and people used to say to me, "Oh, Austin won't go if his marble
comes up. You'll be right, you'll be right." So I said to Austin, "If your marble
comes up, how do you feel about this going into the army?", and he said, "Oh,
I couldn't go away and leave you again on your own. You've done enough. It's
time I came home." I said, "Disregarding that, disregarding that, how do you feel
about it? Frankly, how do you feel?" He gave a bit of a grin and he said "Mum,
if I couldn't get some fun out of two years in the Army, with every care and no
responsibility, there'd be something wrong with me." So I said, "Well if you feel
like that, if your marble comes up, you go." He said, "Well that's the only thing
I don't like leaving you for another two years." I said, "I can manage for another
two years," each of us sort of deep down hoping the marble wouldn't come up,
but it did, and it was to the good, really. I said to him, "You might go to
Vietnam." He said, "So, I might go to Vietnam, that's okay", and I'm thankful to
this day that he never did.
-

-

-

After he went in, the Government, they stopped sending them to Vietnam
which I was very grateful for. He did most of his defending around the nightclubs
in Sydney, [laughs] but all that was growing up; all that was development time,
which stood him in very good stead when eventually he came out of the army
to take over the farm from men who now had been there for quite a number of
years and he had to take charge. One of the difficulties that he had, of course
was one guy who'd been working more or less in charge, he'd been head man,
so to speak, though I was actually making the decisions, but he was a very good
worker, and he didn't stay very long after Austin came; they were at loggerheads
before too long, which is normal, you know. He left and got another job. He
was a good man. The other one stayed on. But the biggest hurdle Austin had
was the agents who would come Elders, Wesfarmers, insurance, whoever
they would come around, you see and they'd exchange the time of day with
Austin and then say, "Is your mother in? I want to ask her about selling the
lambs." So I said to Austin, "Why don't you tell them that you are doing this
now." "Oh", he said, "they're used to dealing with you, and, you know, I don't
like to say." So I said, "All right, I won't be here; I'll go back nursing." So I did.
-

-

-

-

The Child Health position was vacant in Wagin at the time. I applied and got it
without any bother at all, because I had my three certificates. I went back to
Child Health, so I wasn't home during the week and I said, "Now they will have
to talk to you because I won't be here." So the change was made without any
trouble.
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And is that when you withdrew from any management position on

PIESSE
Yes. He took over. He made the decisions. I said to him when
he had to buy rams, "Well you have to go and select them." He said, "Oh, I
don't know" and I said, "Look, you'll make mistakes I made mistakes but
they'll be your mistakes. We're not paying someone else to make the mistakes
for you." So he just took over and he made the decisions.
-

-

GO'H
At the time that you were taking over the management of the farm,
the late sixties and early seventies, there was a growth in the women's
movement, and I was wondering how you at that time felt about that?
PIESSE
That's very interesting and very applicable to this history. By this
time I'd been president of a lot of other things around Wagin and I'd been active
in a whole lot of things, you know, and as well as that there was a position
coming up on the shire council. I was back working in the clinic, the Child Health
clinic. Austin had taken over [the farm] and we [local women] used to play
bridge (we still play bridge), and I had a lounge full of women playing bridge one
day and they'd been discussing the position on the Wagin Shire Council. I went
off to make the tea and I came back into the room and they said, "We've
decided. You have to nominate for this' position on the council." I said, "Me!
I've never even thought about such a thing. Oh, I don't think I could, it's out of
my [league]; I'm not for that!" And they said, "Yes, we've all talked it over and
we've decided you should nominate." "Do you know who's nominated?" "No,
no idea." So they told me and I said, "Oh, yes, well, I think I could do as well."
So I nominated, and got the position no trouble at all. And because I was a
shire councillor and I was the first woman on the Wagin Shire, by the way
when the Women and Politics Conference was held in the Whitlam era in
Canberra, I was invited because I was a woman shire councillor.
-
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PIESSE
And when I got this invitation I talked it over with the kids, you
know, and said, "Look at this." So they said, "Oh you ought to go, you'll have
some fun." So I thought, oh, one woman lost in Canberra.... I'd been to
Canberra once on my honeymoon and I didn't like it, it was artificial to me, I
didn't like it at all, very artificial, and so I rang up my friend, Rosemary Reid, who
I knew through the Country Party. By this time I'd been the secretary of the
branch and the district I think I was secretary of the district council as well in
the Country Party so I rang Rosemary and said, "One woman lost in Canberra
could be miserable, but two women lost in Canberra could have a lot of fun." So
she said, "Yeah, good-o!" She's another nurse, you see, "Yes, good-o! Let's
go." So a group of us went from the Country Party, and we went to Canberra
and we were domiciled in John XXIII College, and we chose the sessions Ewe
attended]; I still have a lot of the papers from that time.
-

-

It was good in a lot of ways because it made a lot of us who had been
conservative women, or were conservative women, it made us realise how the
other women who've been brought up in different ways, see life. We were
appalled, we were absolutely appalled, to the extent that quite a lot of the
conservative women went home on the third day. We went over on the weekend
(I think it was opened on the Sunday night, much demonstration and carry-on)
and on the Tuesday a number of conservative women left and said, "This is not
for us, this is horrible." The rest of us stayed. I went to many sessions, and we
used to talk about them afterwards, but I had never seen really mannish women.
In those days, see women, they dressed decently conservatively I suppose you
would say. All women dressed nicely, wanted to look nice. We hadn't got to the
rag-tag stage that we went through later. But to see a very good-looking young
woman with a pair of grubby jeans or men's trousers, lace-up boots, with an
ankle resting on her knee and a packet of Drum, rolling her own cigarettes, and
talking out the side of her mouth, and I thought, "Oh, how awful and you're so
pretty." You know, it was an ugliness, an ugliness that I couldn't cope with for
a time. We had that negress lady from America who.... I can't think of her
name, I've got her picture in these papers. I kept these magazines because I
said to the girls, "Don't throw these out. My grandchildren will be amazed at this
when they read it." There was a magazine every day issued. And we had that
woman you've probably heard of her and she said [in an American accent],
"How she manages men, and like the dentist, she doesn't like going to the
dentist but she knows what to do and when she went to the dentist he said, 'Now
this might hurt a little.' So she grabbed him by the balls and she said, 'We're not
going to hurt each other, are we?' And he was so gentle, but she hung on." I
thought, oh, God! [laughs] I mean, I like a smutty joke if it's funny, but this
was.... [laughs] and I thought this woman lives like this, you know.
-

-

-

-

We had another delightful woman from England and she'd been in gaol a
number of times. She told us she had all these kids, her husband had left her
and she had stolen things [in order to eat], and she had really fought for her
existence and the existence of her children, and she was worth listening to. She
was not vindictive, not vicious, but just told it as it was, and she said, "You've
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been talking here at this conference about halfway houses for women who've
been in gaol and something must be done for them, and you've said that you
have set up halfway houses and the women out of prison won't come, or if they
do come they don't stay, they won't let you help them, and she said, "Of course
they won't, of course they won't because you are different." And that is true.
You are different: you have never been in gaol, you have never done anything
that would cause you to be in gaol. She said, "The only way you'll make your
halfway houses work is if you put an old lag in charge of it." (That's one who's
been in gaol, an old lag.) She said, "But you won't do that because they might
pinch the sugar, but that's the only way your halfway houses or anything you do
will help these women when they come out of gaol and help them on their feet.
They've got to mix with someone whose been there." And she was right, she
was absolutely right. She told us many things. I went to a couple of her
sessions, and she was excellent.
There were some other highlights. I went to the session of the lesbian women.
I didn't get into that session, it was full, and I had to wait outside. When they
came out, some women were laughing, some were crying, and other women just
sort of took it in their stride, you know. I went to one woman and I said, "I didn't
get to this session how was it?" "Oh" she said, "it was wonderful. Absolutely
wonderful." She said, "You know, lesbians have a wonderful life." I said, "Oh,
yes." She said, "Well to the extent I'm so impressed that if my daughter wanted
to be a lesbian, I wouldn't stop her." I said, "Have you got a daughter?" She
said, "Yes", and I said, "Does she look like wanting to be a lesbian?" She said,
"No, but if she did I wouldn't stop her because it's wonderful the life they have.
The trouble is, people look at lesbian women and they won't let their daughters
go with them because they say that they'll start them on that course." And I
said, "Oh now come on, you know [about men and little boys]," and she said,
"It's not like that, you've got to ask to be let in." And I said, "Come on, you know
about men and little boys, we all know." I never knew about lesbians until I
went nursing, it never crossed my path, the subject never.... I never realised that
there were people who had problems like that. So I said, "You know about the
men and little boys." "Oh yes", she said, "the men are different, they will take
any boys they can get and carry on, but women are not like that; the women are
different." I thought, "I don't think you know quite what you're on about." So that
was that. I was sorry I didn't get in to the lecture, I would've liked to have heard
that whole lecture.
-

There was another lecture that was an eye-opener to me the trade union
movement and the women who'd been involved in trade unions. And again, a
woman (and I think she was from Britain), when she got her first job they told
her, "Oh, yes, that's your pay but we've taken out your union membership" and
she said, "I'm not a member of the union." They said, "You are now. You've got
to be a member of the union. If you've got to work here, the union has control,
you've got to be a member." The secretary of the union came along and said
this much would be taken out of each of her pays, and she said, "Well, if I'm
going to pay for it, I want to know about it. When's the first meeting?" and he
-
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tapped her on the shoulder and said, "Don't worry about that dear, we'll tell you
anything you need to know or do," and she was livid, she was livid. She said,
"If I'm paying for this, I'm going to be in it." So she went to a meeting and she
said it was very hard going. Well I can well believe it would have been, very
hard going. But bless her, she eventually rose to be the secretary of the union
and that was pretty good. I mean in those days, that was pretty good.

-

She was enormously interesting. She told us a lot of things about the union
movement, and the Labour Party, which was running it [or vice versa]. She said,
"Women in the Labour Party, or in the union movement, are all right for making
the tea, but that's the end of them, that's their barrow." This is at that time they
are gradually making changes now. But she said if she had to pay she had to
be in it, and she said, "And I fought them, and fought them, and fought them,
and a lot of things they do wrong; some things they do quite right." But, she
said, we've got to get over this hurdle because there are other opinions besides
the opinions of the bully-ish men.
-

It was enormously interesting to me, and why it was applicable to this was
because when I came back, for some reason I was interviewed when I got off
the plane, and the reporter interviewing me said, "How was it?" and I said, "Well
I was appalled about the things that were being promoted." I said, "Many of
those women...." and many of them indeed, because a lot of the conservative
women had gone, and the best thing they could do because they were pretty
useless anyway in that regard, but the things that the liberationists were
advocating in many instances was not an equality of roles but a reversal of roles
that the women, like this black woman who grabbed the dentist, that they would
"get the men down", you know they'd "desex the men" and, you know, they'd be
far more vicious than any man ever knew how to be, and that I found appalling.
So I told the reporter this, and he said, "What are you going to do about it?" I
said, "I will do anything in my power to try and put the other side of the case,
because there are changes needed for women."
I had just come through this where, in the case of a woman being left an estate
and I had a friend from South Africa who, in South Africa, and I think to this day,
if a woman is left an estate, she cannot handle it; it has to be given to a man to
handle. She can have a say in the nomination of who the man is to be, but she
can't use her own money without his [consent]. Now that's appalling, that's simply
appalling, and for a woman to come in and run the farm, like I did, and make the
decisions, that's just not on. I know there's a lot of things that needed changing
in many areas women doing equal jobs for equal pay. Now if a girl is working
in a self-service place, as long as she can lift the packages of goods up and put
the things on the shelves or use the trolley, she should be paid equal, but it was
not so; she got a much lesser pay because it was said that she had to have a
man to help her. They didn't have a man help them, they used the trolley; they
brought the trolley load of those big cardboard packages of tin food they could
do that; they were doing the same work, but they were not getting the same pay.
-

-

-
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All those things needed changing quite definitely but in my book, this was not the
way to go about it. So I said I'd do anything to help.
GO'H
Obviously the non-conservative women at the conference held no
appeal for you, were there any women's groups in Western Australia that you felt
held the same sort of vision that you did about changes in women's roles?
PIESSE
Well, yes, there were, and there are still, and that's the Business
and Professional women, for which I have a great regard. Now they started
about 1910, or somewhere about there, so I'm told; I went to their anniversary
in Fremantle. They used to invite me because I was a Member of Parliament,
you see; it was lovely. I have a very high regard and I'm sorry there are not
more of their branches about. When they started their whole charter was for
women.... At the time it started there were few, if any, women doctors; there
were few, if any, women accountants; there were few, if any, women principals
of schools (except for the nuns, and even they were overridden by the priests),
and that sort of thing had to change. The women had brains but because they
were always regarded as being brainless and frivolous, this group got together
and formed the Business and Professional Women's organisation so that they
might be better informed before they shot their mouth off and that's the way it
works. Their whole object was not only to have a very pleasant dinner together,
but to exchange information on whatever careers, whatever subjects are viable
at the time. For that reason I think it's a wonderful thing.
-

The woman who cut the cake at Fremantle, was one of the original founders in
WA. I don't know whether it started here or where it actually started, I really
can't remember that (I was told), but she was one of the first members here
and she was an accountant but she could only ever work under somebody else
so she started her own business and did very well. Now there are a lot of
women accountants running their own business with great success and women
can relate to them and talk without feeling they are being put down.
GO'H
Was this an organisation that you were involved in the sixties and
the seventies?
PIESSE

BPW?

GO'H

Yes.

PIESSE
No, it wasn't; it's still not in my town. I could have joined in
Narrogin they invited me to but I was older now and it would mean travelling
to Narrogin one night a month to go to the dinner, to take part. Also in Collie,
I was often a guest speaker and invited to the BPW in Collie and I enjoyed their
sessions very much because there's always something of a learning degree in
it. The reason they have the dinner is so you don't have to take a plate. You
know, women always, wherever they go, they've always had to take a plate and
make the tea and so forth, so the BPW women said, "Well, we're all business
-

-

TAPE FOUR SIDE B

PIESSE

68

and professional women, we're all earning salaries, we will pay for our dinner,
and we'll just have the time to communicate." It's good.
GO'H
If I could ask a few more questions about the conference in
Canberra. First of all, were there any papers or sessions on either women in
farming or women in local government or State or Federal Government?
PIESSE
There were women in local government and there were women in
State and Federal Government, yes; there were none on women in farming. No.
[laughs] But I went to the local government one, and that was run by a couple
of Canberra graduates, who I don't think had ever been in local government. I
went to that session but mainly they were quoting statistics of how many local
government members there are in Australia and how few of them are women,
and why was this so, and that the women had been put down which was a
pack of lies because, from my own experience, no woman had ever offered up
for the Wagin council, ever. It was gazetted in 1910 and until I went in, in
whatever year it was 1970 or something like that no woman had ever
nominated before. Since I was on we've always had [some women and even a
woman President in later years and very good too].
-

-

-

I was the only woman during that time and I only resigned because I went into
Parliament. The other day we had a local election [for the shire] and one
gentleman came up to me and said, "I wish we still had you in there," [laughs]
which was quite nice, you know. I said, "I'm too old." But we've always had
some women [since I was there]. My feeling is always that we should not have
a predominance of women, just as we should not have a predominance of men,
but it should be somewhere about even stevens if the women pay as much tax,
the women [can contribute in decision making].
-

When I went into local government, you'd get your worst brickbats from women;
wherever you are, you get your worst brickbats from women, not from men,
some from men, the vicious ones from women. A woman said to me, "What's
the good of you going into local government? You don't know how to build a
road? They have to make the roads. You don't know how to make a road." I
said, "No, I don't know how to make a road, we have an engineer to do that, but
I know where a road should go; and I know where school buses have to go; and
I know why the routes have to be changed or the roads have to be upgraded as
far as the roads are concerned. I also have paid rates all my life so I believe I
know what my district can afford, and what should not be put here, and leave the
ratepayers to foot the bill when they're battling, because it's a once a year
income, virtually, in Wagin."
I am appalled, really appalled, that they are now going to pay local government
members. To my mind this is the end of local government because we will have
the same thing that we have now graduated in State Parliament, and to some
extent in federal Parliament, where people go in as a career, an income, a job,
show up now and again and you'll still get your pay, and that's a bad thing. We
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do not have representatives of the calibre that they were when they were not
paid.
GO'H
So at the conference, were there any papers or sessions on women
in politics, other than local government?
PIESSE
I don't remember any of those because they wouldn't have
interested me too much anyway. [laughs] It was only shooting my mouth off
when I came home, you see, and said, "I'll do anything I can to put the other
side of the business," you see.
GO'H
I just wanted at this stage to put some dates in. Wagin Shire
Council, I noticed in the records that you were involved on the council from 1971
to 1977. Would that be correct?
PIESSE
That'd be right, and during that time I became a justice of the
peace not from my nomination but because someone nominated me.
-

GO'H
At the conference you made a division between conservative
women and non-conservative women. What sort of reaction did you experience
from the non-conservative women towards the conservative women as a group
or as individuals.
PIESSE
Mostly we were enjoying it. You'd get into your own group. You
see, we were all Country Party, and you'd get into your own group. We had
women from New South Wales in with us, and some from Victoria and yes, much
the same sort of reaction as I had myself, that they too were rather appalled at
what was being promoted. We all had a jolly good time. We all met Mrs
Whitlam; we met Mr Whitlam, too. He's an enormous man, simply enormous.
I was only talking to Austin the other day.... A lot of things that he did while he
was in government were bad for Australia. I blame his friend [Lionel] Murphy
very much for this; Justice Murphy, I think he was a catastrophe, but Gough was
on the other night doing this tour business.
GO'H

On "Sixty Minutes" on television.

PIESSE
Yeah, and you know Austin and I were talking about it just before
I came up here and I said, you know "He really is a remarkable man." I don't
agree with all he did, but you have to agree he was a remarkable man, and
she's a remarkable woman. No looks. She's very.... Have you seen them? Big
people, big people. Apart from Mervyn they're the only ones I felt small beside.
[laughs]
One of the things I was trying to get at was the two groups of
GO'H
women at the conference was there any interaction between the two of you,
either getting to know each other or being abusive towards each other?
-
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PIESSE
No, not as far as I was concerned, apart from, as I say, talking with
some of the women who came out from some of the lectures that I didn't get to.
If your lecture finished early, then you would mosey over to where the other one
was and see if you could get any information about that one. See, each morning
there was a whole scroll came out of what lectures would be on at what time
where, so you marked your program and went accordingly. There wasn't a lot
of chance [for talking between sessions]. Then when you went to meals, which
were in the big dining room in John XXIII for us, we just sat at tables often, we
just sat at tables with whoever was there and just generally talked. There was
no real.... See women were not.... Apart from those who made their way, like
the lass in the trade union movement and the lass who'd been in gaol, women
weren't active in politics, and when they say women were kept out I really feel
that women had never seriously opted up that's my feeling. So they were all
there to find out what was what about this women's movement, and I suppose
most of them would have been like myself- invited and said, "This could be an
interesting turnout, let's go," you know. But there were some there who were
there for vicious reasons, as I say, and I'm sorry for them, sorry for them; they
must've had rotten lives probably unhappy marriages or something, I don't
know, but it was sad.
-

-

-

GO'H

When you say you were invited, who funded the trip?

PIESSE
Canberra the Department of Women paid for me to go. I think I
paid something towards it. I suppose it was towards accommodation. It didn't
cost me much anyway. it didn't cost me much at all.
-

GO'H
Can you give me any idea of some of the other women [who
participated]? You've mentioned some of the women in the conservative group
that went from Western Australia are there any other names from Western
Australia that spring to mind?
-

PIESSE
Yes oh gee, names. Rosemary Reid was one, and there was a
lass, Jenny Lewis. Her father was a member of Parliament in the Menzies era.
Jenny Lewis was there. She ran amuck: Gough was going to sue her. [laughs]
She said something or other that was not right and it was published. Anyway it
all blew over. Hilda Turnbull, who's now a State member, she was there. I can't
think who else was there from here.
-

GO'H

Any women from local government, other than yourself?

PIESSE
No, nobody. Hilda went into local government later and then went
into State Parliament. Now, she's a different kettle of fish altogether; she always
had a yen for politics, always. So I'm really a black sheep.
GO'H

And no other names that you can recall?
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PIESSE
Not that I can think of just at the moment from Western Australia.
They are the ones I was with. rn just trying to think..., whose relation was that
that came from Scone in New South Wales? Oh, I know, Anderson. Now I think
they've split up too, they used to be in Katanning Anderson. She wrote to me
for a reference some years ago, and I've never heard of her since. I can't think
of her name. She's up here somewhere.
-

GO'H

What was she involved in?

PIESSE
Nothing, just the Country Party I think. Her mother and sister came
from Scone in New South Wales, so that's how they got into our group. I don't
remember how we met up with the Victorians and I can't remember their names.
GO'H
Earlier on when we were talking about the death of your husband
in '66, you made mention that you returned to nursing then. Was that for
financial reasons or emotional?
PIESSE
No, that was emotional reasons. It was for emotional reasons I
went back nursing. I came back up here to the Nurses Board, and I can't
remember the name of the lady who was in charge and she was a wonderful
woman, really wonderful she's dead now. But I came and I poured it all out to
her and I said, "I've been away from it so long I don't know whether I can go
back", and she said, "Of course you can. What do you want to go back to?" I
said, "They are advertising at the Alfred Carson, I could get a job there
straightaway," and she said, "Look, I don't think that's for you. You've got to get
out into something more cheerful, and the Alfred Carson, that's terminal. What
about Mid?" and I said, "Yes, I love Mid, always loved Mid", but I didn't know if
I could do it. She said, "I'll fix it." She rang the matron of King Edward who
said, "She can come here as often or whenever she likes and go through the
wards and just be about till she finds her feet again." I did that and at the end
of that time (and that matron's gone now, too) she called me in and she said,
"Well, I think you could take charge of a ward now, do you want to take one?"
It was a teaching hospital, you see, and I was still too scared about going back
and I said, "No." I didn't want to be too far away from the farm so I went down
to Narrogin and I nursed there. [I was at Narrogin when the probate came
through.] Then I eventually left Narrogin and I relieved at Dumbleyung and
Wagin, because those positions became open relieving the matrons at both
those places which suited me very well: Austin was still at Muresk then. Then
when he came home I stopped working, and then I went back to Child Health.
No, it was for emotional reasons firstly. I went back and then I couldn't tell where
the money was going to come from [after we got the probate assessment].
-

-

-

GO'H
And how were you able to balance continuing with your nursing
career and also managing the farm?
Well, all right, because by that time I had a good arrangement with
PIESSE
the men I was employing. I had a sharefarmer still out on Koobadong; Doug
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was still out there, so he had his set program. He had to consult with me from
time to time, but it was not hands-on out there. And the men at home, the two
I had at home by this time (because I'd got rid of the sharefarmer that had been
a gaolbird, and I'd got rid of another guy who'd been on the farm and had
endeavoured to take me down miserably, which I found out, and got rid of him)
were about as honest as you could get. I had asked that each morning when
they came, they would come to the back door and tell me where they were going
to be so that if anything went wrong I would know where to contact them, you
see. But they would also come and tell me things about the farm, what was
happening, you know. By the time I had those two, I didn't go and help with the
drafting any more then but I knew exactly what was going on, and I still went and
bought the rams myself and decided on how much cropping and what super and
all those expensive things going on. So yes, I could still do that without any
trouble at all.
GO'H
And when it actually came to you becoming involved with the
Wagin Shire, who was it that first approached you? You mentioned the women,
but was there anybody from the shire that....
PIESSE
Yes. I thought about nominating..., oh, that time when the women
asked me to stand, there were three nominations; somebody else came who was
quite a good representative or would be and I said, "Look, I'm not going to do
it because he'll get in over those other two, and he's quite good." And then a
year or so later, I suppose about a year later, a guy came to me in the street
and he said, "So-and-so wants to resign from the shire." I said, "Oh, yes." And
this man had stood as a Communist [years before] the one who was retiring
years ago, years ago (I knew him quite well) he stood as a Communist oddly
enough. Bill said, "He wants to retire from the shire, but he will only retire if you
nominate. He knows you've thought about it before and he will...." and I said,
"Oh rubbish! Rubbish! If he wants to retire he'll retire." He said, "No seriously.
He wants to retire for health reasons, but he asked me to tell you he'll only retire
if you nominate." So I had a think about that and I said, "Oh, well, tell him I'll
nominate," which I did. There was one other nomination, but of course I won it
quite easily and that was right. But this guy who retired had been to school
with Mervyn and although his politics were quite different to mine, that's what he
said, that's what he did. So that's how I went onto the shire.
-

-

-

-

-

GO'H
We'll finish the interview there. I'm not quite sure when we'll be
doing the next one, but we'll have another interview session.
PIESSE

Right.

GO'H

Thank you.

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE B
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A further interview with Winifred Piesse recorded on 20 August 1997.
GO'H
In the last interview you made reference to your involvement with
the National Country Party, and that you became more involved at branch and
divisional level after your husband's death through the probate issue. Could you
give more detail about that added involvement you had?
PIESSE
Well, I started going to meetings, of course, only in Wagin, and very
shortly after that they were looking for a secretary. Branches are always looking
for people to do things like that, and so I became the secretary because, you
know, I had nobody at home, the children were away at school, and I could just
come and go as I pleased, and of course I was interested. So I became the
secretary of the Wagin branch and from there I went on to the Divisional
Committee and from there I went on to the State Council and the Executive.
GO'H

So, first of all the Wagin branch, what sort of size was it?

PIESSE
Well, the branch in so far as meetings were concerned, I suppose
there would be about an average of around sixteen people would be about the
most. Sometimes that dwindled down to about six or eight, I suppose,
depending on how wintry it was and so forth. There was another problem that
happens with many organisations: my belief is that you must start meetings on
time and you must finish meetings on time, and I think that that was one of the
bad things, as far as the Country Party in particular was concerned. I know
people when they come out to go to a meeting they want to talk and so forth, but
the meeting itself sometimes would drag on till one o'clock in the morning, and
the next time people who might have come would look at the clock and say, "Oh,
I've got to start early in the morning, I don't think I'll go, I wont' get home till after
one I won't go", and I think that's a bad thing. Now if only people would get it
into their heads that you can start the meeting on time and finish it on time and
those who want to stay and talk till one o'clock can still do so. They are not the
ones who will say next time, "I don't think I'll go, I won't get home, the meeting
won't finish. No, I won't go." So I think that was a really telling factor in the
reduction of attendance without a doubt in my mind.
-

Also, issues were not so fervently held in a lot of ways. Things were going along
reasonably smoothly in the seventies, and so no-one was getting terribly uptight
about things. It had been before that over the probate issue and a few other
things that I just can't call to mind at the moment, so that branches were wellattended and people had their say and that was great. Then we went into a
period where things were going along fairly smoothly and it was later that the
problems really arose. Unfortunately by that time we'd had a change of
leadership and Sir Charles Court was in full flight wanting to have Liberal
representation everywhere. He never seemed to be able to understand, as Sir
Robert Menzies did, that we were Country conservatives, much like Liberal
Conservatives. Now Sir Robert Menzies said on more than one occasion, "Do
not destroy the Country Party because you will never hold government without
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them." Now he said that and he was quite right that's on a Federal scene, you
see. What was not understood here I think was that we were Country
conservatives, we were on side, but there were certain things, certain differences
that we wanted in the country as different to what was needed in the cities.
-

Also the Labor Party had been in some difficulties. You remember they had
the.... now what was their split off called? Not the Independent Labor
-

GO'H

Democratic.

PIESSE
Democratic Labor [Party], that's right, they had split off for much the
same reason, really. They could see that the Labor Party was sort of moving
away from the working man (which it did do violently in the finish) and they were
looking for somewhere to go; they couldn't stomach what was going on in their
own group, and they weren't able to change it, go back to the old ways. So they
were looking for a place to go and they tried very hard to amalgamate with the
Country Party, and some people in the Country Party wanted to amalgamated
with the Democratic Labor Party because in some areas what they wanted were
the same things but not in all areas. So they tried it; it didn't work. It was a
rough time in that way.
-

GO'H

At branch level in Wagin, where were the meetings held?

PIESSE
In the CWA hail, sometimes in the Lesser Town Hall
just
depending on where was not booked and so forth. Both halls were pretty cheap
at the time, it didn't cost too much to hire them; it's different now. Oh the CWA
are still very reasonable but the Town Hall costs an arm and a leg now.
-

GO'H

And women at branch level?

PIESSE
Not many. Very, very few, and not taking any executive positions.
This was a different thing again with the Labor Party what I know of the Labor
Party. The women in the Labor Party said that "Oh yes, they were welcome to
meetings, as long as they didn't say anything," and if they made the tea and
wrote the notes; that was their involvement. Now Labor Party women
themselves told me that. In the Country Party, yes, the men were not exactly
more gentlemanly, but you know, they were more inclined to [be tolerant,] if a
woman wanted to speak they would sit back and let her have a go. Yes, there
were no problems like that at all. And they had men who did the secretary's jobs
and so forth, and the men helped with making the tea and all that sort of thing.
I was never ostracised as a woman in the Country Party; if I was, I was too
stupid to know.
-

GO'H
And on the other hand, how much validity was your opinion given
at branch level?
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PIESSE
Oh quite a bit. I don't think that was just because I was a woman
though, I think that was partly because I was farming in a big way and not afraid
to put my hand in my pocket if things were needed. I think I had a good degree
of respect from the district, generally speaking. There were people who didn't
like me of course I probably didn't like them either, but for the most part I had
respect in the district, and that's the way it went.
-

GO'H
And secretary of your local branch
giving to that position?

-

what sort of time were you

PIESSE
Not at a lot. It simply involved writing up the minutes and attending
to any correspondence that came or went, that sort of thing. As a secretary I
didn't go round trying to inveigle people into joining the Country Party. The
Country Party at that time had employed people who did that, and they were
usually people not known in the district..., correction, I suppose really people who
didn't come from [the area]. They would take a big area and they would go
around doorknocking, collecting fees and signing people up, that sort of thing,
and because they were employed they didn't have to attend meetings. Some did
attend meetings but they didn't have to. They were employed to go and do that,
not on a very large salary, but they were usually people who were either retired
or semi-retired and that little bit of extra income was helpful, and they were
usually people who like to go an talk to people.
GO'H
role?

Can you recall the names of anybody in your district that filled that

PIESSE
Not one from my district, but Alan Glendon[?] was one who came.
I'll tell you who else went around: he was a Federal member at one stage and
his name escapes me, but he'd retired and he went around joining people up.
I don't know that he was paid anything for it; he just had a love of the Country
Party and he went round.... You know, if a branch had gone right down, then
one or other of these men would be contacted (they were always men, I didn't
ever know of women doing this), "Well could you go down to the whatever shire
and here's a few names: these people used to belong, or these people used to
be active and we haven't heard anything of them for a while," and they would go
around and talk with them. It was a good system.
GO'H
So the attendance at branch meetings wasn't large. What about
the membership of the Country Party area?
PIESSE
Oh the membership was very large, very large, and for that reason,
too, it was pointless at that time to stand for any other party [in my area] with
any hope of getting into Parliament, either State or Federally, because that was
a Country Party area. I think it was Bob Hawke or somebody said, "If you put
up the drover's dog they'd vote for him," [laughs] and it was a bit like that. Our
area was a Country Party area, and certainly Labor put in a candidate and the
Liberals put in a candidate from time to time, but on the fairly sure knowledge
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that they would not [be successful]. It was like being about third or fourth on the
Senate ticket, you know, you'd put your name up but you know you're not going
to get there.
GO'H
And what were the circumstances surrounding your becoming
involved at divisional level?
PIESSE
Well, as near as I can remember, it was simply that we had to have
a divisional representative from each branch and the presidents usually went or
the secretaries, but they needed someone else who could go, so I was
nominated. These were not things that I wanted to have, they were just things
that turned up and people said, "Well Win, what about you? Would you do this?"
And, "Oh yes, all right." [laughs] That's about how it went. There was no
coercion, no ambition on my part really, it just happened.
GO'H
Did ambition ever come into it as you got closer to standing for
Parliament?
PIESSE
Not ambition in that way, but after I came back from the Women
in Politics conference.... I've always endeavoured to be one who stood by what
I said, you know, and I said "I will do anything to try and show the other side,"
that there are changes needed, but not the changes that were being advocated
at the conference. So in that way, I suppose I had an ambition, but it never ever
was my desire to go into Parliament it was never one of the things I must do,
you know.
-

GO'H
And at State level, the Executive level, how did you become
involved in that, and if you could explain what your involvement required of you?
PIESSE
In State level, because I was on the Executive I was nominated to
the State Council, and because I was on the State Council I was nominated to
the State Executive. Now the Executive usually met, as near as I remember,
about twice a month; State Council met once a month in the day-time, on the set
day. We had at that time, a building you may recall..., oh, in Havelock Street.
It was called Latham House named after a great Country Party man (I think
he gave the money for it). Later the new lot decided to sell that and then they
rented rooms in Charles Street in South Perth. But at that time we went up to
Havelock Street to this house (I think I've probably destroyed all my notes of that
time) where we met for State Council and the Executive. Oh no. Yes, State
council met, but we didn't have the conference there. We had the conference
once a year down in.... there was a hall down near the Mint. You know where
the Mint is?
-

GO'H

The east end of Perth.

PIESSE
Yes. Now what was the name of that hall? It's demolished now,
but that's where we were, and there were some real stalwart Country Party men

TAPE FIVE SIDE A

PIESSE

77

and women the women came to that, to the State Conference, and they had
a say there; yes, they came from the branches. Anyone could come, anyone
who was a member could come, and anyone who was a member could have a
say; there was no restriction on that. Some of them had to be stopped from
going on too long, because otherwise they would never get through. But no, it
was a very good forum, that, because people could [take part] and I have to tell
you a funny thing. We had a dear old man, a Mr
oh dear, these names
escape me! He was from up.. ..not Merredin, no, not Mukinbudin way up in the
sticks, anyway. Ford, Mr Ford, a most sincere man. He'd been a local preacher
in his church and "there should be no sport on Sunday and there should be
no fl.... you know, a real old Calvinist type, you see, but a good man in his way,
and the matter of mixing the blacks and the whites the Asians hardly came into
it at that time but there were problems. Of course he had a lot of Aboriginal
people up around there. So he got up to speak on some motion concerning that
and at the end of his speech, he gave quite a stirring speech almost from the
pulpit, you know, and he said, "And so ladies and gentlemen, I ask you to vote
for this motion, as it stands, in order that West Australia can become a true
homosexual society." Well, what he meant was homogeneous, of course, and
there was one of those silences and then the place was in uproar, and the poor
man, he looked round he didn't know what he'd said. [laughs] Oh he was most
upset that they should treat this with such ribaldry. [laughs] "A truly homosexual
society." Poor darling.
-

....

-

-

-

-

Well, he was still about for a long time. I don't know whether he's dead or alive
now, but all the work he did for the Country Party and this is digressing a little
bit all the work he did in his area and all the conferences he attended, and he
had never been in Parliament House. One day, one of his sons suffered a fatal
illness; he was bitten by a snake and he died. He was in hospital in Perth and
the Fords came down and I got to hear it, and I contacted Mr Ford, you see, and
said if there was anything I could do? He said, "Oh, we're just waiting. We
know he can't live and it's terrible," but he said, "Look, are you at Parliament
House?" and I said, "Yes." He said, "There's one thing I've always wanted, and
that was to see inside Parliament House." And anybody can go, and I said, "Oh,
well, I'll arrange it. Do you want to come while the House is sitting?" Oh, he'd
love to. He had to get away from the hospital sometimes because.... So I
arranged it and he came up and he sat in the Legislative Council chamber for
a time and listened to the debates and so forth, and then I took him down and
handed him over to Dick Old to look after him in the Assembly, and he was
ecstatic, you know. I always feel glad I was able to do that because he worked
so hard for the Country Party and to think he'd never ever been [to Parliament
House]. He'd always wanted to. I mean a lot of people work for political parties
and they have no real interest in going to Parliament House to see what goes
on or anything, but he did.
-

-

So there were all kinds of people who came to the conferences, men and
women. The motions had to come from the branch to the division, and the
division sometimes reworded it or decided that there were too many issues on
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that line or whatever, then it went from there to State Council, and State Council
decided on the agenda then. If it got too difficult, well then the Executive had the
final say. It was a good system because it gave the guy right out in the sticks
the chance to put forward what he wanted in his area or what he thought was
important, so it worked very well until people started working for their own barrow
instead of for the good of the whole community and people did do that.
-

GO'H

Can you explain on that?

PIESSE
I don't really like mentioning names, but one of the people who was
responsible very much for the break-up was a guy called Matt Stephens, and he
is still alive today, and I don't want this published.... I mean it can go in the book,
it can go in the book. Mall I am told came from a strong Labor background and
he was a very fervent sort of person, and he was one who had wanted very
much to join with the Democratic Labor Party; in fact I think deep down he hoped
that we would all eventually go that way, [leaning more to Labor] which of course
would never happen. He did a lot of things to bring about.... See Crawford
Nalder had retired and Ray McPharlin became the leader. Mall would've liked
to have been the leader but he didn't have the numbers, and I know that
because a guy told me he'd spoken to him and Mall said, "I could do better" [as
leader], and the other guy, who was in Parliament not in State but in Federal
said to him "Do you have the numbers?" and he said, "I don't think so; I'm not
sure I do", and the other guy said, "Well, forget it." And I think that was his
gentler way of letting him down because he knew it wouldn't be a satisfactory
thing. So Ray McPharlin became the leader.
-

-

Now Ray was a very sincere guy but unfortunately I think he was not really
leadership material. Politics is a case of negotiation, and there is a give and
take there has to be and I think Ray was a bit.... oh he had people behind him
said to him, "Oh you've got to do this Ray, you've really got to make a stand;
there's no negotiation, this is the way it's got to be." One of the main ones, of
course, was Mall. Mall was in Cabinet, Ray McPharlin was in Cabinet, Norm
Baxter was in Cabinet, who was a very good member. There was another one
who the heck was that? I can't remember at the moment. Anyway, in
Parliament itself Mick Gayfer was in, Bill Young from down south there were
about eight, I think, members at the time and Ray became.... have you got a list
of them there?
-

-

-

-

-

GO'H

I was looking. No I don't have a list for that particular period.

PIESSE
Anyway Ray McPharlin became the leader. Now, because they
were in Cabinet, Mall was on Ray's wheel the whole time. "Now Ray, you've got
to do this," and "Ray, if you don't stand up to him this time" this is Charlie Court
"If you don't stand up to him and refuse what he wants, I've got my resignation
in my pocket and I'll leave you. I'll leave you; IT resign." And of course, dear
old Ray never turned round and said, "Resign now Mall and get it over' which
is what I would have done; I can't stand people like that, who say "Well, if they
-

-
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don't do what I want I'll resign, that's what I'll do, I'll resign." I think "Oh, cut your
throat and be done with it, we don't want you, we don't need you if that's how
you feel about it." You might resign on a matter of principle but not in that way:
say, "If this is what the majority wants it's not for me I'm going," but to walk
around behind a person and say, "If you don't do what I want I'll resign" that is
despicable in my book.
Anyway Matt did this and poor old Ray shook in his shoes over something to do
with the dairy industry, I think it was. Anyway Ray took them out of Cabinet and
that was the beginning of the end. And poor old Ray, having done that he didn't
know what to do next, you know, and Matt was on his wheel all the time. Mick
Gayfer was no help. Mick likes to have one foot in each camp; he's a bit too
much of a [laughs] negotiator, but always for the benefit of Mick, you have to
admit that. Norm Baxter was a better negotiator. People were in fear and
trembling when Norm went in, I believe, when he went in as a minister as to how
Norm would go, and he made a wonderful job of it. He stood up for the country
areas medically-wise, to get them things, but without any of this browbeating and
chest thumping and so on that Matt wanted Ray to do. Ray was not a chest
thumper and that was that. So that was all a very sad business but it certainly
was the beginning of the end.
I think many of them could see the writing on the wall, and Bill Young retired
or lost his seat I think; I can't think of the others but they went anyway and there
weren't too many left, and in came Dick Old and Peter Jones. Now, Dick
became the leader. The parliamentary leader of the Country Party is decided by
the parliamentary members not by the Executive, not by a Caucus, not by
anybody else; the members meet and they elect the leader and they also elect
their secretary. Dick went in as leader, Peter Jones as deputy leader, and Norm
Baxter as secretary. I think Matt had been a secretary prior to that (that's prior
to me going in) but when I went in that was the situation. So we had Dick,
Peter, Mick, Ray McPharlin, Matt Stephens, and me, [Tom McNeil and Bert
Andre] he's retired now; I can't think of his name), and somebody else from up
there their names escape me now. We left this too late; I'm too old I can't
remember. [laughs] So anyway there were quite a group of us, but everybody
didn't relate well to Dick Old.
-

-

-

-

Matt went out of his way to portray both Dick and Peter as Liberals trying to take
over the Country Party. My own assessment is that they were loyal Country
men. They knew quite a bit about politics and although they operated well
together. I think Sir Charles also by that time had realised that the Country Party
was there to stay, one way or the other, and he was able to work with Dick and
Peter, just as he'd worked with Crawford Nalder. He was never really able to
work with Ray McPharlin and he certainly couldn't work with Matt Stephens, but
he was able to work with Dick and Peter. But it was Matt largely who put around
the yarn that they were Liberals and they were going to undermine the Country
Party. And Hendy Cowan Hendy became Matt's little boy absolutely. I was on
the Executive when we endorsed Hendy. He was a young man then and I felt
-
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he'd go a long way. His wife was right on side. He was one of a number of
boys in his family. I think there were about five boys in the family and they ran
their farms, according to him, and I think this is right, on a collective system: you
know, the father was in charge and although they all had their farms, they ran
it on a collective farming system, which is fine as long as you all get on with the
boss, but it won't work generally. And Hendy always had a bit of a leaning that
way, you know, to share plant and.... well, he's not Communist but, I mean, in
that kind of thing there's got to be one at the head and then all the satellites will
follow. Of course human nature isn't like that, but while his father was there it
did work. Anyway Hendy went in, but unfortunately he was schooled by Matt
and although he eventually became the leader, as you know, I think he could
have done a lot more if he hadn't been tutored by Matt. I've always thought that
was a bit unfortunate because people, during the early times, whatever Hendy
said they more or less shrugged and said, "Is that what Matt told you?" and that
was unfortunate.
Mick Gayfer, again, was still there with a foot in both camps. Oh, Tom Perry, the
guy I went in after, of course he was in prior to that, yes, and I went in on his
seat. Who went out? Lewis [was the other member for Lower Central] went in
the election three years beforehand [Liberal]; he was a great thorn in my side,
Sandy Lewis. I forget whose seat he took. Oh, Syd Thompson's! Syd was from
Wagin, yes, and the Liberals got that seat, because Syd never did anything
much, he never even went around the electorate; people never saw him. He
didn't go anywhere. He went up to Parliament and that was about it. That was
unfortunate when the Libs took that seat. Where are we up to now?
-

GO'H
I was just wondering, while the Country Party was having problems
in the parliamentary side, what was the reaction and feeling generated in the
extra- parliamentary side that you were involved in?
PIESSE
Anxiety, a good bit. People did more or less take sides, more or
less, yes. Tom Drake-Brockman came in federally and.... now who were the
others? There were three Federal members.
END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE A
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PIESSE
Tom Drake-Brockman stands out at the State Conferences as a
Federal member and, of course, he was fighting for his life too: he eventually
finished up being the only Federal member that we had, but he tried to keep the
lid on the problems, so I remember him very well for that. The other Federal
members, they drifted away and I suppose they'd done their time and they went
on to other things; but they attended meetings [State Council] for a time and then
we lost sight of them, but Tom stayed and was active in the party for many
years. But yes, people did divide and the State Council meetings became quite
noisy. [laughs] People got het-up about things. Then in came David Reid,[?]
who became the State President. Now he got there partly with Matt's help, I
think. He'd stood for Parliament and he was the shortest sitting member ever.
He really didn't have a lot of clues, David. If people flattered him, he just fell
over backwards, that's how it seemed and I don't wish to be unkind. He had
a very good wife; she was a nurse and I used to see her quite a bit, but poor old
David [seemed to suffer a series of disappointment].
-

In came Hilda Turnbull on the State Council and on the Executive, and she and
David were working fairly well together in conjunction with Matt, and one thing
that really disgusted me and browned me off very much.... David wanted to get
Hilda up front (this is before I was even thinking about nominating so it wasn't
that, it was just that I .... ) The thing that happened and I suppose a lot of
people do this, but it's not for me David was up there and he wanted Hilda to
take the chair so she'd get up in front of people and [they] would see how
brilliant she was. So they arranged with someone outside (at this stage State
Council met in the CWA House in Hay Street, in their board room), they
arranged that this woman [from the CWA office] was to come in and whisper to
Hilda and say that David was wanted on the phone, and then Hilda would go up
and take the chair from David, you see. Well, [laughs] the whole thing backfired.
We were in the middle of some sort of a debate which David didn't want to miss
and Hilda didn't want to lose the thread of either, the woman came in and
whispered to Hilda that David Reid was wanted on the phone, and she felt a fool
she told me afterwards [laughs] she felt an absolute fool jumping in and doing
it, though most people didn't realise the [inaudible] so she whispered to Hilda
"Mr Reed is wanted on the telephone," so Hilda said "I'll tell him in a minute."
Well, I heard this, and this went on and on and I said to her, "Didn't you say
David was wanted on the phone?" "Yes," she said, "I'll leave it for a minute."
-

-

-

-

Well this went on for another five minutes or so, you see, with this debating
going on, and I said "Well, why don't you tell him. If he's wanted on the phone
whoever's hanging on...." She said, "It doesn't matter, doesn't matter." So then
later, eventually someone else called out, "Is David really wanted on the phone?"
Anyway he didn't go, I forget what happened. I went out and spoke to the lady
afterwards and she said, "I [inaudible] I did it", and I thought, "Ah, this isn't for
me [laughs], I can't stand this nonsense. [laughs] I mean like we were a bunch
of kids to have the wool pulled over our eyes. So it didn't work too well.
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Anyway, there you are, and of course Hilda nominated at the same time as I did
and was very angry that I got the endorsement. I think we had about five or
seven nominations at the time I finally went in to Parliament. Hilda was one.
For the most part were pretty good about it, but some were very bitter. Hilda
and David went to somebody else and said, "Persuade Win not to go because
Hilda wants to go in. Persuade her not to go," and this person said, "You go and
persuade her." "Oh no, we can't because we want Hilda to go." But Hilda didn't
get the vote and that was that. So that was all unfortunate and Hilda's got in
now but I don't think she's moved any mountains or done anything really. I think
she's representing Collie and holding the seat very well for the National Party at
the moment, but I've not read of any great things she's brought forward or
anything like that. She's a nice person.
GO'H
During the period that we're talking about and your involvement with
the State Executive and the Country Party generally, were there any other
women besides Dr Turnbull that....
PIESSE

That wanted to come in?

GO'H

And that were involved.

PIESSE
Oh yes, there were a lot of other women involved. Rosemary
Reid[?] was very involved. I think she might have liked to go into Parliament,
she never ever said, but she wouldn't have been able to: her life was on her
farm with Robert. She pushed for Robert to go in but he didn't make it. Yes,
Rosemary was very active. There was another lass, a friend of Matt's down
south, a nice little woman can't think of her name she was very active but she
was all pro-Matt, you know. When they had the meeting that finally broke things
up, I rang her because I didn't go down to that meeting, that south west area
and I said.... Oh, I'd heard over the air that they'd dissolved the Country Party
in that area, you see, and I rang her and said "What happened?" "Oh" she said,
"everybody's going with Matt, absolutely everybody. They're not going with the
old Jones mob; they're out, and everybody's behind Matt." And I said, "What do
you mean 'everybody'?" "Oh everybody at the meeting." I said, "Well it did say
on the air that a number of people walked out." "Oh they didn't amount to
much," she said, "Don't count them" [laughs]. But they did count. So it was that
kind of furore. As I say, she had been very active, but I don't think she ever
aspired to go into Parliament at all.
-

-

-

-

Well then in came the other lot: Dick and Peter still in charge and we got a
different secretary [in the Party]. Ron Elphick had been the President up until
then. Bill did most of the writing anyway no I can't think of his name; he was
a newspaper man from Mauritius? No, the Seychelles Islands? Oh, somewhere
anyway, a foreign gentleman, more Indian than anything else, I think. He came
in with a roar and a whistle, and that's when they decided to sell the Latham
House sell it and make money on everything, you see. Oh, they did all sorts
of strange things to raise money, and that didn't work. He did more harm than
-

-
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good. They had publicity men in who were just that publicity men. They had
no feeling for the Country Party or any other party really, and saw the main
chance, collected their salaries and went off. It was a very bad time.
-

GO'H
When you were involved with the State Executive, how much time
were you committing to the Country Party at that stage?
PIESSE
Ah well, two meetings a month for a start, and attending more
branch meetings in and around for instance Kojonup, Kukerin. [unclear] to
Lake Grace, Badgebup, all those areas I went as a rep from the Executive of
State Council. They were night meetings, and that was heavy going, a lot of
travelling, a lot of travelling. I usually took my car. Sometimes I got a lift with
somebody else but I usually took my car and took other people. So a lot of night
meetings [inaudible].
-

GO'H
leader....

And you mentioned Crawford Nalder, who would have been

PIESSE

Prior to all that, yes.

GO'H
Can you talk about him at all
of the Country Party?

-

what you felt about him as leader

PIESSE
Well during his time I was not all that heavily involved, apart from
being a member, but Crawford Nalder, he was a fine man. He had his faults,
like everybody else (in other words he was human), but he kept the thing
balanced; he was good in that way. Certainly he had unfeisty[?] people around
him, people who were definitely onside, but he stood on principles and he was
a good leader in that way. He got on well with [Sir David Brand] who was the
Premier before Charlie Court?
GO'H

[David] Brand.

PIESSE
Brand, yes. He was able to negotiate with Brand very well. Brand
was a much more negotiable person than Charlie Court was. They were
different: Brand was a country man himself; Charlie Court was an accountant,
and it makes a difference to the way you see things, you know. So yes,
Crawford Nalder, he was highly respected, highly regarded everywhere; I think
he did a very good job.
GO'H
electorate?

What about in your own electorate? How visible was he in the

PIESSE
Oh quite visible, yes, quite visible, but in those days members of
Parliament.... the whole scene was different; they were more respected [for a
start!]. If the House was sitting they weren't expected to tear down to the other
end of the world to attend a show or something, you know; things were a lot
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easier in those days. The trains were running. If you were a member from down
south or even our way, you could get a sleeper on the train and sleep up to
Perth, go to Parliament House (they were men of course), have a shower, be
refreshed, have some breakfast, and get on with the job. In my day you had
your own car and you travelled like the wind from one end of the place to the
other, and it was very tiring. So in that way, Crawford Nalder had an easier job
because the members didn't do the amount of travelling that they did in my time
and still do now, I think, yes. It's all thought to be easier because you've got a
car and you can go. If you've got another driver that would be fine, but I don't
think Crawford's wife drove him; she supported him everywhere (his then wife)
he married again later [after his first wife died] and that was a good thing. But
they didn't have the enormous travelling that we had in my day [and Sir Crawford
was Deputy Premier so had a car and driver at his disposal].
-

GO'H
Is there anything else that you wish to discuss about the period
prior to '77 and your involvement with the Country Party?
PIESSE
Only that I think I did tell you that I was asked to put my name on
the Senate ticket did I tell you that?
-

GO'H

No.

PIESSE
Yes, well after I came back from the Women in Politics conference,
there'd been a sort of hint that I might go into State Parliament, and I just
laughed it off. Then one day the Executive were meeting I wasn't at the
meeting and they rang me and said, "You said you would do anything to help."
I said, "Yes, I stand by that; anything within reason." They said, "Well we need
another name, a third name on the Senate ticket. Tom Drake-Brockman will be
first, David Reid will be second," because he'd been in [State Parliament] and out
in that time, "and we want someone known to be the third one." I said, "Oh, I
don't want to go to Canberra. I would never go to Canberra, no way!" They
said, "Well, if you're third on the Senate ticket there's no way you'll be going,
we'll guarantee you that, but we want your name." I said, "Well, if you guarantee
me I won't be going to Canberra, that's fine" because I was running the farm
and the kids were at school. "All right you can have my name on the ticket.
What do you want me to do about it?" "Oh well, not too much. You'll probably
have to attend a few meetings, but it's just we want the name, we've got to have
the name." So, "All right," and of course they knew I was well known by this
time in a lot of areas other than Wagin, because I travelled to these meetings.
-

-

-

So my name went on the Senate ticket on the sure guarantee that I wasn't going
to Canberra. Tom Drake-Brockman got in, not because of me [I think]; certainly
not because of David Reid because I was in at the counting, and for some
reason people didn't really like him. On the Senate ticket you're supposed to
write 1, 2, 3 of your party. There were a lot of ballot papers that had Tom
Drake-Brockman 1, Win Piesse 2, and then I think we had one other guy, and
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then David Reid. Instead of going 1, 2, 3, they wouldn't even put him second;
I don't know why, but he was not well liked and that was it.
GO'H

So for that election what campaigning, if any, did you do?

PIESSE
I travelled around a bit with Tom Drake-Brockman. I attended
some women's meetings, speaking largely for Tom, because he was our last
hope, we desperately wanted him in, but Tom preferred to do his own thing, very
largely, so I would [not] say I did a lot; I did what was required of me. I think the
other thing was, Tom, again, was a bit handicapped with David, you see, and he
would never say but he must have been aware of that. So yes, that wasn't too
strenuous.
GO'H
Having had that taste of campaigning and even though you did not
ever consider that you would be elected, how did that effect how you felt about
being in politics?
PIESSE
Oh well, I was still prepared to do anything to bring about the things
I wanted. Some changes for women, changes in the attitude really what it was
about, and of course the probate had been [resolved?] by then. Oh, and certain
things in education. Women and children, I suppose. There's no getting away
from it, women and children were really my first concern and I suppose that
came from being in the Country Women's very largely too. You see a lot of
things. I'd been speaker at unmarried mothers' sessions and all that sort of
thing, and you see the plight of people and women who were divorced or
deserted and they couldn't get a pension or a supporting allowance of any kind
until they were fifty, I think. Now, many of these women had been deserted in
their thirties and some had children. While they had a child, until it turned
sixteen they got a sustenance allowance and an allowance for the child. Once
the child turned sixteen [the allowance ended]. Now they had been out of the
work force all those years, whatever they did, even if they worked in domestic
work, which assumes you don't have training but by golly you need it it didn't
matter what they did, they'd been out of the work force a good while, so it was
very hard for them to get back into it at that time. They had nothing: no pension,
no nothing, and that was wrong.
-

On several occasions I met groups of these women and they were quite
desperate and they told me that they had to keep applying for jobs (which was
the rule, and I think it still is) but there was no leniency: if you didn't get the job,
that was it. Well, one soul, I will never forget, I don't think she did anything, she
was probably pregnant the moment she could be and she had a few children and
then the fellow left her, and while she had them she was all right. Now she was
out of the work force for quite a good while and she had a little home in Vic
Park, which was her own, and she didn't want to go far away from that she had
this son there until he grew old enough, sixteen. So then they said she had to
go to work, she had to get a job, and they offered her a job as a shearers' cook
up in Mukinbudin or somewhere, way up in the sticks where she'd be petrified
-
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out of her life having always lived in Vic Park, you know, where the houses are
so close. She said, "But oh, I couldn't do it." All these people that she'd have
to cook for. She'd never done more than boil a potato for her son, you know,
and poor little beggar, there she was with nothing, and she was really in a bad
way. And she was only one, you know. There needed to be a bit more
commonsense in the thing, and of course the upshot was that she'd had a
breakdown and then they offered her this job and she nearly had another
breakdown; it was all too bad. Of course they weren't getting any money out of
the husband he was gone long ago; I don't know that he died he left her in
the first place but I don't know where he was.
-

-

But things like that bothered me, that here we're supposed to be such a wealthy
country and we had people who were in genuine dire straits not people who
were working the system.... I think they're all very brainy now and most of them
do know how to work the system, but that poor little woman didn't know how to
work the system; it was just hopeless. And that sort of thing, I thought, you
know, there needs a bit of a change of things on that score.
-

GO'H
And prior to entering Parliament, how much did you think you were
going to be able to change some of these things through being in Parliament?
PIESSE
I don't know that I really thought I personally would change it.
What I wanted was for it to become public knowledge, and I felt then that the
community would change it if they knew. I didn't expect to go in and bring
forward a motion and have it passed, I really didn't expect that. What I wanted
to do was make a noise, a noise that would be heard so that then the community
would say, "Well enough's enough. We're not going to put up with that." I did
make noises about certain other things, certain things in the farming line and
those sort of things after I went in and had some alterations made to those.
GO'H
If we could look at '77 and the actual election. First of all you've
made reference to your preselection, could you give me more details about that:
how you were first approached, by whom, and the process that you had to go
through?
PIESSE
Well, now who was I proposed by first? Ron Elphick, I suppose;
Robert Reid. Oh, yes, Anderson, Lee Anderson, he and his wife were very....
unfortunately I think they're separated now but they were a bonzer couple from
Katanning. I used to go up with them often to the Council meetings, and he
said, "Why don't you put your name in? Why don't you? What have you got to
lose?" So I thought, "Oh well, I might." Prior to that, when Syd Thompson
retired, who was the other seat for Lower Central (you know there's two seats
for the upper House), when Syd Thompson retired, a guy called Dave Samuel,
down home, he put his name in for endorsement for the Country Party, and he
came to me in the street in Wagin one day and he said, "I've put my name in.
They discouraged me rather; they said you were putting your name in. I just
want to know, are you?" I said, "Nothing's further from my thoughts." [laughs]
-
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I really hadn't even really given it serious thought at all. So I let that one slide.
Maybe I should have stood then, but Sandy Lewis got that seat, which was
unfortunate for the Country Party well for me, in particular, [laughs] because he
was very hard to work with; in fact, you couldn't work with him.
-

Then, I think it must have been Tom Perry, whose seat it was, he approached
me, and said "What about it? I mightn't get in but...." He was very pro-Hilda;
whether he thought another woman might help the business, because he was
very pro-Hilda, he was a great friend of hers. So yes, they all had a bit of a talk
about it, and then I spoke with my children and I said "I've been asked to put my
name in and what do you think? What if I was elected?" This was different to
the Senate, "What if I was elected?" and they looked at each other and said, "Oh
Mum, it's pretty filthy politics, you know. Don't think it's for you. It's rough and
I don't think you'll like it." I said, "Well, you're all grown up now and if I don't go
into something like this, I'll be looking over your shoulder and advising you for
your own good," - just joking, you know and they looked and with a bit of a grin
they said, "Let her go into politics." [laughs] It was all, you know, light-hearted.
I think I mentioned before, we never made any great decision without consulting
the three others, so that we all knew what any big thing was likely to happen.
And they were my greatest critics. So I put my name in.
-

Yes, it was several people around the table in the Council who said "What about
putting your name in?" I had put my name in before that again, because I'd
been urged by local people and that's when Dick Old got the endorsement.
I came very close to getting that endorsement. I was in the very happy situation
at both elections (that was the election before I went in) in that I didn't care if I
won it and I didn't care if I didn't, and that's a very good way to go. [laughs] I
thought righto, the way how Providence works it out, that's how it'll be, and I was
not bitterly disappointed when I didn't get in the first time.
-

-

GO'H

So after your name had been put forward, what happened then?

PIESSE
Well, we had to go and speak at a number of meetings, had to
speak a lot, and that's when my kids would say, "Mum, you shouldn't have said
that", or "You didn't come over real well," you know. Yes, I had to speak at a lot
of meetings in the electorate; the party branches would organise the meetings.
Then we had to go for a divisional endorsement. That was in Kojonup, and
representatives from the whole of Lower Central were there, and all the
candidates went and we sat out in a little room and we had five minutes to speak
and five minutes to answer questions, I think it was, from this group of people
from all over. Some we didn't know, and as each one came back the others
would say, "How was it?" "Oh, they asked me about this." "What questions did
you get?" "Oh, they asked me this and that.". We were a very easy-going lot,
you know, no-one was saying, "I'm not going to tell you, you might...." [laughs]
It was real great fun, lots of laughs.
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When I came back, I said to them, "I got one none of you'll get", and they said,
"Oh, what was it? What was it?" and I said, "Am I in favour of abortion?" "Oh
God! What do we say about that?" you know, [laughs] and there was a to-do
about that. I had some tough questions. One was whether I was in favour of
abortion and one was, was I in favour of hanging as a punishment. I didn't know
her, but I found out afterwards that the woman who'd asked me, her son had
killed her husband and I think she always lived in fear and trembling. He wasn't
hung because it was more or less an accident or an act of passion, you know.
My feeling then and my feeling now is that we should still have capital
punishment on the books. I don't think for a crime of passion, where a guy
comes in and finds his wife in bed with someone else, and he clouts the bloke
that's an act of passion, you know, there's extreme provocation. But where
someone sits down and plans to kidnap a child, and take it and deal out a
ransom note, and if they don't get their way either accidentally or intentionally
they kill the child, that creature has no right to live; that creature will never be
reformed; it's not human. For those cases where they've proved absolutely
beyond doubt, I think capital punishment is the way to go.
-

GO'H

And how did you respond?

PIESSE
alive.

People like the Birnies, I see no reason for keeping those people

GO'H

And how did you respond to the question on abortion?

PIESSE
I felt that there was far too much hot air about abortion. People
take it as if it's this way or that way, and my belief is that we would never have
been taught because I'm a religious person we would never have allowed [to
discover] how to perform abortion safely if we were never meant to use it for the
good of mankind. Not as a contraceptive, but in a case.... I think of a case
where, during my nursing time, a woman had a hydrocephalic baby which
cannot be born, the head is so big it cannot be born; the child will be an
imbecile. The only way to extract that child was to use a trephine and crush the
head and the foetus is removed, and they know a good while beforehand that
this is the case, without any doubt. She was a Roman Catholic lady, she was
in St John's and they would not allow it to be done. You couldn't do a caesar
for that, the child was too badly malformed..., you could, I suppose, but its
upsetting the possibility of her having other children. Eventually when she was
almost dead the husband finally in great distress because he felt he was
disobeying God got her out to King Edward and as far as I know they did it.
Whether she lived or died, I don't know. Now that stuck in my mind.
-

-

-

-

Other cases where there's a woman who is in very bad health, perhaps TB or
cancer, and where she already has four or five children, I think if it's her wish,
then that pregnancy should be terminated, because you're laying it open for the
other five children to be without a mother, and certainly for her life not to go on.
Now that's different to using it for contraception. So I think, again, that

TAPE FIVE SIDE B

PIESSE

89

termination of pregnancy should still be on the books for extreme cases where
it's needed. I'm very much against it as a contraceptive.
END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE B
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G'OH
Any other questions that you can recall being asked at that
preselection meeting?
PIESSE
Not that really stick in my mind. There were others, of course,
because they really hopped into me on that. There's nothing really that comes
up.
G'OH
And what about the issue of you being a woman
raised at the meeting?

-

was that ever

PIESSE
Oh my goodness, was it ever! [laughs] Not only at meetings, but
people didn't all know I was widowed, you see. When I was campaigning, time
and again the men and some women would say, "And while you're out talking
to everybody like this, what's your poor husband doing?" and I'd say, "Well, he's
sleeping in the cemetery." [laughs] "Oh! Oh, didn't know you were a widow."
"Yes, I am. I live alone, my children are grown up and I can come and go as I
please." And then other times, not only the girls at the [conference], the
women's libber ones, have said, "What's your husband doing?" and I'd say,
"Well, if my husband was here I wouldn't be doing this." "Wouldn't he let you?"
I said, "My husband would have let me do anything I wanted to, but I wouldn't
have wanted to do this if my husband was here. Now my family's grown up we
would've travelled as we planned to do, we would've had fun, but I wouldn't have
wanted to do this. But because I'm on my own...." No, he wouldn't be against
it, even then; if I'd really wanted to do it when he was alive, he wouldn't have
been against it, but I wouldn't have wanted to. I think that's why, in those days,
a lot of women didn't go in, and perhaps today why a lot of the woman who
could contribute very well, don't put their names up because they don't want to.
-

-

One I think of in particular is Annette Knight in Albany; she's the Mayor of
Albany. I don't know whether you know her a splendid woman, splendid
character. Her husband Tom was a member while I was there, but I know
Annette quite well. Many times she's been asked to stand for the Liberal Party,
but she won't. She said, "Well one thing is I can make a difference as the Mayor
of Albany, but if I get in with you lot, I'll be lost in the crowd." She is a very clear
thinking woman and she certainly makes a difference in Albany, but she won't
go in [to Parliament].
-

G'OH
And at the preselection meeting you had to talk for five minutes
can you recall what you talked on?

-

PIESSE
Well I mostly talked about myself, you know, what I had done, that
I was widowed in '66, that I had these three children, that I was left to run the
farms, which was quite a big job, and I was pleased with the people who'd stood
by me, that I had certain beliefs in things: at heart I was conservative, and there
were certain things that needed changing in the structure, particularly for women.
Having gone through this situation I felt very much for the women who in the
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days and in some areas it's still the case that if a husband dies some wellmeaning relative or friend comes in, takes the reins and gives her an allowance
and ruins the whole place. I could feel that and I thought that that attitude had
to stop. I never had any trouble borrowing money, and I had to borrow big
money I had to employ labour, all sorts of things and I never had any trouble.
I just went to the bank and said, "Look, I'm going to need this," and they said,
"There'll be no problem. You'll have to put up certain amounts of land or
whatever for security," and I never had anyone knock me back; but I did have
security to put up. But I have known of women who had security, but their bank
wouldn't support them. I thought, if they're prepared to put up security, it doesn't
matter that they're a woman, they should have a right to borrow money if they
want to set up in a business or whatever, provided they've got the security to put
up it shouldn't be any question just because they're a woman. Things like that,
you know.
-

-

-

G'OH
So how did you feel once you'd been successful in being nominated
for the position on the Legislative Council of the Lower Central Province?
PIESSE
Well I was rather pleased who wouldn't be? I mean, I was up
against one woman and five men, I think, and furthermore I was the eldest of the
lot. Because I was in my fifties, I'd turned fifty, and when, at the State Council,
prior to all this we each had to have another go there (this was apart from the
divisional one where they asked me about hanging and so forth) and we each
had so many minutes to speak at the State Council and I started my address by
saying, "Well, I'm the eldest of the lot." Of course there were some sniggers,
and I said, "I'm not the least bit ashamed to say that, because I have lived long
enough to have to earn my living, I've had ups and downs in my life very deep
ups and downs and I know what it's like to have to run your own enterprise,
and I feel that that experience stands me in good stead," and there was no
bother about that. So I was quite pleased when I found that I had been
endorsed.
-

-

-

G'OH
And your endorsement, do you think the fact that you were a
woman operated in any way positively or negatively towards you being endorsed
at that particular time?
PIESSE
Not that I knew of, not that I knew of. A couple of things were
telling points: one, I was a fairly fluent speaker and I can often coax people or
laugh them to my side of the fence, that's a lucky thing. The other positive thing,
I had had wide experience, and I think that was very important. I'd been a
farming person, but I also had my three nursing certificates, which was a pretty
high qualification in those days, and I'd been around, people knew the kind of
principles I stood for. Somebody once said to me when I stood for the shire
council, when I was nominated, way back, for the shire council, someone said
to me, "Well you'll have to write everybody a letter now and tell them what you
stand for. You'll have to write everybody in the shire a letter." And I said, "No
I won't." I said, "If the people in this town, this shire, don't know what principles
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I stand on now, it's no good writing them a letter." Because I'd been there a
great many years and I was well known I'd been in most organisations that
women are in. I'd been on my own, and I was definitely not the brothel type, you
know, though I have great sorrow for the women who are; I'm not criticising, I
feel sad for them. People knew that I had principles, and I said, "Writing them
a letter to tell them now isn't going to change their mind." And I think that stood
me in good stead; State Council all knew what sort of principles I stood for.
-

G'OH
Do you think the endorsement was in any way connected to your
family name, and the fact that it had....
PIESSE
No, none whatever. People, and some of the family even, it's a
jealousy thing. Some of the family even have said, "Well, of course you got in
on the Piesse name." These were specific Piesse blood descendants, you know,
"You got in on the Piesse name." I'm quite sure I didn't, and that is borne out
by the fact that young Piesse, oh, a descendent of one of the Katanning
Piesse's, he stood and he didn't get in; the Piesse name didn't do him any good
at all. So no, I don't think the Piesse name had anything to do with it.
G'OH
And also your time spent on the shire council, was that in any way
a good or a bad preparation for entering politics?
PIESSE
That was a very good preparation, a very good preparation,
because, for one reason, quite apart from all other experience, we had a very
good president, a guy called George Justins, who also would have made a good
politician, but he never did; he'd half considered but his wife was against it and
he never [nominated?]. Actually, one of the reasons I didn't nominate when
Sandy Lewis got Syd Thompson's seat, I had thought that George Justins was
nominating and it wasn't till after the whole show was over that I found out that
he had thought to nominate and his wife (she's a lovely woman) had said, "Oh
look, I couldn't bear it. I can put up with you working in the shire," because he
was on the shire executive, you know, the district or whatever, I can't remember
not only the Wagin Shire but all over he was a rep and she said, "I just
couldn't bear it if you went into Parliament, I couldn't bear it." So he said,
"Righto, I won't go."
-

-

He was a remarkably good president and he taught me a lot of things. I always
still call him my tutor. He ran a splendid meeting and he just taught me a lot of
things. He took me around with him to go to various meetings, places, you
know, from which I was learning all the time. You know, "There's a roads board
meeting or a shire councillors' meeting at so-and-so, they're going to discuss
the.... did you want to come?" So I was learning all sorts of things, and I
suppose at the same time my face was being known around Lower Central also
because I went around with him.
The first time I came up to a local government conference up here, I came up
with George and a couple of other guys the shire clerk always comes and I
-

-
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spoke at the conference about the lack of dentists in country areas. Everyone
was desperate for dentists at that time, and I spoke. I'd put up a motion and I
spoke on the motion and apparently it was a decent sort of speech because
people came to George afterwards and said, "You old dog! I didn't know you
had a wife that could speak like that!" [laughs] George said "She's not my wife!
She's not my wife!" [laughs] We got it through anyway. It was something to do
with requesting the government to take a hand in putting more dental students
through the dental course. They used to cut off, you see, there were only so
many allowed in for fear there'd be too many dentists and there wouldn't be
work. My contention was, it doesn't matter how many dentists you've got, if
they're all in the metropolitan area you haven't got enough dentists. But when
there are enough dentists that some of them have to get out from the
metropolitan area and go and look after the country kids, then you're starting to
get enough dentists. But as long as they can be cosy in the city, you haven't got
enough. If you're working on the numbers game, that's the way it's got to go.
We got it through and the request was made. I can't tell you exactly if they took
in a bigger load or not, but they certainly didn't reduce them and we do have
a dentist.
-

But yes, all that was enormously good experience for me, where I was learning
without realising it, because at that time I had no intention whatsoever going into
Parliament.
G'OH
And you mentioned the story earlier of Mr Ford and the first time
that he went to Parliament, when was the first time you went to Parliament
yourself Parliament House?
-

PIESSE
I suppose when I went in. We took our seat on 22nd May, I think
it is. I don't think I'd even been to Parliament before then. [laughs] I used to get
lost. I have no sense of location and I used to say, "If I could only get a plan of
Parliament House I'd be able to find where I was going," but they don't have a
plan of Parliament House. It's laid out rather like the gears on your car, you
know; there's the Assembly Chamber there, and there's a bit of patio stuff there
and then there's the Council Chamber; and there's the three tiers, Invariably I
would come in one way and I'd turn left instead of right, you see, and I'd get
down the wrong place and say "Oh, gee...." I used to do that in hospitals when
I went to work in big hospitals, new hospitals, I would take a day or two to locate
my own room in the nurses' home, or to find my way around the hospital I
haven't got a bump of location. I mean some people can come out of a perfectly
strange side of a building and know that's the way we go.
-

This is digressing.... when we were in Canada, we went into a big emporium one
way and went all through the various floors and came out a different door, you
see, and when we stepped out [my friend] said, "Oh, now I'm not sure which way
we should walk." I said, "Well ask me and then walk in the opposite direction."
[laughs] So that was the first time I went in [Parliament House].
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G'OH
And the Legislative Council as opposed to the Assembly, did you
have a preference to being on the Council or was it just fortuitous?
PIESSE
No, no, that's the way it happened. When I stood for the election
prior to that it would have been the Assembly seat of Katanning, which Dick Old
won [selection] narrowly, I might say and there were quite a lot of people in
for that, and we did all the same sort of things. But no, it didn't worry me one
way or the other really. It was the party really that said, "Well, there's this
Council seat. We don't want to lose Tom Perry's seat," because we were
getting pretty thin on the ground then "will you put your name in for the Council
seat?" So I did.
-

-

-

-

G'OH
Could you tell me a little bit about Tom Perry, who was the member
that you replaced?
PIESSE
That I followed yes. Tom had made quite a mark really. He is
quite a likeable, jovial sort of fellow; he also has his seamy side, he has a lovely
wife. He was helpful to me in a lot of ways. After I got endorsement he came
with me and introduced me to people, you know, way in the sticks, down [south].
A lot of that land down there is not densely populated, but he knew a lot of
people. He used to spend a lot of time over there because he had friends there,
so he took me around to meet a lot of people down there, and some of them
were enormously helpful to me. They almost tore down doors for me to say,
"This is a good representative." One in particular I think of, who is now gone,
he moved heaven and earth. He took days off to go and doorknock among the
Italian population down there to explain to them that I was a good candidate and
he was standing up for me. Because they liked him so much, they did what he
wanted. Because when Tom went, you see, they didn't know any other
candidates, they didn't know me, but because he went around.... He was a great
tower of strength for me in that area. That was down in the Warren electorate.
-

Now the Warren electorate was not hard hard in so far as I didn't know the
population at all down there, and it's largely Italian but Dave Evans was the
sitting Labor member, and he is a very decent man. He was the Minister for
Agriculture, I think, during the Tonkin Government. He is a fine man with a fine
wife; I don't agree with all his politics. Someone said to me when I was worrying
about Labor coming in federally and State, a woman over in Bridgetown who I
was talking with who had become quite friendly, she voted Labor and she said,
"But why are you so afraid of Labor coming in? You know Dave Evans, he's a
fine man." I said, "I'm not afraid of the Dave Evans's of this world. If they were
all like Dave Evans and John Tonkin, I wouldn't be the least bit worried. I'd say,
'Righto, it's the status quo." I said, "I'm worried about what Labor policy will do
to the social structure of Australia. It terrifies me what they will do." She said,
"Oh, I couldn't believe it would be that bad." I said, "You read their policies
carefully," and of course, what's happened? We had Whitlam and Murphy who
tore down the marriage situation and couldn't do it fast enough; we had this
influx of 'be soft on crime'; we had change in the Education Department of our
-

-
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children so that the teachers were encouraged not to appear upright people,
decently dressed wear your jeans and tee-shirt and be one of the boys you
know, that sort of thing. That all came in during those years, and it was very
sad. I'm not saying there weren't good things; there were some good things.
But that was the thing I was afraid of and that's exactly what happened. It would
never have happened with John Tonkin or Dave Evans, that kind of Labor; they
were really for the working man. They were for lifting, where the Burke-WhitlamKeating crowd were for bringing down. Don't raise people up, bring down the
ones that are up; that was the difference in the attitude, as I read their policies.
-

-

G'OH
Did Mr Perry ever talk to you about what the position would involve
if you were elected, or his own experience in Parliament?
PIESSE
Yes, [laughs] he did tell me some things. We were driving down
to [Walpole and Northcliffe], right down on the south coast, I know it well; I can't
think of it at the moment way down south of Manjimup.... I did a lot to get their
school upgraded down there too. Anyway, we went down to a meeting down
there and we had to come back [in the night]. I think we had a dinner meeting
down there and we were coming back it was dark. I used to drive to his place
and then go with him, you see. He lived in Darkan still does and we were
driving back from there, and it was a little narrow road it's much better now, it's
upgraded for tourists and lovely it was a little narrow pot-holed road with these
enormous trees almost on the track, you know, and kangaroos and all that, and
he said to me, "Win, when you're coming down here to meetings and functions,
it's best if you stay the night. Don't try to drive back by yourself at night."
[laughs] Tom was no real good driver, I mean, he'd had many accidents,- and
I'm thinking, "God if I ever drive back through these trees in the middle of the
night, but I did it many times. [laughs] But at that stage, I didn't think I would.
Yes, he told me about those things and he told me that you need to be seen,
and when you go to the shows, you must go as a representative [and be seen].
-

-

-

-

-

What happened at the shows this is the agricultural shows they have and they
were some things we always had to attend you went to the secretary's office
and you were met by the president of the Agricultural Society, [in that area] and
you were taken around to all the various attractions, you had an official luncheon
and then the show was opened by whoever was opening it and you stood out
in the middle of the arena, or in the front of the grandstand where everybody
could see that, yes, they were our three members, and they were there. I didn't
care for that a lot, but I did it. And one interesting thing, Manjimup, the Warren
electorate was a Labor-held electorate so they were mostly Labor voters there,
when I first went in they didn't have a proper refreshment room. Their courtesy
was outstanding, really outstanding. We were met at the secretary's office
there was Dave Evans, myself and Sandy Lewis and the various officials of the
organisation we did all those things. We came back to have the official
luncheon and it was served off the back of a utility, but with great courtesy, and
that was fine.
-

-

-

-
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When I went to the Katanning show you were invited of course, because you
made a donation as you were invited to all the shows Katanning show where
they felt they were really top drawer, you made your way to the secretary's
office. "Where's the secretary's office?" first time, "Oh, up there." You made
your way to the secretary's office. You walked in and said to the secretary,
"Good morning. I have your invitation" in case they didn't know you were Win
Piesse "Oh, yes, that's all right, yes, good. Bill, what about so-and-so?" So
you'd wait around. "Well, is the President about?" "Oh, yes he'll be along
directly." We assembled in this little room where the women nearly sat on each
other's knees to get close enough and not to mix with the men. There was no
courtesy, really no courtesy, and you were just left, you know. You were invited
to the lunch, but there was no really official luncheon. When the show was
opened, you weren't collected it was just different. One time I went down and
I didn't have my ticket, and there was some fellow on the gate who knew who
I was and he said, "You can't come in without a ticket. We've got our orders.
You can't come in." I said, "Well look, I don't want to stay." "No, well you can't
come in. You haven't got your ticket; you'll have to go and get a ticket." I
thought, it's the last time I ever go to a Katanning show, you know, it was
terrible. Katanning's like that.
-

-

-

-

-

Now Collie was hard, and Hilda was very helpful to me on many occasions. The
party would say, you know, at the meeting, "Now what help do you want?" "Well
I need someone to come with me to meet a few people when I go to the Collie
show." So Hilda would come and she would give me half an hour to go around
and meet people. Well, it was very tense, Liberal/Labor in Collie. Tommy Jones
was the member, and he was a most uncouth and ruthless man he had a
lovely wife but he was the sort of guy who would get little boys to take the
mascot off your car, you know, anything, threaten people. This shouldn't be
made public, of course, but he really won by intimidation, the old unionist type
of intimidation, you know. "We won't have a secret ballot because I want to
know who doesn't put their hand up, and I'll get you," that sort of thing. Oh, it
was hard, it was hard in Collie. But Hilda did come, she gave me half an hour
at the shows and she did work for the Country and then the National Party, yes;
she deserves to get where she got. But I was never really comfortable in Collie.
It's a hard area to go.... I had friends there, I did have friends there; I did make
friends there, but it was heavy going.
-

-

But one of the best things that ever happened to me happened in Collie,
incidentally. At Christmas time the shire held a party, a dinner, with all their
members of Parliament, and we had toasts. On this occasion the lass who
proposed the toast she was a Liberal, but at that time not a close friend she
spoke and she spoke when they toasted Tommy and they toasted Sandy, and
she spoke for me and she said, "One thing that Win Piesse has done, she has
shown us that you don't have to be mannish, you don't have to have a tough
hide, you don't have to be rough, you can be a genuine refined person,
commanding respect, and still be in public life." I nearly cried. [laughs]
-

-
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G'OH
Aside from visiting people, doorknocking, and going to local shows,
is there anything else you did during election time to raise your profile in the
district?
PIESSE
Oh doorknocked, I doorknocked all over the place, and my niece
one of my nieces who had just got her licence [ .... ] she drove me, she came
with me and we stayed [in town]. See, Lower Central was a very big area, and
she looked after the food side of the business. She had to wash the cups and
the lunch box and the thermos, then in the morning she had to fill all that up,
wherever we were staying, and make the sandwiches or whatever we were
having, and look after all that part of it, so that I could have time to take notes
when we got home. We walked, golly, and the grasshoppers were bad [plague]
at the time, and it was hot, and we drove, and I doorknocked all these areas,
starting the Wagin Shire, the Darkan Shire, the Collie Shire, the Warren Shire,
down south, the Manjimup Shire, and she came with me, all those places. She
said to me on several occasions, "Aunty Win, you go to an enormous lot of
trouble for Parliament here." She came from Floreat Park and she said "I
wouldn't even know our members if I fell over them. You go to the schools, you
go everywhere, so they've all seen you." She said, "I wouldn't know our
members. We never see them. We don't even know who they are," and that's
the difference. But you see, in the country you really have to do that.

-

G'OH

So when you were doorknocking were you staying overnight?

PIESSE

Yes.

G'OH
What sort of periods are we talking about would you be away from
home while you were electioneering?
PIESSE
Oh I'd be away for a couple of weeks, yes. I might spend a week
in around the Collie/Dardanup area, and I'd stay at motels and take Kate with
me. In Warren, someone loaned us their house a teacher. Now that was
another Labor electorate, but I'll tell you Warren was different; it was a Labor
electorate, but they were different people and that was very nice. I have stayed
in a lot of people's houses they very kindly invited me. I'm a little bit awkward
at that because I feel why should they put themselves out for me, you know. I'm
only doing a job I'm supposed to be doing [laughs] and I should be paying my
own way and I mostly did. If I stayed at motels I paid my own way. So yes,
sometimes I'd be away for up to two weeks on that, I suppose, during elections
not only for my own. You see, I was in six years so the middle years I
doorknocked for candidates for ourselves, for the Country Party, who I really felt
had no hope of getting in, and didn't get in; they were not good candidates as
far as I was concerned. Of course, this was during the split, you see, and
people had left the party and there wasn't a lot of people to draw on.
-

-

-

-
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PIESSE
Door knocking around Bridgetown, where they were very Liberal;
although their Assembly seat was held by Labor, they were a very Liberal group
in Bridgetown, and it was very steep and I said to Kate at the biggest long street,
I said, "We have to go up to the front doors on our hands and knees and we go
down on the bare bottom.... [laughs] it was so steep and we were hot and tired.
She would do one side of the street and I would do the other, handing out
leaflets; but if anyone wanted to talk to me, she would catch up with me and say,
"Aunty Win, the lady over there wants to talk to you herself," so I'd go over there.
She was a tower of strength to me that lass, she really was.
G'OH
And what would you actually do? Can you describe the process?
You'd go up to someone's home?
PIESSE

Yes.

G'OH

And any particular times that you would choose to call?

PIESSE
Oh, well, not until well after breakfast because many people are
getting their kids off to school or whatever, and not to stay a long time; it has to
be quick, unless someone wants to talk to you, but they don't want to talk too
much. So what I would do, I would knock on the door or ring the bell, and when
they came I would say, "Good morning, I'm Win Piesse. I just wanted you to
meet me because I hope to be your member. I have this leaflet which tells you
something about myself and my life. I am a Country Party candidate and is
there anything you would like to ask me? I don't want to hold you up." Nearly
always, "I don't want to hold you up," which I didn't, you know, because I know
with people coming in my own place, I think, "Oh, who is it now?" [laughs] So
they would sometimes ask me, "Well, Country Party whose side are you really
on though? Are you on Liberal or Labor?" and I'd say, "Well I'm really on Liberal
because I'm conservative. While I respect a lot of the Labor members, their
policies are not what I wish to stand for." That's all; there was no need to get
into a fight, that was all right. Some of the Labor women were obviously
browbeaten by their husbands, and I'm sure took my leaflet and quickly put it in
the stove so their husband wouldn't see it. Others, both Liberal and Labor, a
couple of Liberal areas where the wives would say, "Have you got any stickers?"
"Yes, I have," and they'd put them on their car and the husband would say,
"What you put that there for? You know we're not Country Party!" And she'd
say, "Well I'm putting that one on for Win Piesse," and I think when she had her
secret ballot she would vote for me too. [laughs] But in other places it was hard.
That was about it. But it takes a lot of footwork to cover all those houses and
then also on some farms.
-

-

G'OH
And when you arrived at the house, would you generally conduct
the doorknock on the doorstep?
PIESSE
Yes, yes. Sometimes people most on farms though sometimes
they would ask if you would you like to come in and have a cup of tea, but
-

-
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unless you felt they really wanted to talk to you, time was running out. On farms
you nearly always had to have a cup of tea, no matter how many cups of tea
you'd had, but you didn't have to drag it out, you know, but on farms, nearly
always.
G'OH
And the time that you're talking about calling and you mention
about talking to the wives did you talk mainly to women or men when you were
doorknocking?
-

-

PIESSE
Oh men too, yes. Very often, particularly on farms, the wives would
say, "Well look, my husband's down there, do you want to go and talk to him?"
"Oh yes, I'll go and speak to him", and so you just did the same thing.
Sometimes they would say, "Do you think you're going to like it?", or they might
not even talk about politics, they might ask you about the farm, something about
what you thought of the wool market and the world wheat agreement and things
like that, which of course was no trouble because I was in it.
G'OH
And the reaction to a woman because there weren't that many
involved in politics at that stage a woman doorknocking and she was the
candidate?
-

-

PIESSE
Well it seemed to be accepted, because there had been articles in
all the local papers with a photo to say, "This is the endorsed candidate," and
that was in the news. All the candidates were in, "Here's Joe Blow, he's the
endorsed candidate for Labor" or "Joe Blow for Liberal", and so forth, "for this
electorate," you see. So there would have been those things would have..., and
everybody in the country town or sticks, everybody reads the local paper, from
cover to cover; so that was a help. I was very upset with the local paper down
in the Manjimup area at one time, and it was a Liberal hand that I could see:
they had put my photo and much of my CV, I suppose you'd call it, under the
Labor heading, and the Labor one under mine, and I said, "This is no accident."
But that was the paper, and they were very strong Liberal, the paper people. It
was dirty; there were a lot of dirty things.
G'OH
When you were doorknocking, what generally was the reception
and did you ever receive a really bad reception when you went to someone's
home?
PIESSE
No, I never did. I don't ever recall having a very bad reception. I
had indifference that you just knew the people whoever they were going to vote
for they weren't going to vote for you but they weren't nasty about it. Both men
and women, you would know. No, I was never rebuffed or had a door slammed
in my face. Mind you, I always went up bearing gifts, so to speak, [laughs] you
know. It's hard to slam the door on.... although no, it's not that hard because I
must admit I do it a bit to the.... what are those people who come round to
convert you? I hope you're not one not the Mormons, the Jehovahs, yes the
Jehovahs, but mainly because they want to stay, and stay, and stay, that's what
-

-

-
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I've got against them. They can't seem to accept that you say, "Yes, thank you
for calling, but I have my own religion." They want to keep you there, and I think
that's part of their [strategy]; they see that as a good thing. Yes I get a bit rough
with them, but because of that, because I know I don't want to hear what they're
going to tell me and they're wasting their time and mine. But if you go
doorknocking and you don't want to hold people up, they are mostly receptive,
but if they want to talk to you, well then you just do talk.
G'OH
What about campaigning outside your electorate for the party
generally? For example, in the metropolitan area, was there any of that involved
during the '77 election?
PIESSE
No, no because for me we were Country Party. When they
became the National Party, of course, they talked a lot about getting metropolitan
seats. To my mind that was self-defeating because if you're going to be
concerned about things in the country where life is so different, and I suppose
eighty per cent at least of metropolitan people don't understand what it's like to
be without a bus at your door, to have taxis unavailable, to step out of your door
into a puddle of water that you can't get the rent man to come and fix up, or
whatever, they just don't understand. To have your kid's teeth in a shocking
state because you can't get them to the dentist, where they can [get treatment].
If they're really on their uppers they can go to the Dental Hospital and have them
treated for free in those days; I think they can still now but in those days they
had access to all these things and they didn't know what it was like to be
without. So I couldn't see the point of trying to get metropolitan seats for the
Country Party, you see, and it was only when they thought they'd become the
National Party that they thought they ought to go for metropolitan seats; I think
it was a mistake.
-

-

G'OH
At this stage were you doing any speaking for, say, local radio
stations, during the '77 election?
PIESSE
No. Not speaking by invitation, do you mean? I did an
advertisement type thing and I got this Bill.... I can't think of the name, the
newspaper man. I said, "I'd like to make an advertisement," because people did
in those days on television, "and these are the things I want to put forward." He
helped me to map it out, and the interviewer would say, "Good evening Win
Piesse, I hear you're standing for the Country Party." "Yes, that's right." "Would
you tell me what are your views about such-and-such," and I would have my little
spiel; it had to fit into the time, you see. It was great fun. I had to practise this
so that I didn't have to look at the paper too much, although when you do those
things, and when they read the news and that, as you know, that goes passed
your eyes over there and you can be sitting here looking as if you're looking at
the audience, but you're really reading the things off the paper, you see. We
had all that, but so there wouldn't be any stumbling I sat with (this was in
January, you see) my feet in my sister's swimming pool at Floreat Park, and she
had to be the interviewer. We were sitting there and she'd start again, "Good
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evening Win Piesse" [laughs] and we'd get halfway through, "No that's no good,
start again. [laughs] "Well, I've had enough. Do I have to start with the 'good
evening'?" [laughs]. But we practised and it went over very, very well, and it was
shown in Lower Central on GWN it wasn't GWN then but it was our local
station, our country area station and that went over very well [the interview].
-

-

-

The fun thing, when we went to the studio to make it, they made me up, and you
didn't see the interviewer, you only saw me. Then the man who was doing the
microphoning part of it, he had this little thing like a clothes peg that he wanted
to hide under my collar, but I had a suit on with a blouse and he wanted to get
under this and he didn't really like to interfere with my bosom. Well Bill whose-it
and the other guy were up in the viewing room and they were nearly having
hysterics because of this. He said, "Look I want to put this...." and I said, "Well
all right, where do you want to put it?" [laughs] Of course, I didn't know what he
wanted and he was too embarrassed to say "I want to reach into your bosom
and stick the...." [laughs] That was the funny bit. [laughs] Anyway, it went over
very well.
G'OH

Where did you actually record that interview?

PIESSE

I think it was at Channel Nine.

G'OH

In Perth?

PIESSE
Oh yes, definitely in Perth, definitely in Perth, yes. I'd never been
into a TV recording place before and I don't think I've been in one since. But
that was great fun.
G'OH
And during the election with things like this and with other things,
were you given any advice from the Country Party how you should run your
campaign, and things you were perhaps not allowed to do?
PIESSE
Not from the Country Party I don't think. Any advice I got came
from Dick Old or Tom Perry, and there wasn't a lot of it. You were very much
on your own, very much on your own.
G'OH
You mentioned your niece helping you at lot. Who acted as your
campaign manager, if anyone did?
PIESSE
Who did I have? I seem to think somebody did. No, it wasn't
Rosemary Reed. I can't remember. I don't know that I really had one.
G'OH
And you mentioned also that a lot of the campaign was self-funded,
so that raises two questions: first of all, do you recall how much the campaign
would have cost?
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PIESSE
Well I don't think I ever really worked it out. I suppose it cost me,
if you take all the things in that you had to list, like hair sets and that, around
about $2 000. Mind you, that takes in travelling, because the travelling was
enormous, yes. But you had to declare what you spent. I think you were
allowed to spend up to $2 000 or something like that, I can't remember now. I
burnt those papers not so long ago, but you had to declare what it had cost you.
Whatever it was, I had just about used up if you were to count all those things
if you bought extra clothes, all your hair sets you had if you were a woman,
places you stayed, travelling allowance, all that sort of thing, and so yes.
-

-

G'OH

Who did you have to declare those accounts to?

PIESSE

To the Electoral....

G'OH

Commission?

PIESSE
Yes, not the party, but to the Electoral Commission. Whatever the
amount was I just about got mine up to that.
G'OH
And what about fundraising by the branch or the division towards
your campaign, did any of that occur?
PIESSE
Oh yes, yes, quite a lot of that. They had dinners and socials and
forums just people speaking, including me, of course. Yes there was quite a
bit. The branches all did that, and not especially for me that went into general
funds for the Country Party.
-

-

G'OH
And what was the sense as you were campaigning? What were
you starting to feel about your chances at the election?
PIESSE
Well, what I had to do was keep ahead of the Liberal candidate
because I would have his preferences and he would have mine. With two Labor
sitting members two electorates that had Labor members, and only one that
had a Country Party Labor would have to top the poll. So if I kept ahead of the
Liberal, I would get his preferences and I would get in. Well, the first Liberal who
stood against me had no end of problems and he had to withdraw. His baby fell
out of its pusher. Strange things happened. That guy and I can't remember
his name he had a couple of goes at getting into Parliament and always
something happened. I think once he had a road accident.... he was just never
meant to get there.
-

-

-

-

G'OH

I've got a record here of a Mr Sands for the Liberal Party.

PIESSE

Yes.

G'OH

Is that the gentleman you are referring to?
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PIESSE

There was another guy. Sands stood; he went to the election.

G'OH

Oh there was someone before him, was there?

PIESSE

There was someone before him. Lalor, was....

G'OH

Laffer?

PIESSE
Laffer, [James] Laffer. Now I think he was a second goer too
because the first Labor Party guy, something happened to him before we got into
our swing, and Laffar came in and I wasn't too worried about him because he
was one of those intense type fellows [laughs] and he'd have to top the poll, but
I didn't think that he would get in; it had to be one of us.
G'OH

And who was Labor going to give their preferences to?

PIESSE
Yes, well now that was a funny thing on both elections. In the first
election, Dave Evans, I think, had a deal, say, that his preferences went to me,
but of course he would top his poll so Labor's preferences would go to me.
Tommy Jones not so; his would have surely gone Liberal. In the next election,
there was a deal of skulduggery there. The boundaries were changed in my
next election, where I lost. Robert Reid had stood for the Country Party and the
split was all on with the Country Party then, and people who knew Robert, who
were giving out how-to-vote cards, I saw them they had the Liberal ticket with
Labor, Liberal, Country Party. But when they gave them out they took from the
bottom of the pile which had Labor, Country Party, Liberal and probably the
Caucus would never know.
-

-

G'OH

And that was in the interim?

PIESSE
Yes. That was in the Warren electorate. That was the one in
between, yes. But that was a personal thing because they knew Robert down
there and he was a good man. I think he would never have stood up to politics,
and it was a blessing he didn't get in really.
G'OH
So how were you feeling generally? What sort of reaction were you
getting from people regarding your chances of success before election day
how you were going to do in the election?
-

-

PIESSE
I felt I had as good a chance as anyone. I don't remember really
even discussing it all that much, because I was, as I said, in that state, "Well if
I get in, good-o, and if I don't, good-o." I felt that way.
G'OH
When you were doorknocking did you ever directly ask people how
they were going to vote?
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PIESSE
No, never; never ever, not in either election. I just told them what
I had to offer.
G'OH
I believe that in the 1977 election there was an issue within
Parliament regarding probate the issue being between the Liberals and the
National Country Party. Given that's why you initially came into politics, can you
discuss how you felt about that issue, or anything you know about that?
-

PIESSE
Not a lot, because that was mostly hashed up in the Assembly and
people felt, the Liberal Party in particular, were very anti-Negus, saying he went
in purely on one issue, "You can't do that. That was a nonsense thing to do.
He kept a good Liberal out, because he got in and all he wanted to do was this
probate." You know, that sort of attitude, which was an anathema to me. No,
I didn't have a lot of dealing with it when I was in there because it went through
the Assembly, whatever it was, and came up to us and was passed.
G'OH

And election day

-

what do you recall of election day in 77?

PIESSE
Ah, I recall somebody driving me Robert Reid perhaps whose
mother was a Piesse and he and Rosemary are good friends of mine, they live
in Kojonup. I can't remember who drove, I think it was Robert; it might have
been Kate, I can't remember. Anyway I had to drive to all the booths in Lower
Central, which meant starting before eight o'clock in the morning. I wasn't
allowed to handle any how-to-vote cards or to make any effort to influence
anybody; all I had to do was go and shake hands with people who were giving
out my how-to-vote cards and say, "Thank you very much, [laughs] you're doing
a great job. If I don't get in it won't be your fault." You know, that sort of thing.
My younger son and my daughter-in-law then (the one who died of cancer) they
were down in a part of the Warren electorate, a timber mill area, somewhere
there, and Sheila said, "Win, I don't know how you can bear to be bothered
about these people. They are nasty!" Because they were giving out Country
Party tickets and [the people] were mostly Labor [voters], you see, and she said,
"They're so rude. They can't even give you the time of day. If I was you, I'd just
walk off and leave them." [laughs] I said, "Oh don't worry about it Sheila, that's
all right." She was upset that feeling they were slighting me, you know, but
those are the sort of things you've got to harden your heart and take it in your
stride; and yes, there is quite a bit of that.
-

-

The election that I lost I had people down again in the Warren electorate, but it
was the Liberals who were so nasty down there [then]. I had two men from
Kojonup were giving out my how-to-vote cards, and one of them said the same
thing, "Win, if these are Liberals, I don't want to know them." It wasn't the Labor
down there in Manjimup, it was the Liberals, and they were so nasty. But I'd sort
of lived through that. I said, "Oh well, win or lose, don't worry about it. That's
the way it goes." Yes, there were hard times. There were other times when you
arrived and people would hug you and "Oh, so glad you're standing. I hope you
get in." [laughs] They were the good things, you remember those.
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And so did you spend most of the day driving around the booths?

PIESSE
All day, all day driving around the booths because it's a very long
way, dog tired.
G'OH

Can you estimate how many miles you covered in that day?

PIESSE
Oh no, but it was a lot. You could work it out with a map, because
you see there were a lot of little polling booths and you had to go to all of them.
Dark when we got home. You see, they used to be eight till eight in those days,
and we got home dog tired. The family and a few friends were gathered at
home, and I remember sifting on the floor in the big dining room at Cintramia,
shoes and socks off, feet killing me, and listening as the results came through
from time to time. The Liberal guy was ahead of me in this one report, and
someone from Wagin rang me up, and I could hear a lot of laughing it was a
Liberal household "Hey gooday Win, how are you feeling?" I said, "I'm feeling
fine; a bit tired." "Are you watching the results?" "Yeah, I'm watching the
results, of course I am." "Well, how do you feel?" "Well, very tired, just like I felt
this morning, really, but other than that being tired...." I thought, "You bastards,"
[laughs] crowing! But the crow went out of them. [laughs]
-

-

G'OH

Were you getting updates from scrutineers at polling booths?

PIESSE

Yes.

G'OH

How was that organised?

PIESSE
Well only locally. I don't think I was allowed in; I wasn't allowed in
to the counting, but I had a runner who would nip in and say how things were
going. Of course, in Wagin it was all plain sailing because the Wagin Shire knew
me and I got tremendous support there. But I couldn't get to the others and I
didn't know what was going on in the others at that time. And we had a recount.
I was well ahead, but the Labor guy demanded a recount for some reason not
the Liberal, the Labor guy. I think he thought that he should have got an outright
majority so that there would be no distribution of preferences, you see. He
thought because he had two Labor electorates and only one Country Party, he
thought he should.... and the Liberal guy didn't do well at all, and I think that's
what it was all about. I didn't know anything about recounts. Anyway, Robert
Reed, dear Robert Reed, he said I've got just the man to go with you, and it was
a guy called Bill Beckett in Kojonup, an accountant. He'd spoken to him and
he'd said yes he would come over for the recount, which he did, and I was
allowed to be there, but not to touch anything, for the recount. They did the
recount and of course Labor hadn't got anything like a clear majority, so the
preferences had to be distributed and of course I got in very easily.
-

So how long did that process take from election day to finding out
G'OH
that you had been elected?
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PIESSE
Must have been a week [or two] at least because the Council seats,
they don't finish counting them for a long time, because they have to come in
from all the little booths all around everywhere. In the little sidings they would
count them and then they would all go to, say, Manjimup if it was the Warren
electorate, where they would be checked and counted again, and then they go
up to the main counting room and they're all checked again. But the Council two
reasons: there's not as big a number as for the Assembly seats, but also the
Assembly has to be done quickly to see whose going to be in government. So
the Assembly ones are really seen to first and then the Council ones. Not only
the shifting of votes from here to there and doing the Assembly first and then the
others, but there's all the postal votes, see, and I had people who were out of
the country who had sent for postal vote ballot papers some even as far afield
as Libya who were over there on one of those farm schemes. Actually I sent
them their ballot papers and they sent them back. So all those things have to
be taken in, so it takes a lot of time.
-

G'OH
And how did you feel when you actually found out that you had
been successful?
PIESSE
I think my knees nearly went from under me. [laughs] And of
course I was delighted. I wasn't frightened, I was just interested to see what
would happen next. On the day that the poll was declared, Dick Old, who had
contacted me and congratulated me and that sort of thing, and he was holding
the seat in my area, we had to go down to the Katanning courthouse and the
Clerk of Courts declared the election and we were photographed. I think about
two people came and a dog [laughs] because as far as Katanning was
concerned we were going to be it anyway
tremendous support there. The
election was declared, our photos were in the paper and that was that. Dick took
his seat straightaway, but I didn't take mine till 22nd May. You see, the Council
goes in on 22nd May, so I was sort of just doing the things I always do until
22nd May, and then I went up for the swearing in.
-

G'OH
And, either on election day or when you were successful, did you
have any celebration at all, either public or private?
PIESSE
you mean?

Oh we had a bit of a private celebration. When it was declared do

G'OH

Or to thank your workers.

PIESSE
Oh yes, yes, we did have a party to thank all the workers, but of
course they couldn't all get there because it was so far afield. Again, the
branches mostly organised it in the other areas. We didn't do a lot, just had a
supper sort of thing and that was it.
G'OH
And is this when you actually found out you were successful? How
did you celebrate that particular announcement?
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PIESSE
Well pretty quietly that particular announcement. We didn't have
another party. We had a party, I suppose it must have been after I was
successful, we had a party but only at home. No, they had a party in Collie I
went to, and they had one down in Warren that I went down to. They were
different days, but they were only suppers, you know, not a big yahoo.
G'OH

We'll finish there today and have another interview in the future.

PIESSE

Right.

G'OH

Thank you.

END OF TAPE SIX SIDE B
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A further interview with Winifred Piesse recorded on 31 October 1997.
GO'H
Today we're going to be looking at the period May 1977 to May
1983, which was when you represented the Legislative Council for the Lower
Central Province. You mentioned in the last interview that you'd never been to
Parliament House prior to being elected and you said you had no sense of
direction. Can you tell me what your impressions were of Parliament House
when you first arrived?
PIESSE
Yes. I suppose it was a little bit like starting in a new hospital after
being trained and you moved from one.... each hospital does things differently;
I suppose it was rather like that. Well no, it was a little different because when
you start in a hospital, for instance, you have an orientation period where
someone takes you around and shows you. The showing around was very, very
brief as far as I was concerned. I think partly because the men were very..., not
shy exactly but very wary of having a woman coming in. You see, I was the first
Country Party woman, apart from one lady many years before, who had originally
been a Liberal member and then the Liberal Party dropped her from the ticket
and she continued her term on the Country Party ticket. So that was a long time
before. None of those people were still there and I think it was a bit of a shock
to them to find that a woman had got the seat.
They were courteous and kind in a lot of ways, but things like, for instance, the
first joint party meeting. I was told where the room was. The Country Party had
their meeting in the morning and the Liberal Party had their meeting in the
morning and then the two parties met in the afternoon. I was told the room
where this was to be, but nobody..., like in a hospital, someone would've come
along and said, "I'll pick you up at your office at five-to-two and come up with
you." They didn't do any of that; you found your own way up there. I got to this
door and the doors were closed of course. The Labor Party met on the other
side of the building in their party room and I was hesitating and wondering what
to do, and I knocked on the door, and just at that moment Ray O'Connor was
coming out of the door and he slipped out the door and closed it firmly behind
him and looked at me and said, "Oh you can't go in there." I said, "Well I
thought this is where the joint party meeting is." He said, "Yes it is, but you can't
go in." And I said, "Well I'm the new member for Lower Central." He was quite
surprised because he obviously didn't know and he thought I was a secretary or
a dog's body or a cleaner perhaps, I don't know who he thought I was, but
anyway he was prepared in his best policeman's style to [make amends] and
that was a bit of a shock to me really, I suppose because by that time I'd been
working in a men's world quite a lot and been accepted, and I think that's what
gave me a bit of a shock to find now I'm among different men.
GO'H
What was Mr O'Connor's reaction once he realised that you actually
did have a right to be there?
PIESSE

Quite courteous. "Oh well, in that case, you'd better go in." So I
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went in and looked around to find a seat and that was my introduction to the joint
party meeting. Now I hope it still doesn't happen like that because anywhere
else I had been, whatever it was, even if it was some of the farmers' meetings
and things that I would go to, people weren't defensive like that; whether I didn't
notice, I don't know. I suppose I was pretty wary too because I didn't know what
to expect. But that was quite a shock to me.
GO'H

What about your contribution in the joint party meetings?

PIESSE
Not very great I would say, although a couple of times I did have
things to say. The joint party meeting was a good system. You remember Sir
Charles Court was the Premier at the time and Dick Old was our leader of the
Country Party what used to happen, each minister would have a say at the
meeting to say, "In this session, or this week [or whatever] I intend to introduce
a Bill or an amendment to do this, this and this. Is there anybody who wants to
speak against this?" This was a good system I suppose they still do it but it
was a good system because it might be a fine thing for the metropolitan area,
but it might be an awful thing for the country.
-

-

-

Now one of these things that comes to mind now again it was Ray O'Connor,
who was then the Minister for Works and Water Supplies, I think and for
whatever reason (this was quite early in my membership, not the first meeting,
but fairly soon) he was introducing a Bill to say that everybody making a dam in
the country areas had to have it supervised by an engineer, a qualified engineer.
It was the most ridiculous idea when you think of it for the people living on farms.
Of course he was largely aiming at the south west where the then government
was looking to increase the metropolitan water supply, and if you go down the
south west you will find that a lot of [people], particularly potato growers and
vegetable growers, they've made their own turkey-nest dams at their own
expense, and they hold an enormous amount of water. They have good rainfall
they hold a lot of water, it's not salty, and they use it to irrigate their crops.
Obviously the government then was starting to look down there and say, "Look
here there's all these dams down here. We've got to sort of entice them out of
doing this so that 1) we will get more water, and 2) they will pay for it." You've
got to be a bit cynical about these things, but that's the way it was.
-

-

Apparently there'd been a bit of argument about dams not being properly
constructed and that they might burst and run over the road and so forth, and
one statement that he made in his address at that time was that ninety per cent
of dams constructed fail in the first twelve months, which was quite wrong.
Ninety per cent of those that fail, fail in the first twelve months, but that would be
only about a quarter of one per cent, if that many, because the farmers are
getting the dams put [down by contract] and if the guy doesn't do it right, he's not
going to get any more work in the area, and that's the way you've got to work in
the country. To have it supervised by an engineer you would have to employ
him at vast expense much greater than the farmers' incomes themselves; a
fully qualified engineer would have a very good salary and he would have to
-

-
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be there on the spot, because if you're going to make a dam they scoop out the
top soil and take it aside. They drill first to see what sort of underlayer there is.
I knew this because I had done this on my own farm. It's got to be a particular
kind of clay without a sand seam through it and all that sort of thing this is just
very briefly and these people are knowledgeable about these things, the dam
sinkers I mean. They take the surface soil away to one side and then they dig
out the dam where they have already drilled it for rock and sand seams and so
forth, and once they start to build the bank, scooped it out to build the bank, they
must then drive their bulldozer up and down over the dirt they have heaped up
to tamp it down, and that's very important. You can't just dig out a dam, heap
up the soil and hope that it's all going to stay there because it won't; it's got to
be packed down. Now you would have to have an engineer standing on the
bank of the dam, supervising this all the time, before he could really say, "That
is a well built, safe dam." If he went away, the guy might just run up a few loads
and not bother to tamp it down because he would think, well, the onus is on the
engineer.
-

-

It was a crazy thing. So a number of us spoke against this and said to tell you
what happens in the joint party room "No, that's not a goer; you can't do that."
What happens then, and what happened with other Bills, the Premier would say,
"Well how many of you want to have a speak on this?", and there'd be a show
of hands. He'd pick out a Liberal member naturally because he was the Liberal
Premier and say, "You'd better organise a committee Joe Blow. You organise
a committee and have a talk to the minister about it and we'll bring it up again
next week," and that's what would happen, which is a very good system. This
guy would ask for the names of those who wanted to have an input into it and
then we would meet at an appointed time, which sometimes was quite early in
the morning, but of course the House sat in the afternoon and late afternoon, so
there was time in the morning except that sometimes the minister would have
to be away; he had other commitments, so times would have to be arranged.
He would already have the legislation that he proposed, or an outline of it, and
we'd have a go at it and say we want this altered and that altered and so forth,
and then we'd meet with the minister and put our case to him. It worked
because people were given that opportunity to have an input.
-

-

-

-

-

It worked with all the legislation that came through. You have an option then.
You can't just run things because it's not going to suit, say, my area in Wagin;
you can't hold the whole State up because of that. So what would have to
happen was if the majority of the State members felt this is going to be all right
this didn't happen to me hardly at all whoever it was would say, "Well, I can't
go back and face my electors with that." "Well you've got two choices: You can
cross the floor," which is a devastating thing to do, "so you're seen to vote
against it, or it may happen that the Bill comes before the House at a time when
you happen to be away," which is called voting with your feet. And there are
times when that is quite a reasonable thing to do.
-

-

GO'H

Did either of those experiences ever happen to you while you were
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in Parliament, that you had to cross the floor or vote with your feet?
PIESSE
Yes I did cross the floor once. I can't even remember now what
it was about, but I did cross the floor. It was a general sort of thing, a principle
matter, and there were others, not just me. I'd have to go right back through
Hansard to find out what it was.
GO'H
Not recalling the instance, but can you recall how you felt or the
reaction within Parliament for having crossed the floor?
PIESSE
Not very great because the minister if I could think of the incident
it'd be all right would know by that time that you were going to because of this
joint party meeting thing whereby no minister is going to bring something in that
he knows he's going to lose on, absolutely. This was the point of the discussion
and then he would know that he was going to get the Bill passed. You see it
wasn't very close, we had enough numbers. Later on, those who became the
National Party, they created havoc a few times. It was a good bit of publicity
thing. I was a bit sad about it, that they couldn't talk these things over; it
would've been a better thing.
-

-

GO'H
We'll look at the issue of the creation of the National Party a little
bit later. You mentioned your tour of Parliament House can you recall who it
was that took you on that? Was it a member of the Country Party, or Parliament
staff?
-

PIESSE
I think it was Parliament staff. Parliament staff were very good,
they were wonderful. They were very good to me on every count in the dining
room and everywhere they were really very good.
-

-

GO'H

What sort of facilities did you have at Parliament House?

PIESSE
When I first went in, my desk was in the Country Party room, which
was not very satisfactory.
GO'H

Sharing with how many other people?

PIESSE
Not anybody then. Matt Stephens later had a desk in there. The
arrangement was that I was to be in there, not much was done. You see, we
had problems all along because Dick Old and Peter Jones were our leaders, and
already there was the feeling against them, which was unfortunate, because they
were good men. Matt, of course, was the chief stirrer. Then Dick said, "I've got
you an office on your own, so that's all right, you won't have to share." It was
a little room at the top of the stairs. I shared my secretary with Ray McPharlin,
who was on the other side of the Country Party had been, you know, he was
very much against Dick and Peter because they'd been elected in and he was
not the leader any more. His wife used to give poor old Dick a very hard time.
Dick got me this room. It was a small office, that was no problem, but it was
-
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down the end of the Assembly.
Now, the Assembly room is one end and the Council room is the other, so that
if you want to go up to your office if there's a bit of boring debate or someone's
blowing their bags in the House you can go up to your office and do a few
things, but you're within reach of hearing the bells if there's a division. There
was no radio through, as apparently they have now, so you couldn't hear what
was going on in the House unless you were down there, and it meant that I had
to come all the way from the Assembly end on the top floor, down the stairs and
across back to the Council, so it was not a place I could hop up to and have a
rest, whereas the members who had rooms at the Council end, they could hop
in and out of their offices. It wasn't too satisfactory there, but it was the best
they could do, and it certainly made me feel that I was cold-shouldered a little
bit I suppose more than I'd ever been cold-shouldered in my life. Wherever I
went, I felt that at that time.
-

-

-

On the other hand, our own members were very good to me, and one thing that
they endeavoured to make it easier, come dinner time everybody would go into
the bar, and I was very reticent. They'd go into the bar for a drink before dinner.
I was very reticent about that, and our guys came and said, "Look, you're coming
in to have a drink with us." I said, "Oh, I'll be the only woman in there," because
June Craig hardly ever went, she was always somewhere else; Lyla hardly ever
went, she went straight home Lyla Elliott. So I was about the only one and
there'd been all the hoo-ha of Grace Vaughan, who came in the term before and
had demanded a ladies toilet and a ladies shower room which was quite right,
she was quite right but she was never there. Of course, I was batching, I didn't
have a husband to go home to, and they would insist that I came in and I said
"Oh, I don't want to encroach", and they'd say, "Look you're a member and you
will come." They would share the buying of drinks with me and then we'd all go
in to dinner.
-

-

-

There was a reason, you didn't have to drink alcohol if you didn't want to, but the
money from the bar supported the cost of the meals in the dining room, so the
meals were very cheap in the dining room and they wanted as many people to
come [in the bar]. As I say, it was a financial thing, that a few drinks in the bar
helped to boost the.... and it was a good system. It was not abused, not in my
time; I don't remember anybody being blotto in the bar. Well, it did happen, I
suppose, but not before dinner.
GO'H
Just to clarify one point: you say the members of your party were
very good to you, but that you were cold-shouldered was that by politicians
generally?
-

PIESSE
Yes, politicians of other parties, to some extent. It was a bit like
the farming again, really. You look around and sum people up as best you can,
and you know who you can go to to ask about things that you don't know, and
you'll get a proper answer, and it sometimes surprises you when you go to ask
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somebody and they just walk away, more or less; it's a funny thing. But on the
whole I can only speak highly, particularly of our own members and of some of
the Liberal Party and some of the Labor Party, who were very good to me really.
GO'H
Parliament

-

You just mentioned the bathroom and shower facilities at
what was the situation when you were there?

PIESSE
Yes, we had ladies toilets; not too many. You see, there was no
ladies toilet outside the dining room apparently until Grace Vaughan came in.
We had our own toilet on the same floor as the dining room and the Chambers,
and we also had..., no, we didn't have a separate shower I don't think the
shower room, you know, [showers] all in a row. You could go in there and lock
your shower door if you wanted to shower. I never ever had a shower in
Parliament House because I could always manage to go back to my own unit
when I needed a shower.
-

GO'H

What sort of time were you spending in Parliament House?

PIESSE
A lot of time while the House was sitting because 1) I never missed
a sitting if I could possibly be there, and I agreed with the then Premier who said,
"You are being paid to sit in this House and you will sit in it!" I thought that was
right. Also if you weren't there you were likely to miss something. You went
down and had morning and afternoon tea. Afternoon tea was during the sitting
time and we adjourned for a little while and you mixed with everybody Liberal,
Labor and Country Party; and morning tea you got to talk with other people
about the place that was good. Other times you had some mail to be
answered and you had a fair bit of reading to do because once you had a Bill....
and Graham MacKinnon was one I must mention here who was very good in that
regard. He had his off side too but in that regard, he was the Leader of the
House and he gave us a talk. He called all the joint party members together and
he said "Now I'm going to tell you how to research a Bill," which he did, and it
was very good: how you get hold of the Bill and you can read it and then you
can go back and find out when the original Bill they were mostly amendments
when I was in Parliament; there was some new legislation brought in but very
often it was amendments you go back to the original Bill and find out what
happened. You can go back to the original speeches, because it's all there in
Hansard. You can go to the Statutes and see what the law has been or is in
relation to this; all those books are there and you can go and consult them. It
was Graham MacKinnon who told us these things.
-

-

-

-

You'd have a notice of what was coming up; every day you'd get a Notice Paper
of what the business of the House is anybody could get it and it's a very good
thing. Those people mostly who live in the metropolitan area, if there's
something coming up, they can find out when it's going to be debated and they
can go and sit in the gallery and listen to the debate and see what happens. So
for that reason, the best place to do any of that research, of course, was in the
House itself. Yes, so while Parliament was sitting I spent a lot of time there.
-
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GO'H
And the research what sort of help were given by the staff or an
offsider with doing that research locating the actual places in Hansard, for
example?
-

-

PIESSE
The staff were very good, they were wonderful, and the Library staff
were very good in my time. If you wanted to know about something you would
go [to the library] and of course the computer stuff was just coming then. But
you could go to the Library staff and say "Look I want to know back in 1954
there was something about this, where can I find it?" and they would find it for
you. They were very, very good, very good. I never had any problem with that.
Also in the Library the daily papers were all there so if you didn't get your paper
delivered, which I didn't because mine was delivered to my unit, but you wanted
to look something up in the local papers, you could go and do that. Yes, I found
the staff were absolutely splendid.
GO'H
What about the protocol at Parliament. Were you given any
instructions, or how did you learn some of these traditions that are associated
with parliamentary procedure?
PIESSE
You're given a book of rules when you go in. You're given two
books: one the book of rules and one of Standing Orders, I think. I even still
have the one that was given to my late father-in-law, who was dead before I
was born, and I still have his; I've got it down home, I should have brought it up,
it's quite old. Yes, you were given those. As to the procedure and they never
neglected to tell a new lady member about this, they told me in the rules you
must enter and leave uncovered; in other words you're not allowed to wear a hat.
Apparently there had been a lady member who had been out in her constituency
years before I came, a bit of a wag and she came in wearing her hat and the
President said, "I must ask the member for wherever to remove her hat as
members must enter and leave this Chamber uncovered." She said, "I wish to
inform the President that I am a lady and as such I wear my hat where and when
I choose." The then President said, "I wish to advise the member there are no
ladies in this Chamber, only members. I ask the member to remove her hat,"
which she had to do. So it was a bit of fun.
-

-

-

-

Well, during my time there we had a member who was Jewish name escapes
me, you all know him.
-

GO'H

Joe Berinson was the name.

PIESSE
Joe Berinson, and he was a practising Jew. Sometimes it was part
of their religion whereby they have to wear their little skull cap and so the rules
were altered so he could wear his skull cap at this time. I didn't realise at the
time why they'd been altered, but Norm Baxter, who sat next to me said that this
is why it's altered because Joe Berinson has to wear his skull cap because of his
religion. I said, "Well, if they've altered it could wear my hat in now." They said
"Oh, do it! Do it! Wear your hat in!" [laughs] But I didn't. I had problems
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enough without stirring the possum; and furthermore I thought well if he's
keeping to his religion it's more than a lot of other people are doing, so whatever
it is I didn't want to make fun of it or anything like that. That is altered now and
I don't know whether anyone does wear their hats in there, but they could be
legally entitled to now. It was a funny thing that.
Now also, in this book it tells you that if you are speaking and the President
stands to address the House, you must sit down at once. What happens, if
you're in full flight and there's a lot of interjection and whoever is the President
or the Chairman at that time, he'll sit there and say "Order! Order!", but if he
gets to his feet, then you must sit down, even if you're the one whose speaking
at the time. Things like that. I didn't know that nobody was allowed in the
Gallery during prayers. We always started with prayers; I suppose they still do.
I think that's a good thing whatever religion you are. Hopefully it will bring to the
minds [of some] of the members the responsibility that rests with them in that
Chamber. Unfortunately I don't think it always does, but that's the objective and
you've got to try. And no-one is allowed in the Gallery during that time;
spectators can come in after. There are certain things about moving a motion
and all that sort of thing, in this little book. That's about all I can think of to do
with the running of the House.
GO'H
And your own role within the Council? How did you feel when you
made your maiden speech?
PIESSE
All right. I'd prepared it. I didn't look to see what it was about now
what I'd made my official maiden speech on. Actually I'd had a bit of an
interjection before, which was unusual, there was no rule about it, but prior to
this a motion had come forward to do with early childhood learning, and of
course two things that I was very interested in were things to do with women
not as a women's liberationist but I believed there were things that needed to be
altered in relation to women, and also I feel very strongly about the education of
our children because I think that's one of the most important things in people's
lives, and certainly in the future of the country, which depends very greatly on
the education of children not just scholastically but every way. Something had
come up about that and I spoke about it, which apparently was not supposed to
happen; you had to make your official speech first. You are permitted to read
your maiden speech; thereafter you must speak off the cuff.
-

-

-

END OF TAPE SEVEN SIDE A
PIESSE
You may read if you are actually quoting from a document, but if
you are quoting from a document, even if it's only a line or two, any member
may ask for that document to be tabled, and one member ran into great trouble
with that one time. He was a Labor member can't remember his name he
was a great union man and he quoted from a document which had to do with the
union and somebody asked for that document to be tabled. Well of course he
didn't want it tabled and the President didn't want to put him on the spot because
he knew that this guy was stepping out of line (he just got carried away, you
-

-
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PIESSE

see, quoting from this union document) and he quoted this and then somebody
sharply and this is the play that can go on, and very clever asked for that
document. Well of course he didn't want [to table it]. [Donald] Cooley his name
was. So the President luckily pulled himself together and said "Actually it's time
for the House to adjourn for afternoon tea and we will adjourn until [whatever]
time," and so the House rose, you see, which gave Cooley time to get rid of this
document; I believe it was burnt. But people think I'll take this in and quote
mean it might be an account, it might be private, it might be anything but you
do need to be aware that it can [be tabled] and then everybody has the right to
read through the whole thing. Those things they need to be aware of. I suppose
they still obey the laws in that regard.
-

-

-

-

GO'H
speech?

So how did you feel when you actually made your official maiden

PIESSE
Quite happy about it. No, I wasn't nervous about my maiden
speech; it was only about my electorate and things like that. I should bring it.
Oh, you'll have it anyway.
GO'H

I read a copy of it.

PIESSE
All right. It didn't amount to too much. The one time when I was
inclined to be a little bit nervous was when I was asked to open the
Address-in-Reply to the Governor, which was a great honour, really, again
bestowed on me by Graham MacKinnon, who's now gone. We didn't always see
eye to eye about things, Graham and I, but he was very helpful in that regard,
and he invited me [to open the Address], and Norm Baxter said, "I've been here
many, many years and I've never been asked to open the Address-in-Reply.
What've you got? I suppose it's because you're a woman." And I thought, no,
I didn't think it was because I was a woman; Graham's light happened to fall on
me on that particular time. That time, while you have your address all written for
that occasion, you're not supposed to read too much of it although you may
read; that's one other occasion when you may read your Address-in-Reply to the
Governor. I sat between Norm Baxter on my right, who was a long-standing
country member way back, had been a minister in the Brand Government, and
a very good one as it happened, and a guy called George Berry, a Liberal, on
my left, and they were both very helpful to me, very helpful, but on this occasion,
when I had to give the Address-in-Reply, we came in to sit in the House and
George Berry said to me, "Have you got your speech ready girl?" I said, "Yes,
got it here." "You going to tell us something?" "Oh yes, yes." "You nervous?"
I said "Not terribly," and he said, "Don't be nervous. If you start to sit down
Norm and I will push you up again." [laughs] Which they would've too. But he
was delightful really.
-

-

On another occasion he was very helpful when I was speaking about the
literature in schools. When I went into the Chamber I took this book, The Chant
of Jimmie Blacksmith into the Chamber and I said to George, "I'm going to have
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a bit of a say tonight and it mightn't go down too well." He said, "What are you
going to talk about?" So I gave him the book to read and I said, "Parents have
come to me in a great state about this and something has to be done." He
looked through it and he said, "Give it to 'em; you're the only one who could."
GO'H
Can we talk some more about that because I know that particular
issue was reported in the press.
PIESSE

Yes, very much.

GO'H
Can you explain from the beginning what the issue was in regard
to The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith?
PIESSE
Some parents came to me from Katanning and they said, "Look,
we're terribly upset about the literature in the schools, particularly in our school,
and we've brought you this book and we ask you to read it." I said, "Well, you
know, you should go to the headmaster," and they said, "Just wait. We went to
the headmaster and complained that we felt that an eleven year old girl was
asked to read this passage in a mixed class and then comment on it, and we
feel that it's quite wrong. There's much better literature available and we do not
want this sort of thing."
GO'H
What was their objection to that passage? On what grounds were
they objecting?
PIESSE
On sex and somebody's penis, and I just can't remember the exact
part. The language was not commonly used down in our area fucking this and
so forth; language which also I think was not common at that time. I mean The
Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith was supposed to have been written at the beginning
of settlement, you know, when the troopers used to be about and certainly the
Aborigines were having a very difficult, a very bad time, a very cruel time in
some areas, but The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith, when I really did read the
book was all on the worst possible aspects; there was no good character in the
whole book, they were all rotten to the core. Life isn't like that at least it's
never been like that where I've been. We've have bad parts and we've had bad
characters, but there was always something good, and there really wasn't in that
book. I have noticed that the guy who wrote it, Thomas Keneally, did say years
later, "If I was writing that book now, I would write it differently," and I thought,
well I'm very glad to hear that he has said that because he certainly has a great
talent, but to my mind he does not use it to lift society at all. He has used it in
many instances to bring society down to the lowest depths and I think that's
deplorable in any author any person, really.
-

-

-

However, they brought this book and they said would I read the whole book, but
read this passage and at the same time recognise that an eleven year old girl
in a mixed class was asked to read this out loud and then discuss it. They said,
"We're not complaining if it was a university book, that's fine; people are adult
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and they've lived through things, but we just think.... We've been to the
headmaster, and the headmaster said it's out of his hands, that the selection of
books is in the hands of the English teacher and we must go to her. So we went
to the English teacher and she just laughed at us." They said "She's a very
young person, no doubt very qualified in her English but quite unsuitable for
selecting books for children, certainly in this area. We don't know what area it
would be relevant to at that age but we want something done about it." So I
read the book and I was horrified, keeping in mind the youngsters that I knew.
Even when I was a kid, kids got behind the shelter shed and told dirty stories
not too terrible but it wasn't being thrust upon them in their school work as this
was. So I thought, all right, the place to bring it is here, and so I did.
-

-

When I first started my speech, I said that I wanted to talk about the literature
being presented, or enforced, in schools at the present time, and as I started my
address I saw the bits of grinning on the faces of the men as much as to say,
"Poor old Win, she's very staid." In less than three minutes there was dead
silence in that Chamber, and I mean dead silence, as they listened, because
they had kids themselves, or grandchildren, and they came to realise what was
happening, what was being promoted through the education system and they
didn't like it.
The word went around and before I had finished my speech, Dick Old appeared
down at the end of our Chamber. The Assembly members were not allowed to
come into the main sitting area, but if they wanted to see us or we wanted to see
them, we went down and stood behind the President's Chair or in the Assembly
the equivalent and you stood behind where the President sat and beckoned
who you wanted. So I finished my address he came up just at the tail end of
it and Dick Old was down there beckoning me to come. So I went down and
he said, "What the hell do you think you're doing? I got an awful report about
it down there, the language you're using." I said, "I'm just reading a book that's
said to be suitable for fifteen year old children in a mixed class, that's all I'm
doing." So he took it and said, "Oh, that's not what I heard and the language!"
I said, "Yes, here it is, this is being promoted in your town", and of course I
would say that the parents hadn't gone to Dick because they thought he would
say, "Oh, don't worry about it." I mean he had other things on his mind. He was
Minister for Agriculture and men don't want to be embarrassed y that sort of
thing, and certainly don't want to be seen to be prudish in any way. Well, as I
say, women have been slanged at so long, we're brazen now, we don't care any
more. We're considered brainless and stupid so we'll just get on with it. Anyway
when he realised what it was all about, it was a different matter.
-

-

-

-

-

After that a number of the men came to my office and thanked me as they did
over the breast cancer; there were two occasions when they came and thanked
me for raising this issue. They had no idea that that was happening. Well
there was a great deal of reporting through the newspapers and the radio and
people wrote and said that, "Win Piesse should go and listen outside the
playgrounds sometimes and she would realise that this language is in common
-

-
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use in the playgrounds," and I thought, why wouldn't it be, if it's being promoted
in the classroom, why wouldn't it be? Of course it would. That also was the
time when Howard Sattler rang me when I was going to Esperance I think I told
you about that. I was going down to Esperance to address some meeting or
other and Howard Sattler rang from Sydney it was for The Australian and my
daughter answered the phone at home, and this was quite funny.
-

-

-

This guy was picking me up in his plane to fly me to Esperance and the weather
had been very bad, and so my son, who flies his own plane said, "I don't think
they'll get off the ground." Ann was down staying [so her brother said], "You wait
here until you hear the plane go and then you can come up to the farm, but until
you hear the plane go you might have to go down and pick Mum up from the
Wagin airport," which was nothing, just a paddock, but it's got a proper strip and
everything. Anyway Ann listened but the storm was so bad she didn't really hear
the plane, but this man rang from Sydney and wanted to talk to me. So she
said, "She's catching a plane to Esperance", and he said, "Can you give me the
number of the Wagin airport?". Well of course the Wagin airport never had a
telephone. She said, "I don't know what it is." She didn't know the name of the
man and she was furious when I did come home and she said, "I felt such a fool
not knowing where you were or how to contact you." She happened to know the
name of the guy that I was going with and he rang there and asked for me to
return the call to Sydney when I got there. So of course there was a hullabaloo
down in Esperance about what he wanted, and what he wanted to find out was
about this literature, and you have had the cutting that he wrote about that. He's
been a friend of mine ever since. I don't always agree with what he says either,
but I agree with a lot of what he says. And that was over that book and I still
feel very strongly that you must try to [lift the sight]. It's fine for children to learn
the seamy side up to a point, but you must at all times endeavour to lift their
sights, not drag them right down.
I was a bit cranky the other day because there was a piece on the radio or TV
and they were talking about the royal family and the little princesses and how
they were photographed from time to time, and lta Buttrose was talking and she
said, "Of course in those days we were brought up to see what the princesses
were wearing, how nicely dressed they were and we wanted to be like that
because little girls were taught about princesses and taught to believe in fairy
tales and that's the way it was." And I thought, yes lta, and what are they shown
now on the films. They're shown the bare bosoms and buttocks of the American
film stars and they're taught to go out looking as rough as they can look [and to
behave as badly as they can] very sad, bring them down, very sad.
-

GO'H
Over the issue in regard to The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith in the
Press comparisons were made between yourself and Mary Whitehouse. How
did you feel about that?
PIESSE
Not upset. I know I'm not like Mary Whitehouse and of course if
you've ever been a nurse you couldn't possibly be like Mary Whitehouse. I
-
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suppose some things we had in common in that we both would rather lift society
than bring it down into the dregs that's an aim that we both share I believe but
as far as going around and endeavouring to bring people entirely into my view,
I felt that she was much more of a crusader. If people want to live together,
that's fine with me, that's the way they want to do it without getting married until
they have children and that's where I draw the line. If they're going to have
children then I think they should make preparations so those children know that
they belong to two parents; that's a very important thing. But if they want to live
together other than that, without getting married, they should make a legal
agreement of their situation, however they do it, before they bring children into
the world.
-

-

-

GO'H
Around about the time you made the statement in Parliament about
Jimmie Blacksmith, the Festival of Light was making a move to clean up schools
and presented a petition with about six thousand signatures to the Premier,
Charles Court. Did you have any connection or were you approached by them
at all?
PIESSE
Never approached by them, never had any connection with them,
knew very, very little about them. That might have been something that added
to the publicity that I got, but no, I was never a member of the Festival and I
don't know anything about them really.
GO'H
You also mentioned that you spoke about breast cancer in
Parliament. Can you give me the background to that please?
PIESSE
Yes. I'd been away and incidentally when I did go overseas
during my time, during the recess of Parliament, I paid my own fare and my
accommodation; I never went on the State. Everywhere I went, I paid my own
way. I had come back from being overseas and there were two more people
who'd had mastectomies within the Wagin shire and when I looked around I
found that within the last twelve months or two years, there were nine women in
the Wagin shire who had had breast cancer: some of them recovered; some of
them are still alive today; most of them have died. I thought, this is appalling,
there's something really wrong, and when I started to look into it, to find out what
research was being done not so much for treatment even, but research to
guide people against getting breast cancer, to help them not to be a statistic, and
I found that there wasn't too much and it was largely a case of money.
-

-

I interviewed a number of surgeons in WA and pathologists, and I asked them
what was being done to find out the cause of all this because it's almost an
epidemic, you know, that in a little place like Wagin that there could be nine.
When I started nursing the number of women who got breast cancer, you could
nearly count on one hand and they were old women, not mothers of young
children. One surgeon I went to he said, "After all you've got to look at it
realistically; it's a boob and we're very lucky we can take it off and fix it." I said,
"But of the causes, what direction are we giving our young women?" "Oh we
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know the causes Mrs Piesse, we know that only too well." I said, "Oh really?
And what are the causes?" "Well it's injury every time. You know, not
immediately, of course, but you go back into history and you'll find 'Oh I fell off
my push bike when I was eight and the handlebars hit me in the chest,' and later
on you've got a mastectomy, a lump in the breast. 'Fell off a horse' or 'I got a
punch in the breast; could've been years ago.' That's the cause." And I said,
"Oh, that's very interesting because you know and I know that immigrant women
in their own countries mostly have a very low ratio of breast cancer, but when
they come to Australia, the longer they live here the higher their ratio goes, so
it's something in Australia. Are you telling me that when they come here they
get their breasts so battered about that they develop breast cancer?" "Oh well",
he said, "you've got to look at the other side; you've got to look at...." He didn't
want to talk about that. "We could take the breast off, it's taken away and
they're all right." I thought no wonder people get upset about men like that of
course he was making a good thing out of it another $2 000.
-

-

Anyway I went to pathologists; some people were very helpful and I said, "What
can we do?" One guy said, "The first thing we need is a Chair in our university,
that would be a start." I said "I suppose as far as doing research you will tell me
that Western Australia is a little place with a small population and it's not going
to be relevant on world standards," and he said, "No, I won't tell you that.
Western Australia is an ideal place to do research because it would be possible
to trace every case of breast cancer back to its original childhood and you could
trace everyone and eventually find the common denominators among those
cases. He said, "The other reason why it's a very good place is because
lifestyles remain pretty much the same in Western Australia; in other words,
people don't, as in Europe, move from one country to another eating different
diets, using different behaviour, different lifestyle. In Western Australia it's very
stable in that regard. It would be an ideal place but we would have to get a
Chair through the university for a start, and I don't think it should be just for
breast cancer; it would need to be a chair of oncology," which we didn't have.
I said, "Tell me more about it. What do we need?" He said, "Well, for a start"
this is in my speech, which you have read "you would need a fellowship; and
you would have to move him from wherever in the world because you don't want
this to be just a grant of money, you want somebody who's interested and
prepared to do the research, so he might come from anywhere in the world. The
cost of moving him would be about this; you'd have to set him up with a house
and facilities and a place at the uni and let him get started." I put all that in my
speech, and we did get a Chair of Oncology at the university perhaps not just
because I spoke about it, but certainly that was a start.

-

-

-

I went to Fiona Stanley, who was feeling her way around at that time, and she
said, "What do you want from me?" I talked with her about it, and she gave me
some input as well, and she certainly gave me the statistics, as they were then.
I don't think they've been upgraded too much since, but at that time she was the
one who gave me the written statements that the longer the immigrant women
are here, the higher their ratio of breast cancer becomes, and in all ages. I went
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back to the party room and said that I intended to raise this matter, and they
said, "Well there must be something; they've found some things," and I said,
"Yes, they've found, for instance, that the older you are when you have your first
pregnancy...." And they said, "Oh, you can't do this because people are living
together now and having sex everywhere. How are you going to define it?" I
said, "Well I have found out that the older you are before your first pregnancy,
the more likely you are to have breast cancer, and if you have no pregnancy at
all, those people seem to be on a higher ratio of breast cancer." "Oh well", one
guy said, "the answer's obvious. Get all the young girls pregnant straightaway!"
Which didn't really please me at all, and they weren't taking it too seriously.
However, I did raise the issue, as you know.
GO'H
Did anyone in the party room try and dissuade you from raising it
in Parliament?
PIESSE
Not really, no they didn't try to dissuade me. They more or less
just had the attitude, poor old Win a bit like Jimmie Blacksmith again. And I
have to be fair, because the men really didn't know how prevalent it was. Many
of the women didn't know how prevalent lit was] because it was and still is
today one of those things that women hide, as if it was a disgrace. As I said
in my speech, they'll tell you they had the worst gall stones that anyone had ever
seen; they'll tell you they had a burst appendix; they'll even tell you they had a
hysterectomy, but they won't tell you if they had breast cancer even today. In
the CWA it was always spoken hush hush; hardly ever spoken of in my days as
breast cancer. [whispers] "Had a growth, she had a growth." "Where?" "Oh I
don't want to say." That was the attitude, as if it was shameful. The CWA
council told me that they had ten or twelve women I forget just how many sat
around that council table month after month (and I sent them a copy of my
paper) and when the matter was raised at the council, it turned out that seven
of them had had mastectomies and the others didn't know, and they'd been
meeting month after month, but it never came up. They talked of all sorts of
things, but it never came up.
-

-

-

-

-

-

GO'H
So what was the reaction in the Council when you gave your
speech, because the people in your party would have been forewarned, but what
was the reaction in the Council?
PIESSE
Again they listened, I got full attention, and afterwards a number of
men, not only members of the Council but members of staff, came secretly to my
office well quietly you might say and thanked me for raising the issue. They'd
had a wife, a sister, a mother, a friend's wife, who'd had this devastating thing
happen. Some had died, some had had the mastectomy. All had been
devastated by this, but afraid to mention it; you didn't talk about it.
-

-

GO'H
What about the other women members in Parliament, did they
approach you over this issue afterwards?
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PIESSE
No. Well you see you can't blame them either. There was June
Craig down in the Assembly; she had her hands full being Minister for Lands and
coping with a male population, which she hadn't had to do as I had because her
husband was still alive. Do you see what I mean? It was different. I'd been a
lone woman for a long time by now and working in a men's world. There was
Lyla Elliott, who also had her hands full, and Grace Vaughan who also had her
hands full. No, I didn't hear from any of them, but I heard from men both....
GO'H

What about Margaret McAleer?

PIESSE
She didn't come to my office, but she was onside. No she didn't
come to me about it, but the men came and, as I say, not only the members, but
members of staff. The morning after the paper published about it, John Tonkin
was in my office, dear old John Tonkin. He came up with a satchel full of
papers, because he had lost a wife, a daughter, a daughter-in-law, all with breast
cancer, and he was the guy who, in endeavouring to stop not only breast cancer
but the general increase of cancer, had brought in the Tronado machine, It was
a sincere effort to do something about the upsurge of cancer in Western
Australia. The then President of the AMA, who was a guy called Don Letham[?],
whom I know quite well, he was very anti. The reason they were anti, it seemed
to me, was because John Tonkin had this person who went over and he did not
consult and go on bended knees to the AMA and say, "Please help us to find
some," much like when I went to the surgeon about the breast cancer. "We know
it all. No need to go over our heads, behind our backs, we can fix everything."
Years and years later there was a discussion on the radio about the Tronado
machine and they interview Don Letham, and the interviewer said to him, "With
hindsight, do you feel that perhaps your organisation had been unjust in their
treatment over the Tronado machine?" And he said, "Yes." I thought, full marks
Don Letham, to admit. He said, "We might have been wrong", which was a
pretty big admission. "We might have been wrong."
END OF TAPE SEVEN SIDE B
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So what was John Tonkin's reaction to it, that he came to your

PIESSE
"Thank God somebody's done it." That's right. He congratulated
me and brought quite a lot of literature about it and he said, "Keep on, keep on.
We must get something done about this."
GO'H

Did you have much to do with John Tonkin other than that?

PIESSE
I'd never ever met him before. We corresponded a bit, just a very
little bit [after that], and I would see him at any parliamentary things that were on.
Twice a year we have a former members' dinner once in the winter and once
towards Christmas; it's coming up in November and I have gone to most of
them. Not all of them, I have missed the winter ones. Of course he's gone now.
I don't think he went to the last few, but I would always see him at those and we
would have a brief chat. But we were always onside with each other; he never
forgot who I was.
-

-

GO'H
In the Council, what about your role in debates and those sorts of
issues. As a woman did you find it difficult to be heard?
PIESSE
No. The President was very even-handed in that regard. I was a
thorn in the side of one or two members. I'm not good with prepared speeches
if I write a speech out I lose my place or something and if I feel strongly about
something I'll just make a few notes. Sometimes while someone was speaking
I would make a few notes. I got under Peter Dowding's skin on more than one
occasion because of stupid things that he said. He's a clever man, but
sometimes he would say stupid things.

-

-

GO'H

Anything that comes to mind?

PIESSE
Yes, something about capital punishment was one thing. In fact he
was so enraged that the man beside me said, "You've made him leave the
Chamber." He really was enraged over that because they were plugging for the
removal of capital punishment from the Statutes. What had happened, Ian
Medcalf, who was a wonderful man, a great Attorney General, quiet, and a great
man in my book, he had sent me a little note because he was bringing in
amendments to the Bill and he wished to retain capital punishment for certain
things but make changes in other areas and I was right onside with that. He
sent me a note to say, "I'm going to need some help with this. I hope you're
going to speak." I felt on cloud nine because I regarded him so highly. I did
speak on it, and as I said before, I feel that we should retain it on the books, but
only for premeditated, deliberate murder in the case of kidnap, in the case of
this little boy....
-

-

GO'H

The one that's just disappeared and been found murdered?
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PIESSE
Yes. I can see no reason why the creature who did that has any
right to any consideration whatsoever. I consider myself a Christian person;
nevertheless, I do hold by the bit that says, "Gird up your loins against evil." To
me, it's a creature. Anyone who can take a child and kidnap and either
because of their bad temper or because they didn't get the money they wanted
can then dispose of that child, it's absolutely unforgivable. I can see no reason
why they should be put into Pentridge, given their own television, given their
three meals a day, whatever literature they need, allowed to do.... I can find no
reason for that. When I was campaigning, one of the questions asked of me at
one of the meetings was about that, and I said then and I still believe that we
should retain it on the books. Where there is any possible doubt, then of course
it is not utilised. But where that is the person, or the creature they're not a
person the creature who did that, we should retain that law so that we can be
rid of those creatures.
-

-

-

-

So anyway, I spoke on that and Peter Dowding was very up in arms, "Oh no,
this was barbaric. It never stopped any crime." How does he know it never
stopped any crime? How does he know? I believe it is a deterrent, but that's
not the point. My point is that it's the protection of society. It's like a rogue bull,
you're never going to be sure that that creature is not going to turn and do it
again. Quite apart from anything else, if their mind functioned that way that they
did that, how can you ever be sure that people are safe. For that reason I think
they should be obliterated.
GO'H
Apart from the issues that we've talked about, specifically breast
cancer and the literature issues, were you ever approached by women to raise
other issues in Parliament that related to women's issues?
-

PIESSE
Not that I can think of off the top of my head, just at the moment.
There were a few things that came up, but I can't exactly remember what they
were at the moment, but not as strongly as that, no. Of course, bear in mind the
breast cancer, I wasn't approached, it was just something I became aware of.
GO'H
We've made reference to the other women that were in Parliament
at the same time as you, and women at that stage were very much in the
minority is there anything further that you can add about any of them. You give
the impression that you didn't have much contact with them.
-

PIESSE
No, I didn't. You see, most of my contact was with Country Party
people. We ate together when we did eat there. Occasionally there'd be other
people at the table. I was very much a loner really. Margaret McAleer I had
yarns with. I like her very much, a very high regard for her. Lyla, of course, I
had quite a regard for Lyla, but she was always off with her own lot, and she had
her husband and her office in the metropolitan area, whereas I was stuck, being
from the country and having such a vast sprawling area to get over, I was very
much a loner. Grace Vaughan, I shared some laughs with her, she was great
fun, but she also had a husband and was away from the House when we weren't
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actually sitting. Occasionally I shared a meal with June [Craig], with other Liberal
members, but no, I didn't have a lot to do with the other women. It was me I
suppose, partly because I was a loner and they were not there [anyway].
GO'H
I also wanted to talk about some particular politicians which we
haven't talked about so far. Charles Court, what was your first reaction to him?
PIESSE
Well I respected him very much. I hadn't known him before. I
knew some of the things that the Liberal Party did. I suppose I knew David
Brand better; I met him a few times and been to things that he'd spoken at. But
Charles Court, no, I didn't really know him. He certainly managed his party very
well until the latter years, and I felt that the ground was slipping from under him.
He had been there rather too long. I say that because in my early three or four
years there was respect everywhere from his own members. In the latter two
years they'd be round the corridors taking him off, which is something that didn't
happen in the early [years] taking him off with a bit of satire, you know, which
they didn't do before. So I felt that the ground was slipping a bit from under him
there. The thing I feel about him was that he had a wonderful wife and he did
have a wonderful wife. He was a bit at sea in some instances. For instance
Ray O'Connor, who was a rough diamond, you might say, you could set Ray
O'Connor down in a town where he knew nobody, and within a quarter of an
hour he'd have buddies around him. You see what I mean? Sir Charles Court
needed to have the path made when he went out into country areas. He needed
to know who was going to be there, what their feelings were, which way he was
going to be taken; there had to be someone, and in many instances I felt his wife
paved the way for him.
-

-

I'll give you one instance in particular of that, and it wasn't the only time that this
kind of thing happened. We were at a function and there had been speakers at
this function. He was there and his wife was there, and later I was in a group
where he was talking and someone said something about one of the ladies who
spoke, and he said, "Yes, my word that was a very good address," he said, "I'd
love to meet that lady. I'd really like to meet and talk with her." I thought, "Oh,
I know her very well." So I went off through the crowd, got this lady, brought her
over and said, "Oh, Sir Charles, you wanted to meet," whoever it was, can't
remember her name now "this is so-and-so, I'd like to present Mrs so-and-so
to you." He said, "Oh yes, you gave that address, yes, that was great. My wife
wants to meet you." He didn't know what else to say. You could see, he was
like a little boy. He said, "My wife wanted to meet you, she's just over here." So
over we went and his wife wasn't expecting to meet anybody and he presented
her to his wife and he said, "You wanted to talk to her." And she held the bag,
she picked up the brick; she was a wonderful woman. You never saw a lot of
her in the Parliament, you never heard a lot of her, but by golly she was a tower
of strength to him. It's so true: Behind every successful man there stands a
successful woman and I believe it was very true in that case. I hope he finds
happiness in his marriage I think he will. He's married another very nice
-

-

-

-
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woman. You knew he was married again? Do you know her? Don't you know?
GO'H

No.

PIESSE
Oh well, she's a bit younger than him, an ex-matron of the Princess
Margaret Hospital. I've known her for a good many years not that closely but
enough to know that she is a good woman. He was very ill, he had cancer, and
she looked after him. It was hard for him to cope, you know, he's always liked
to be the centre of the stage, and this was pretty devastating for him and he's
put up with it. Oh, whatever is her name? [Judy Butt.] She was the matron of
PMH retired long since now and they were married six months ago perhaps,
and live down Dawesville way; she had a place down there. She's a lovely
person and they'll be very good for each other. I'm very pleased, I'm very happy
for both of them.
-

-

-

GO'H
How did Sir Charles treat you personally when you were in
Parliament?
PIESSE

Warily.

GO'H

Could you expand on that?

PIESSE
Yes. He held the portfolio to do with labour relations and that sort
of thing, and I was on a committee going through the alterations to compensation
and there were some things on it that were quite ridiculous, which we deleted,
and there were some things on it that needed to be left there there's another
whole story about that. But also within this Bill there was the matter of being a
member of a union, that you had to be a member of a union and the employer
had to collect the union dues this was by law. At that time we'd been having
trouble with some unions and I wanted to know why he left that clause in that
people had to be a member of a union. I wasn't against the paying of dues, but
people in some instances paid that amount of money to a charity rather than be
told by the union, "You will go on strike." We had come up against this in the
shearing situation, so while I hadn't much experience in the metropolitan area,
I did have experience in the country, whereby the difficulty when they
endeavoured to bring all the shearers out on strike.... A good shearer gets good
money, but he earns it; but a lot of the shedhands, they are just Joe Blows
they've got no training, no skill, they just come in to labour, and some are better
than others.
-

-

-

Now, in a shearing team, [you don't] sack a shedhand. The owner can go to the
manager of the team and say, "Joe Blow, I'm sick of him, I want him out of this
shed." If the team gangs up, they can say, "If he goes, we all go," you know,
that sort of nonsense, and I've always been against it. When they tried to bring
all the shearers out so that the sheep couldn't be shorn, it never worked because
a number of farmers' sons or farmers themselves could do the shearing, so they
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went and worked for each other and they were not members of the unions.
Unions sent their reps around to try and nail these people that legally should
have belonged to the union, and of course they'd just melt away into the distance
and they'd never find them. It happened in other areas this is in country areas
I'm speaking of where it's an abomination when they do this sort of thing.
-

There was a guy who ran a building supplies outfit in a small town and his
employees in the shop were not members of the union because they weren't
going to be governed by what the metro people did. They were happy with their
jobs, they were happy with their wages, they had nothing to complain about, so
they wouldn't belong to a union. When the union rep would come they would
have to melt away into the distance the grapevine works fairly well and the
employer would say, "You'd better ask them." But, he told me, "If they do find
them and they don't join the union when he catches up with them, they'll cut of
my supplies from Sydney." Now that's terrible. Because one man doesn't
become a member of a union, which virtually would amount to paying his dues
to the union, where he's absolutely happy with what he's got, there's no reason
why he should come out on strike, and jeopardise the whole structure that he
works for. I think it's dreadful. If people choose to belong to a union, fine, that's
all right. I joined the nurses' union when it came, but it only came into being
during my time. I'm appalled at what it's done since, absolutely appalled at what
it has done.
-

-

So over this I said, "Why should people be forced to join a union if they don't
really want to?", and he [Charles Court] didn't want to talk about that because
deep down he's a union man; there are long stories way back. He's also an
accountant. He didn't want to talk to me about this and so he dodged me. I
asked to see him, he didn't have time. I asked for an appointment, he didn't
have time. He was coming into the House and we were going up to the joint
party meeting and he crossed the vestibule and I said "Oh, Sir Charles, I wanted
[to talk to you[," and he said, "Not now." I said, "Well please, as we go up the
stairs, can you tell me why?" He hated me from that moment on, yes. He
couldn't tell me why except that it's always been so, and he would start off with
"When you've been around in the world for as long as I have," which I darn near
had been, [laughs] and in many places where he hadn't been, "When you've
been around in the world as long as I have you'll come to realise that these
things are necessary." So I thought, "Yes, I know unions are necessary"; I know
they were very necessary and I'm still in favour of unions where they are looking
out for the safety or the health of the workers, but where they're just being
provocative and being really unjust as this thing with the wharfies that are
collecting $80 000 a year and only reporting to work once a day without doing
any work I think that's an abomination. And here we are struggling to hold our
head up with countries all around even New Zealand beating us I think that's
terrible.
-

-

-

-

GO'H
Another politician that I wanted you to talk about was Brian Burke.
Did you ever have any contact with him?
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PIESSE
No. He was down in the Lower House, so I didn't have contact
with him. Not that I knew him of course, but as far as anything to do with
politics, no, I didn't have anything to do with him.
GO'H

Any impression of him at all?

PIESSE
A journalist type of person, that's about it. No, I was not
impressed. I was impressed with some Labor people, but I was not impressed
with Brian Burke.
GO'H

Any Labor people that you'd like to mention?

PIESSE
Ron Thompson in our House, who'd been a minister in the Tonkin
Government. I was impressed with him; he's a very fine standing man. How he
crossed my path early in the piece, Grace Vaughan brought in the Bill to
decriminalise homosexuality, saying that homosexual people should be admitted
into the services and everywhere. Now, I'm very sorry for homosexual people,
the genuine homosexual people, not these ones who prance half naked down
Northbridge, I do not believe they are all truly born homosexual some of them
maybe. The ones I know would not be behaving like that; they are decent
people. She wanted to decriminalise homosexuality and say that it was a
perfectly all right thing. To my way of thinking there's a problem. There is
something that's not quite right, much like if you had not really a Down's
syndrome, not that bad but there's something that's not quite even that makes
a person like this. I'm not denying that happens to a few people and I'm very
sorry about it and I do not want to see them ostracised and bashed, but I think,
for instance, homosexual men should never be put in charge of a kindergarten.
I think it's much safer for them and safer for the kindergarten. In the olden days
the kindergarten teacher was always an older female: older I think because she
was considered to have some experience and not likely to fly off the handle at
small children, and female because I suppose lesbians were not known or
something in those days. Actually I didn't know what homosexuals and lesbians
were until after I went nursing. I didn't even know there were people who had
that bother.
-

-

-

GO'H

So what was the reaction to the....

PIESSE
She wanted to bring this in and the Labor Party were all told that
they must vote for Grace Vaughan's Bill, they had to vote. Ron Thompson said,
"I believe it is an act against nature and I will not vote for it." The then Caucus
said, "If you don't vote for it, you will be expelled from the party." And he said,
"Then expel me," and they did. To my mind, he was one of their best men, and
he sat the rest of his term as an Independent. I have a lot of sympathy with a
lot of Labor, but I've no sympathy with that sort of thing, no sympathy with that
at all, that they would do that, but he stuck with his principles.
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GO'H
In the last interview you talked of Sandy Lewis and you said he was
a great thorn in your side while you were in Parliament. Can you tell me a little
about that now?
PIESSE
Yes, we shared the area you see, and on the surface we appeared
to get on, but then I would go down into my area and a few people would
approach me and tell me things that Sandy had said when he was down there,
ask me things. You see he would go down into the area and say, "It's no good
contacting Win Piesse. I'm in charge and I'll tell her what she needs to know,"
that sort of thing. Then they would approach me and say, "Did Sandy tell
you....?" and I'd say, "No." "But he was going to tell you." I'd say, "No, you tell
me." "Well we told Sandy and he was going to tell you." I said, "Sandy will
never tell me," which he never did. He would undermine as hard as he could go,
which I didn't really enjoy. On the surface we appeared to be getting along all
right. He hated me for standing for a start, you know. I met him when I was
campaigning, and someone introduced us and said, "You'll be sharing this area
when Win comes into the House; you'll be sharing this area," and he said, "Oh
no we won't. No, we'll never be sharing this area, I can tell you that now", and
I said to him, "Why, are you resigning?" [laughs] Which of course was very
facetious and he didn't like it, and I don't think he ever forgave me. He didn't
mean that at all; he meant I would never get the seat and he would see to it that
I didn't. He worked very hard against me during the election, which is fair
enough, I suppose, but he worked very hard in what I would call a very
underhand way and I didn't appreciate that.
GO'H

Do you want to elaborate on the underhand nature?

PIESSE
Well the kind of thing he did..., with the change of boundaries,
Narrogin came into my area, and prior to the election he said to me and of
course the Liberals were running a candidate "Win, I think it would be fair if
we just leave Narrogin alone because it's been a Country Party seat." Peter
Jones went out the next time, of course, because of the same sort of thing and
Lewis said, "I've got no intention of doing campaigning in Narrogin. I'm
concentrating down in the other area and I think you ought to agree to do
likewise, because you've got your seat." And it was my seat they were gunning
for. I didn't know that he'd already been to the shire council, to the various
organisations, done a complete doorknock, aided by the Liberal Party, through
the whole area, and he asked me as man to man, we won't do this. So I did as
much as I could but I didn't have anyone else to go because there weren't
enough of us to go doorknocking the whole Narrogin electorate. I got quite a few
votes out of there but I felt that was underhand. I didn't mind a fair fight but I
thought that was underhand. And the stories that he spread.... he had spread
quite a lot of stories about me, and I don't want to go into that.
-

-

-

GO'H

What do you think the friction was between himself and yourself?

PIESSE

He's a dirty worker.
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-

because you were a

PIESSE
I think both. He's had an unfortunate life I'm told. He could be very
charming, he could be very charming. He told me himself that his mother used
to take the stock whip to him, so he didn't have much regard for women at all.
I really don't want to talk a lot about him. I'm sorry for him in a way. He's
married again. He was divorced the first time, and I don't know how this wife
copes but she'd been married before and they've sort of dropped out of the
world; I don't see or hear anything much of them any more now. He could have
been a much better man than he was.
GO'H
Another issue that I'd like to look at is the formal split of the old
Country Party in 1978. You were in Parliament at the time can you give me
your story of what happened then?
-

PIESSE
Yes. There was weakness, that was a problem; there was
weakness throughout the party. I suppose, as in all parties, there were people
who were ambitious very, very ambitious. I suppose to a certain extent
politicians are, most of them, but not all. We've lost statesmen; we've lost the
attitude of what I understand, by calling someone a statesman of whatever party
they belong to; it's become a personal ambition, a personal grab to wit Cheryl
Kernot, for whom I have no regard whatsoever now. As far as the split is
concerned, what had happened, Matt Stephens had ridden Ray McPharlin pretty
well into the ground. They were both in Parliament, both in Cabinet. Mick
Gayfer doesn't stand up. He was in Parliament at the same time. Mick always
wants to be on both sides of the fence, which is a very unfortunate character
trait, I think.
-

-

[It should also be noted that there was deep seated animosity between Dick Old and Matt Stephens. It seemed to date back to their young days but just where
it originated I do not know. Before I ever went into Parliament I know of this bad
feeling between them, but I do not know the original cause W. Piesse.]
-
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PIESSE

I think there comes a time in everybody's life when they've got to
stand up for some principle or other, and if their knees buckle that's the end, and
poor old Mick he had great trouble standing up sometimes. Oh he could make
a magnificent speech, but he'd tend to go to water. Now this is where the
problems were. There was Dick Old and Peter Jones. Now Peter had come
from Tasmania. He's a brilliant brain, brilliant, and very well educated of course.
But he'd been a Liberal in Tasmania because there was no Country Party there,
so he'd been a Liberal and came to WA, that was one thing. There was Dick
Old, who had been a Liberal who came to live in Katanning, and Katanning had
been Country Party for generations, so he became Country Party, and he went
in from there. And there was Matt Stephens, whose family had I believe been
Labor, and Matt, for some unknown reason, joined the Country Party. Now
whether he couldn't get a guernsey with Labor or why he joined the Country
Party, I don't really know, I really don't know, but he was there.
Well, when I was on the Executive and so forth, Ray McPharlin was the leader,
there was Matt Stephens and Bill Young I didn't really know a lot of him, but
apparently he had fairly weak knees too, as far as I can tell and there was Mick
Gayfer, there was a couple of federal members who all went, leaving just Ray
McPharlin, Matt Stephens, Hendy Cowan, Dick Old, Peter Jones, Norm Baxter
and me [and Bert Crane]. Oh, and then Tom McNeil from Geraldton, the fish and
chips man. I think I may have forgotten someone. Anyway Tom McNeil and I,
we were the two new members.
-

-

Prior to my going in something had come up over the milk quotas (before I went
into Parliament), and Ray McPharlin, I felt rather against his better judgment,
was making a stand against Sir Charles Court. Because Ray didn't have the
necessary strength to stand up to Charles Court, he couldn't negotiate. When
it was Crawford Nalder and David Brand, they could sit down and talk. When
It was Premier Hawke and McLarty, they could sit down and talk. It was very
hard to sit down and talk with Charlie Court, and Ray McPharlin certainly didn't
have the ability to negotiate. Matt Stephens was on Ray McPharlin's wheel all
the time telling him what to do, "You must do this," (and I have this from Ray)
"You must do this, or I'll leave you. I'll get out and you'll be on your own." Now
Ray, instead of saying, as I, or most other people would say, "Righto Matt, go
now. Don't wait to see what happens. If you want to resign, resign. Go, get out
now." I get so angry when people say "If you don't do it, I'll resign." That's my
attitude, go now, don't wait, go. He didn't do that; he didn't have that kind of
attitude and so Ray McPharlin took the Country Party out of coalition and it left
the Liberal Party although they still had a majority, it was not as easy as it
might have been. [People in the electorate were divided, most wanted to retain
a Coalition Government and were unhappy about Ray's move.]
-

Then the re-election of leaders, there was a bit of humbug as far as Mick Gayfer,
Matt Stephens and Bill Young were concerned in the election of the leaders.
This is before I went in. Apparently Matt had gone to Senator.... anyway he went
to him and said, "I would be a better leader of the State party", and that guy said
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to him, "Mall, have you got the numbers?" Matt said, '9 don't think I have," and
the other guy said, "Well, forget it," but Matt didn't forget it. He knew he didn't
have the numbers to be elected leader, but whoever was elected he was going
to pull them down no matter what, and that's what he did. As soon as the party
[elected its leader], because the party elects the leader; I think in Labor the
Caucus says who's going to be; but in the Liberal and Country Party, the
parliamentary party elects the leader. They elected Dick Old and Peter Jones
as deputy, because Peter was very young then, and also he was not a born and
dyed-in-the-wool West Australian all unfortunate, perhaps. Things might have
been different if Peter had been leader, I don't know. But they had a very hard
row to hoe, the pair of them, because there was this undermining, which, as I
say, is the most devastating thing for you, I suppose anywhere, but particularly
in public life: as Sandy Lewis was with me; as Mall Stephens was with them; it's
the hardest thing.
-

Hendy Cowan had cause to be very upset this is before I went in. Hendy
Cowan, to do with labour or milk quotas, I can't remember, but to do with
something, Hendy Cowan apparently brought in in the party room a
recommendation of a way a thing should go. I can't remember what the thing
was, what the particular Bill was, but he outlined it and said that it would work
better in the country, which was right, and when the Bill came up Charles Court
gave that amendment to one of the Liberals and said that it was much better that
he introduced it. You see, he was looking after his own, and Hendy hated him
from that day on and I can understand that. There was no need for Charlie to
do that; it was a misjudgment on his part, as far as I'm concerned. What should
have happened was: Hendy this was your amendment, you bring it in. That's
what should have happened and it would have been no skin off Sir Charles' nose
at all, but he just had to show..., and that was a fault in his character. So Hendy
hated him from there on, which made Hendy side with Mall. Matt was bent on
tearing a few things down so Hendy joined him happily. McNeil went over also,
but Mick stayed with us, although I think he had a foot in both camps; Norm
Baxter was distinctly with us; and Bert Crane stayed with us he was dyed-inthe-wool Country Party. That's the other one I couldn't think of. Poor old Bert,
he'd be mortally wounded! So there was only just those few of us there was
Dick, Peter, Norm, Mick, Bert Crane and me, and we used to meet in our party
room and the National Party would go up and meet in their party room. There
were people out in the bush where Mall went around canvassing, "you've got to
get rid of Old and Jones, you've got to get rid of them, they've got to be voted
out, they're all Liberals." I mean, there was nothing really wrong with being
Liberals except, I suppose, what we were in a way were country conservatives,
and we didn't want to pull the government down. We wanted to keep a
conservative government, but Matt was all for pulling the government down
entirely, and that was not on our agenda at all.
-

-

-

-

GO'H
So from 1978 until the rest of your term in Parliament there was the
National Party and the Country Party. What was the feeling in Parliament
between the two groups? What sort of atmosphere did it create?
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PIESSE
It created a pretty bad atmosphere. The National Party were really
out of the coalition then, and yes, personal feelings ran very high in the finish,
which was unfortunate because we weren't strong enough to allow that. There's
no truer saying: together we stand and divided we fall and divided we fell.
-

GO'H
What about people at branch level or divisional level? Were they
asking you what was going on, or were they being kept informed by the party?
PIESSE
They were kept informed, but all down the south west area where
Labor.... You see, I had a big problem because I had Katanning. Up until the
change of boundaries, when I went out of Parliament, Katanning was Country
Party, but Collie and Manjimup were Labor. Now Mall Stephens got around
among them very well [in the South West], because his family [I am told] had
been Labor [orientated] and he got around the people all down that south corner,
so it made things very, very difficult, as far as I was concerned. I had friends in
those areas and some support, but it was hard going harder in Collie than in
Manjimup really; I had good friends in Manjimup. Katanning, which embraced
Kojonup, that was strong Country Party and wanting to keep a conservative
government. They wanted a conservative government and worked for it, so we
didn't lose ground there.
-

I was only quoting to someone the other day he's now a national member,
Country Party really but he said, "We don't have meetings like we used to
have," and I said, "Well that's entirely in your barrow." (He's a much younger
man than I am he's as old as my son) because, I said, when I think back with
Kojonup, which was strong Country Party, if there was some contentious
legislation coming up, they would notify the three of us Dick Old, Peter Jones
and myself that they wanted a meeting (this is at branch level) to know what
was going on and when could we come. So we would give them a night
usually what suited Dick because he was the minister and I mean I could go any
time and that hall would be packed. They would ask us what was going on,
and what was the strength of this, and why weren't we doing this and that? That
was good, it gave us feedback, it gave them information. But in the other areas,
whether the Liberal Party did that or not, I don't know.
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

GO'H
At those meetings were you given directions by the Country Party
what you could and couldn't say to people or were you allowed to....

PIESSE
[No, not directions, but discussion would be worthwhile from both
sides.] As far as Parliament was concerned? I could say pretty well anything I
liked because I wasn't in the Cabinet, but there weren't too many secrets, apart
from the Cabinet members. I mean Dick couldn't tell them, "I had to give away
this in order to get that," because Cabinet is the art of compromise. They don't
take votes, it's consensus and you've got to be prepared. If you feel strongly
about something that's coming in, they have to negotiate, and negotiation is
pretty heavy going apparently; I've not been in there, I only know from hearsay.
So Dick would have things that he wouldn't be able to make public. He's written
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things for the archives I happen to know, where he said, "I'll be dead and gone
when they come to light, but they can all stew over them afterwards. I would
love to be a fly on the wall when that comes out. There are some things that I
have an inkling of which I cannot tell you about, which concern the Liberal and
Country Party dealings, so I'd like to be there to see them. But most things
came out, and quite truly when you do have straight talk like that I suppose a
few people still go away disgruntled, but for the most part people go away feeling
satisfied. Well, I never realised that that was one of the things that had a
bearing on that. They were good meetings, they were very strong there.
Then, of course, Katanning went out of my area and Narrogin came in, which
was Peter's area, but of course Peter had apparently lost ground there because
he lost his seat in the next election, and Dick lost his seat. So they both went
out in the election after mine.
GO'H
Before we look at your work within the district, is there anything
further you want to add about your period at Parliament and the time spent at
Parliament House?
PIESSE
Not that I can just think of at the moment. As I said, the President,
as I could see it, was very even-handed in controlling the House. I had a great
respect for some members in all the parties. Another one I had great respect for
was Andrew Mensaros, who was a very nice man. I had to go and see him. He
brought in a Bill to do with the land clearing, and I had quite a lot to do with that
because the clearing of land had to stop because of the salt encroachment.
That's all they knew to do to stop the salt encroachment, the only solution they
could think of. Andrew Mensaros became the minister in charge of that, and one
thing he was bringing in was a Bill that said that the department could fly over
land and see if anyone had cleared and then bring a case against them if they
had.
Prior to that it had been that yes, they could fly over and look, but they then had
to go on land and make sure where the surveyor pegs were and what land had
been cleared and that that was included or not, before they could bring a case.
They couldn't just fly over and say, "Look, he's done it, we'll sue him," they had
to inspect it and make sure. Andrew couldn't see that that wasn't wide open to
abuse, and it was wide open to abuse. I had to go and see him and he very
kindly came straight out of the Chamber and we sat in the hallway outside the
Assembly, and he said, "Surely people wouldn't say it was cleared if it wasn't."
I said, "Andrew, they would. Think of the scenario where some guy wants that
land, you know what people do to get their hands on land." Land is a very
contentious thing, whether it's your quarter acre block in the city or whether it's
a farm or part of a farm, and it is open to abuse, and why should the guy who
owns that land have to go and defend as if he's guilty when he's innocent, which
could happen, but if they've got to go in and absolutely see where the peg is and
absolutely be sure of what has been done and for why, it's going to be a bit
harder for the accuser, instead of making it all hard for the innocent and
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easygoing for the accuser. That was my contention. He agreed with me in the
end, and he took that out.
GO'H
You were saying before that when Parliament was sitting you spent
most of your time in the city and you had your own residence here. How much
time were you spending down in your own district?
PIESSE
All weekends, Friday to Monday, because we sat Tuesday,
Wednesday and Thursday, but you often had to be in Perth on Monday not on
Friday, because those people who had offices out of the House, as all the
Assembly did and some of the Upper House, they had to be in their office on
Friday because their secretaries would say: Well Mr So-and-so is going to be
here on Friday. Sometimes on Monday if you were on a committee investigating
a particular Bill or complaining about it or whatever, those meetings were often
held on a Monday, so you usually got back sooner or later on Monday, although
the House didn't sit until Tuesday at about four o'clock, so it was possible to
come back on the Tuesday morning if you didn't have other important things.
Other than that you would be asked to open things, make speeches at things,
to attend school sports, to do carnivals and all those sorts of things, and that
sometimes would happen while the House was sitting, and the travelling was
enormous. I used to say and I still say it, most of the men had wives who would
drive them, get their clothes ready you know there's your shirt, and there's your
sports jacket to wear when you go to this show, and then here's your dinner suit
for when you've got to go to that, or whatever; and the wife would drive whether
she was going to the thing or not. I had to do all that. Many times I've changed
my clothes on the side of the road going from, perhaps a school sports carnival
and then to a dinner or deb ball at night, and then back to the House after the
ball, because I needed to be there early the next morning. When I was
campaigning, Tom Perry took me around to various places to meet people.
We'd been to a dinner meeting down at Walpole one night (this was just a party
thing) and on the way back it used to be a gravel road from Manjimup down
to Walpole and the trees were almost on the road we were driving back and
Tom said to me, "Win, if you're down here and driving back by yourself, do try
and stay the night down there because even if you leave at five o'clock in the
morning it's very dangerous with the kangaroos and the trees. And I was sitting
there thinking, Tom, if you think I'm going to drive back here in the middle of the
night on my own, you're way out. I did it many times. [laughs]
-

-

-

-

GO'H
an office?

What sort of facilities did you have in your district? Did you have

PIESSE
No. The thing about having an office, I agree that all Assembly
members should have an office in their own area. To my mind, Council
members should not. It's useless because, take my area which extended from
Holt Rock in the east, which is almost out to Wave Rock, to almost Bunbury in
the west, and south down around Walpole and Windy Harbour, right down there.
Now where are you going to put an office that's going to be accessible to all the
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people in those areas? It's just not possible. You might as well be in Perth as
have an office down there. Some people were very angry with me because I
didn't put an office in Wagin. I said, "Everybody knows me in Wagin." I just felt
it was an expense that the government didn't have to foot the bill of; it was
foolish. I know people spend government money now like it was coming off
trees, no holds barred, but I felt that that was really an extravagance. Dick Old
already had an office in Katanning, and he used to visit Wagin one day every
month, I think. People knew where I lived, I had an answering service on my
phone and I could ring them back any time, and what was the good of an office
for me in Wagin? What good would that be for people in Walpole? What good
would it be to the people over near Bunbury? What good would it be to people
in Collie? I just felt that it was silly.
Now, there was already a parliamentary office in Katanning for the seat; there
was a parliamentary office in Manjimup for that seat, which was Dave Evans',
another very fine Labor man, a very fine man; there was a parliamentary seat for
Tommy Jones, an awful man, in Collie; so what was the point of me putting in
another seat? I know they do it, they do it, but to my mind it's a big expense
that the government should not be footing the bill for.
GO'H
Could you estimate how often electors were contacting you for
information or for you to do something?
PIESSE
Oh, for information or just contacting me, on an average, every
week anyway. [Of course there was much correspondence from electors in my
own area and from people outside my electorate.]
GO'H

Once a week?

PIESSE
Sometimes once a week, [personally] sometimes more often. It's
not a thing that you can really measure. Not having an office and being a
Council member rather than an Assembly member, I didn't have queues of
people waiting to see me, but at times I would have a lot of people, depending
on the situation and also depending if Dick Old was away or Peter was away.
You see Narrogin is just next door and so people would naturally go to them
because they were the Assembly members. [Also when visiting a district function
people would make a point of asking or discussing whatever.]
GO'H
And were there ever situations where they would approach their
Assembly member, not get satisfaction, so come to you?
PIESSE
Yes, there were. Not a lot, but yes, several times. I think it was
Dick's attitude. He doesn't suffer fools gladly and these weren't fools but he's
inclined to be impatient, and I think for that reason, yes, people did come to me,
which, of course, if it was something local I would immediately refer to him
anyway. He was very impatient, rather like my husband, and I remember saying
to him one time something I raised with him, and whatever it was he wiped me
-

-

-
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off: he was a busy man and he had this, and it wasn't relevant anyway, and he
blew up a treat about it. So I just stood there and waited, and when he'd finally
ran out of breath I said, "Right Dick, let's sit down and talk about it," and he got
quite a shock. He sat down and we discussed it and came to an agreement
about whatever that particular thing was. Someone said to me afterwards, "I
don't know how you work with Dick. He flies off the handle." I said, "He's just
like my husband." He'll fly off the handle and once you let them get the pressure
out, then they'll be quite reasonable and he was. He was a good member, but
he did have that fly off the handle attitude which many people couldn't tolerate.
-

GO'H
And costs? You weren't running your own office but were you
receiving any money from Parliament to cover the costs of your phone and those
sorts of things?
PIESSE
Yes. You received a travelling allowance I think it was called, and
it was the same for all the country members. You got a gold pass, which you
could use on railways, of which there were none anyway, [laughs] but you could
also use it on the metro buses, so if I wanted to go out to visit a suburb
somewhere for whatever reason....
GO'H

When you say gold pass, what did it look like?

PIESSE

Like a medallion.

GO'H

Yes, because you grasped your collar. It was a brooch?

PIESSE
Yes. As soon as I got it I thought the first thing I'm going to do is
lose this thing. I got a gold chain and put it on and I hung it inside my dress.
The men used to wear them on their watch chain in the olden days. A number
of the men when they saw where I had mine, they did the same thing, because
after the war men had got used to wearing their numbers around their necks and
quite a number of the men did the same thing.
GO'H

Was it made out of gold, or just gold coloured?

PIESSE
No, it was gold, yes, it was gold that's why I was afraid of losing
it. And if you'd been in long enough you were allowed to keep it and you can
have free transport on the railways and so forth, and so many free trips a year
or whatever. I didn't get any of that, of course, because I was only there six
years. I didn't get a pension, I didn't get a free pass, I didn't get anything, but
I'm not upset about that.
-

Do you feel the salary and the allowances that you received
GO'H
covered the costs of being employed as a politician and also all the costs that
you incurred?
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PIESSE
Yes. Mind you, I wasn't rearing a family. It was adequate for then.
On the transport business, a country member would use pretty well all of it, but
the other thing, it is necessary for you to give donations. For instance, all the
agricultural societies in my area, I had to give donations; you were expected to.
Dick used to say mine was a bit too generous, but I felt they'd given me this
money to spend in the electorate, so I'll spend it in the electorate. Quixotic, I
suppose, foolhardy, but I did. The actual salary was quite adequate for what I
was doing, yes. I think they get far too much now.
GO'H
getting?

Can you recall what sort of annual figure you would have been

PIESSE
No, I can't remember just what that was. Of course, the actual
take-home pay was much less than you were allocated because the tax was
taken out, naturally, and superannuation was taken out. Being only in for six
years, what I got back was the superannuation payments, which didn't amount
to a great deal. If you've been in longer you get a pension payment plus you
can choose to take however much in a lump sum. Suppose you come out of
Parliament and you want to go into a business, you can buy into it with your
lump sum, and you still get your pension, but I didn't get any of those.
GO'H
When you spoke to your family about possibly entering politics, one
of your children's reactions was that it was a dirty business. In retrospect,
having spent time in Parliament, was it?
PIESSE
Yes, it was. [laughs] I can't tell you a lot about that, but you
certainly see people....
GO'H

You can't because....

PIESSE
Because it's sort of breaking confidences. You know things that
are going on and you are told things that are going on, deals that are made, and
yes, it is a dirty business, but I don't want to enlarge on that. When I say 'a dirty
business', you have to hold tight to your own principles on many occasions. I
don't know whether that was to some extent because I was a woman, perhaps
no, I think more because I'm dyed-in-the-wool that way can't help it; no virtue
in it, just can't help it. [In politics you often see an ugly side of people which is
not apparent socially.]

-

-

GO'H
We've talked about a lot of areas, but in the time that you were in
Parliament, that particular period, were there any major transformations that were
occurring in the way that issues were dealt with in Parliament?
PIESSE
No, not that I would've known about really, because I was only
there in Sir Charles Court's time and the way things happened at the joint party
meeting and I can't give you all the details of all those things because there
-
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were things there that were confidential; you're not actually sworn to secrecy but
you know darn well you don't go outside and blab it.
END OF TAPE EIGHT SIDE B
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PIESSE
In that way, party politics did become from the Brian Burke time
very much to the fore. They got a different sort of people in, as I've said, with
the difference between the Hawke Government, the Brand Government and then
the Court Government where change was starting to show, looking back; yes,
in that regard changes were starting to show. Then it seems there was fairly
much a downhill slide from there on. I don't think it was entirely because women
came in as women, but the kind of women who came in. I think that was one
of the things not only the kind of women, the kind of men and women who
came in.
-

-

-

For instance when I first ran, and in my early dealings with political things,
anybody who'd had any kind of a brush with the law, need not even nominate;
they were out. All parties wouldn't be bothered having them because they were
not considered upright. I mean, everybody has a skeleton in their cupboard, I
don't care who they are, but if you had been up before the Bench and found
guilty, they didn't want to know. Later, that became almost a credential in a way.
When I say that, it was people who'd become newsworthy people. Also and
all parties were guilty of this looking for the popular figure: whether they had a
brain in their head or not; whether they had ever earned their own living, and in
my book the criteria for becoming a member of Parliament would be that you
have earned your own living for a time in whatever area whether you earned
your living as a wages receiver, from a business of your own, whatever it was,
you should have done that so that you know what it's like coping in the business
world and real world, as I call it. Whether you were a teacher or whatever you
were, you should have had to earn your own living. That's disregarded now. If
you've been a popular footballer: "Get him to stand! Everybody knows him, he's
a good footballer." If you've been a good cricketer..., in fact, this came up. Matt
Stephens came earlier in the piece and wanted our party then to endorse a guy
who'd been a good cricketer. Now I'm not a cricket fan, but the guy who was
nominating at the time was quite a reasonable, decent sort of a bloke, and Matt
said, "No, no, we want so-and-so. Look, he's known everywhere. Everybody
knows him. He'll get in." And I said, "Well, who is he?" I didn't know him, and
unless you were a great cricket fan, you wouldn't have known him either. There
have been quite a number of people that have gone into politics on that
credential alone, and I think that's one of our downfalls.
-

-

-

As far as the Upper House is concerned, the old school had it right: if you were
going into the Upper House of Parliament, you had to own land, you had to own
some property. Not being a snob thing, the reason being that whatever was
decided in Parliament, you were ultimately going to have to pay for it, and that's
a good thing. It's fine to go in with no responsibility whatsoever and say, "Well,
we'll arrange for them to put a couple of concert halls down here, and a heated
swimming pool and so on, we won't have to pay any of it because we don't even
pay tax, but we ought to have it." So we'll let all those other people, who are
already paying the tax to support us, we'll let them pay for those things. Now
that's wrong in my book, but it's not the case today. So anybody in both local
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and State government can get in, can vote, even if they never have to foot the
bill, and I think life is not like that.
GO'H
You contested the seat in the 1983 election and were defeated.
Before you went to that election did you think you would be re-elected?
PIESSE
No, I didn't. I had a pretty good idea that I wouldn't, for several
reasons. The now National Party was working very hard against me. What they
didn't realise was that by working against me they put a Liberal in and they
hated the Liberals very much but they thought they might get the seat from me.
They didn't; they put a Liberal in. Also the Liberal Party was floundering very
much in the north, and Peter Jones, who was now in my area, because Narrogin
had come into my area, went off up north to assist the Liberal member, as a
minister, and he worked very hard up there for.... I forget who it was up there.
Also Sandy Lewis and his mob were working very hard against me and the deal
was done that they wouldn't put anyone up against Tommy Jones in Collie (he
would have a free run) but they would all go against me, and that made it very
hard. For instance, when Margaret McAleer was coming up the election before,
her run was pretty dicey at that time and the Country Party, our lot, Dick, Peter
and me and all of us said, "No, we'll give Margaret a free ride. She'll only have
Liberal or Labor which will make it easier for her," and she got back in. Had they
done that for me I would've got in too, but they didn't do that. They gave Tommy
Jones a free run instead of me.
-

GO'H
How did you feel going in to campaigning and the election knowing
that you probably weren't going to be re-elected?
PIESSE
Well, I did work. I doorknocked as far as I could but I was very
much on my own, very much on my own, because Dick was fighting to keep his
seat and Peter was away. See, Dick's boundaries had altered so that Kojonup
no longer came into his place, and Kojonup was divided (which was my
strongest area) because the Liberal Party had put up a Kojonup man, so that cut
some of my best area out. And I must admit I was very tired. I travelled all over
the place on my own; I didn't have too many people to help me, and it was hard
going. There were things that were done.... For instance, the local paper down
in the Manjimup seat, they always bring out a thing of, know you, you write what
your policy, what you stand for and all that sort of thing, they brought that out
and they put my photo over the Liberal man's and put the Liberal man's over
mine, and I was furious because it made it look as if I was standing as the
Liberal. It's amazing how ignorant people are when they vote. They really don't
even look at the issues half the time; some do, but a lot of the young people, I've
asked them and they say, "I vote for the best looking one," and they know
nothing at all about the politics of it. Now they are a big majority, those very
young people with the vote, that don't know and don't care, and that makes it
hard.
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GO'H
If you were to look back over the period that you were in
Parliament, what sort of overview would you give of it?
PIESSE
That it was hard work, heavy going, I would say, heavy going, but
that was me, it need not be, but it was heavy going for me. It was hard, I was
exhausted, but it was interesting. If I had my life over again, I wouldn't wipe it
out, I would do it again.
GO'H
In the last interview you mentioned that one of the reasons you
wanted to go into Parliament was that you felt that there were issues regarding
women and children that you would like some focus to be placed on so that the
community would then act on it. Do you feel you achieved that in any way?
PIESSE
Yes, I do. Not as much as I would have liked. I would have like
to have gone back largely for the breast cancer issue, because although we've
got the mobile X-ray [now], which is picking up a number of people and saving
a lot of lives, I feel that there was still much more to be done; more money to be
channelled into research of causes. If they spent the amount of money on that
that they spend on heart disease research, for instance. Now they've come up
with some wonderful things because heart failure was the biggest killer. Also on
road accidents; they've spent an enormous amount of money fine-tuning the
causes of road accidents. I feel there is a lot more that could be done in relation
to breast cancer, and I would have liked to have gone back even if for nothing
else, I'd have liked to have gone back for that.
-

GO'H
What were your feelings when you weren't re-elected? Did you
ever at any stage consider going back?
PIESSE
I did half think of it at one stage, but my family were against it.
They were rather thankful when I lost my seat because they said, "Mum,
healthwise, you're not going to live much longer." The travelling was enormous;
the brickbats at some times were enormous, unjust, and this undermining is very
unhealthy. But yes, when Campbell Nalder died he was the Assembly member
who took Peter Jones' seat I half thought of it, but I was old, was the first thing
against it, and I've never made any secret of how old I am, I don't believe in that;
if you're this age, you're this age and that's that. 1) I was too old; but the other
thing was the Country Party as such had fallen apart and it was neither Country
nor National Party. They don't have the meetings like we used to have, the
National Party don't. I saw a notice in the paper the other day that there would
be a National Party dinner. If they get two men and a dog there, they'll be lucky
because people just can't be bothered now, and if you're going to stand again
you've got to have some sort of committee to help. There's a lot of
correspondence, there's phone calls, there's travelling, there's all sorts of issues
that come up that you've got to get to the bottom of; you know, it's no good
going off half-cocked, you've got to know what is the real reason that this came
about and what is the way to fix it. So I looked at it and I thought, well, the
-

-
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family's going to be very much against it, so I did nothing. In some ways I regret
that I didn't have a go.
GO'H
Before being elected you were having an increasing interest in the
extra-parliamentary side of the Country Party. What happened to that after you
left Parliament? Did you go back?
PIESSE
No, because it wasn't there any more you see. The National Party
had developed down in the south and the National Party was the cause of us
losing our seats not the Liberal Party but the National Party was the cause of
us losing our seats. So no, I didn't, and again, I was older now and I thought it's
got to be the middle-aged people not the very young but the middle-aged
people, they're the ones who should be making the laws[?] now.
-

-

-

GO'H
If you could just tell me briefly what you did do after you left
politics? What issues you became involved in? Did you go back to the farm?
PIESSE
No. I still go to the farm and the boys still come and talk to me
about things. In the beginning they used to come and consult me to some
extent, but now they come and talk to me. I mean, they know far more than I
ever knew now, and they are both doing very well in their businesses. I became
involved in golf again, the CWA, the bowling club, the Waratah old people's
hostel, and now I'm on the hospital board I've said I'll only go on it for three
years.
-

GO'H

That's your local hospital?

PIESSE
That's our local hospital board, and I was asked by many people
when they were forming the board this is in recent times would I please,
please go on it. I said, "Look, I'm too old," and they said, "Please." So I put my
name in and of course I was elected onto it without any trouble at all, but I said
"I'll do the three years." In the original one you were elected three of us for three
years, three for two years and three for one year, so I was elected for three
years. I'll do the three years. They asked me if I'd be the president and I said,
"Well, I'm not happy about that because I only intend to be here for three years.
I'm only coming to get it started," so they asked me would I be the vice-president
so that I would be there on the executive, so to speak, which I did. That was
two years and we've just had our general meeting again and I have refused to
be the vice-president; I think somebody else has to be now ready to take over
from the president because I would not now, I'm too old. I think they're good
people that we've got there. Oh, and of course in the church; I'm on the vestry
council.
-

-

Before we finish, is there anything further you'd like to add about
GO'H
your life or your political career?
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PIESSE
Well one thing I would say again: while I'm not and never have
been a women's liberationist, had it not been for that Women in Politics
conference I would never have taken the interest in politics that I did take, and
I'm glad I did it. I think I made some small difference, particularly in the matter
of women and children, and to some extent in the farming area too, because
Dick Old was the Minister for Agriculture during my time there and we did talk
about a lot of things, and I had experience in that. So yes, when you look back,
the things that upset you and make you wild, you think, it's a good thing that
happened. There was a reason. I think that's something that until you get to be
older, you don't appreciate those things. At the time you think, why do they want
to do that? Why do they want to stir all this up? Then twenty, thirty or forty
years later you look back and say, "It's a good thing they did." But there are
other things that I feel very sad about in the structure of society as it is now
very sad; in many instances they did throw the baby out with the bath water.
-

-

GO'H
I'd like to thank you for the time that you've spent doing this
interview, especially as you've been travelling from Wag in up to Perth to do the
interview. Thank you very much Mrs Piesse.
PIESSE

You're very welcome.
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