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			KATHLEEN KELLY 

			in conversation with Nicky Vanderaa 

			Take me home again Kathleen.

			“Our family was very close, and we always lived not far from each other. I loved visiting my Nan and Pop. I remember that my Pop was a tall man and when we used to visit, Nan would let me know when he was due home. I would wait at the front gate until I saw him coming over the hill and I would run up to him and he would pick me up and twirl me around. Then we would walk home where Nan would have tea waiting for him. They were good times.” This was the first message that Kath Kelly sent me on Facebook Messenger, typing it on her iPad. 

			Previously Kath welcomed me into her room at Princes Court. Her door is decorated with butterflies and on the walls are more butterflies, framed family photos and examples of her beautiful needlework. She was sitting next to the window, in her recliner, immaculately groomed. Her turquoise outfit suited her blue eyes. When I spoke to her cousin, Colleen, she agreed that Kath always takes great care of her appearance. My problem at that first meeting was that I could not hear her. My poor hearing and the softness of her voice created the ‘perfect storm’. I asked her if she could write with a pen but, although she learnt to use a fork and spoon after her stroke, a pen is difficult. What was I to do? It was her cousin Colleen who told me that Kath is very good at texting. She emails and texts on her iPad. So together, between two lockdowns, we set ourselves up on Facebook. 

			Born June 6, 1944, Kath was a teenager in the fifties, the era of rock ‘n roll. Think Jailhouse Rock by Elvis, Tutti Frutti by Little Richard and Rock Around the Clock by Bill Haley to name a few. Kath writes about her Scottish Dad, William Sterling Campbell (Bill) and the special bond they shared through music. “All Dad’s family were musical, and they all played musical instruments. My brothers weren’t into singing much but Dad and I used to love to sing together. He would always sing I’ll Take You Home Again Kathleen to mum and Daddy’s Little Girl, to me”. It’s not hard to imagine that redhead, blue eyed Kath, his only daughter, was the apple of her father’s eye. 

			“I listen on Youtube to Al Martino singing: 
You’re the end of the rainbow, my pot of gold. 
You’re daddy’s little girl to have and hold. 
A precious gem is what you are. 
You’re mommy’s bright and shining star”. 
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			A young Kathleen Campbell 

			Kath writes, “On the weekend Dad would put his records on and we would sing together. Dad loved Bing Crosby and the Mills Brothers. He also liked Country and Western. I used to love it when he played his mouth organ. We could sing a song where Dad and I could harmonise.” 

			Kath later tells me how she loved to dress up in the flared skirts and petticoats of the time and go with her girlfriend to dance at “Skelcey’s” in Lansvale, a suburb of Sydney. “She was a knockout”, says her cousin Colleen. 

			Regarding her father Kath writes, “I didn’t have much to do with Dad’s family. We didn’t see them very often, not like Mum’s family. I know Dad had eleven brothers and two sisters and his dad was in the Merchant Navy and was not home much”. Nor in fact was Kath’s dad, Bill, home long enough to see his first baby, Kathleen, born. By then he was in Papua New Guinea serving in the 2/12 Field Ambulance. “Mum kept all the letters that Dad wrote to her, and I still have some of them!” 

			In the years before her dad came home from Kokoda, Kath and her mother, her mum’s sister Aunt Madeline and Uncle Jim and their daughter, Margaret, all lived together with Leo and Ruth, (the Nan and Pop Kath had already told me about). Kath slept in a bed alongside her mother’s bed. “When my dad came home from the war, Mum said that it took me a while to get used to him when it was bedtime. If I woke up through the night and saw Dad I would get upset and Dad would have to cover his head until I went back to sleep. Eventually I got to love him”. It was her mum’s family that Kath had most to do with growing up. 
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			Mum, Dad and Kath 

			The surname Callaghan can be traced in Ireland as far back as the year 952. Her great grandparents, Richard and Rose, were the proprietors of Callaghan’s Hotel in Parkes, a stronghold of the Irish gold prospectors and immigrants in New South Wales. Richard and Rose Callaghan had ten children. Their fourth son, Leo married Ruth. Together they had six children of whom the third daughter was Kath’s mother Kathleen, born in 1923, Kathleen was followed by three brothers. The hotel was immortalised by Henry Lawson in in 1914...

			There’s the same old coaching stable that was used by Cobb and Co., 
And the yard the coaches stood in more than sixty years ago; And the public-private parlour where they serve the passing swell, 
Was the shoeing forge and smithy up at Callaghan’s Hotel. There’s the same old walls and woodwork that our fathers built to last, 
And the same old doors and wainscot and the windows of the past; 
And the same old nooks and corners where the Jim-Jams used to dwell; 
But the Fantods dance no longer up at Callaghan’s Hotel. 
There are memories of old days that were red instead of blue; 
In the time of “Dick the Devil” and of other devils too; 
But perhaps they went to Heaven and are angels, doing well- They were always open-hearted up at Callaghan’s Hotel. 
Then the new chum, broken-hearted, and with boots all broken too, 
Got another pair of bluchers, and a quid to see him through; And the old chum got a bottle, who was down and suffering Hell; 
And no tucker-bag went empty out of Callaghan’s Hotel. 
And I sit and think in sorrow of the nights that I have seen, When we fought with chairs and bottles for the orange and the green; 
For the peace of poor old Ireland, till they rang the breakfast bell- 
And the honour of Old England up at Callaghan’s Hotel. 
Henry Lawson 
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			Above are the first and last verse in Henry Lawson’s own handwriting
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			As a baby Kath survived whooping cough and double pneumonia. “It was lucky that Mum was still living with nan and pop when I got whooping cough because Mum said that I used to turn blue when I had a coughing fit, and she would give me to Pop. He would walk the floor with me for hours. As I got older mum said that I could fall asleep anywhere. Pop used to work at King George hospital at Newtown. I remember that he got me used to Worcestershire sauce. He would have it on his eggs for breakfast and he would dip some toast in the sauce and give it to me. I still love it today”. 

			Kath writes, “There was also a young aboriginal boy that Nan and Pop took under their wing. His name was Jacky, and he grew up with Margaret and me. He was treated like part of the family. You would not know that Jacky was aboriginal because he had fair skin until you saw his mum who was black. Later Margaret and Jacky had feelings for each other and wanted to get married but the family said no because if they had children, they would be dark, so they never did which is sad when you think about it. Jacky never married and Margaret ended up marrying a man who used to knock her around”. Pop and my uncles used to run a book for gambling on the horses. It was against the law and Mum and her sister were runners. They used to collect the bets and money, and so that the police wouldn’t take much notice of them they would take either Margaret or me down laneways, always looking over their shoulder”. When I was born Mum said that she wrote to Dad and asked him what name she should call me. 
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			The photo of Kath that her dad carried all through the war

			Dad wrote back some names that Mum didn’t like, so that is why I am called Kathleen after Mum. Even though my name is Kathleen I was always called Bub. I always knew when Mum was cranky with me because then she would call me Kathleen. 

			“I remember when we lived in Newtown, I was about four years old and the family had bought a young chicken to fatten up for Christmas dinner, but until then I had loved it and played with it. Mum said I could dress it up and carry it around. Then came time to get it ready for Christmas dinner, so my dad and uncles chased it around the back yard, but they couldn’t catch it. Then Dad said, “Wait a minute”, and called me out and said, “Go and get the chookie for Daddy”, which I did because it came to me straight away. I don’t know if I ate any of my pet or not”. 

			Kath tells me that her mum was a tailoress, working for Bob Defino making uniforms for the soldiers, and her dad, Bill, was a foundry worker. When Kath was about six years old her mum gave up work because she was pregnant, and they moved from Newtown to Erskineville. Their family expanded with the birth of Kath’s brothers Lawrence (Larry), then baby Robert who, like Kath, had red hair. I asked Kath where the red hair came from. Her father’s hair was black and her mother’s brown. “None of Mum’s brothers, and only one of Mum’s sisters was a redhead, and out of all the cousins, and there are quite a few, the only redheads in the family were me and my younger brother Robert. As far as I know there are no redheads on Dad’s side of the family either. The house in Erskineville had one bedroom for Mum, Dad, and the baby. There were bunks in the lounge room for Larry and me. The toilet was in the back yard. We never had toilet paper. Dad tore newspaper into squares. There was a tin bath in the laundry and a copper. Dad would boil the copper and bucket the water into the bath. Everyone had a turn on Friday nights. The boys were last”. 

			Kath tells me… “When we lived in Gowrie Street, Erskineville, I had two close friends. One was Monica Cooksley whose parents owned the corner shop, and the other one was Pam Sullivan. My brother Larry was a fire bug and when Mum lit the copper to wash the clothes you needed to watch Larry. One day he nearly burnt the house down when he set the laundry on fire. It was just lucky that Mum walked outside, and the hose was close by. The coal man used to deliver coal for the copper and the fuel stove that Mum cooked on”. 

			This was in Sydney in the forties and not everyone had a Hills Hoist clothesline. Washing lines were wires strung across the yard. They had to be propped up so that the clothes did not drag on the ground. The ‘clothes prop man’ was no doubt a product of Depression desperation in the ‘30’s. He carried the dry forked saplings over his shoulder. 

			They were sixpence each. Kath writes, “You could hear him coming up the laneway as he would be singing out ‘prop-o’”. 

			“We only had the lanes, no gardens, to play in. There was another girl who lived up the lane, Mary Cartwright. Her brother and my brother Larry had these old pedal cars which we would take up to the top of the laneway. It was on a bit of a hill, and we would put the boys in them and push them down the hill. There was an elderly lady who lived at the end of the lane, Mrs Moore. I used to play tennis on her wall which must have been really annoying for her. “Every Friday, Dad would bring home for me, Nancy. It was a comic strip out of the paper. Larry and I would get a penny to spend, and we would go over to the shop and buy a toffee aeroplane on a stick. It would last forever”. 

			Kath lent me a photocopy of an article published in Woman’s Day on February 12, 1962. It is about her mother’s brother Ken Callaghan, his wife Peggy, their six children, and how they were managing to live on Ken’s wage of 17 pounds 10 shillings, which was just three pounds and 10 shillings over the basic wage. I have copied some of the article below because it captures a time when a penny really could buy you a treat. Lunch boxes had jam sandwiches in them and if you were lucky, a piece of fruit. None of those lunchbox treats that crowd the supermarket shelves today - mini packets of chips, packets of cheese and biscuits and a zillion varieties of muesli bars. Nobody had heard of peanut allergies, or gluten and dairy intolerance. In fact, there were no crowded supermarket shelves with their dizzying choices of cereals, flours, breads, condiments, and cleaning products. Chances are that your mother handed her list to the grocer at his counter, and he reached behind him for the various items. I can distinctly remember the items being wrapped in brown paper and tied into a parcel with string which hung from a rafter above the counter. My memory is confirmed: 

			Raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens, 
Bright copper kettles and warm woollen mittens, 
Brown paper packages tied up with strings, 
These are a few of my favourite things. 

			The article was titled, ‘They Give the Blues a Twist’ and showed a picture of four of the children doing the popular dance of the time The Twist. It goes on to explain that ‘less than two years ago they were cooped up in a cottage - two rooms and a kitchen - in Newtown, an inner industrial suburb of Sydney. They paid 28 shillings a week in rent, but pounds to doctors and chemists to cope with nerve troubles brought on by living with six young children in a tiny house with a ‘pigeon-box’ yard. In a deliberate move to get their family out of this situation Peggy took a job as a grocery assistant. Out of her 18 pounds a week wage she paid three pounds to a babysitter for the two youngest children. They saved until they were able to put down a deposit of 135 pounds on a house in Wamberal, NSW, paying 75 pounds in legal fees. Cash down, their new home would have been 2,150 pounds. It would cost them twice that over 20 years at a flat 6 percent interest rate. It was 14 miles from Gosford and only a mile and a half from the beach at Bateau Bay. At last, they had a decent roof over their heads, some clean air to breathe, some bush to ramble around in, and something to show for their weekly financial outlay. She detailed her weekly budget - groceries 4 pounds, fruit 12 shillings, bus fares, milk, bread, and cigarettes - down to the last penny. 

			“I buy everything I can in bulk from the bulk store. Jam, honey, fly spray, disinfectant, vinegar, rice, marmite, peanut butter and so on. I keep jars and bottles, especially. I can’t afford to buy something in a packet, then throw the packet away. It’s 3d lost. Each week I buy two pound lots of jam and one pound of honey. On each tin of jam, I save nine pence by buying in bulk. That’s one shilling and six pence a week saved. Other groceries I get at the supermarket. I never buy sugar in bulk. The halfpenny I used to save wasn’t worth it because the packets kept breaking, and I’d lose sugar by spilling.” 

			The article continues… “Bread costs a lot. The family goes through four loaves a day”. She buys white bread from the baker at 1 shilling and eight pence a loaf. Most lunches even during holidays were sandwiches… “the children love them made with jam, or a vegetable extract, or peanut butter. Fruit costs twelve shillings a week. I have to stick rigidly to this, though I’d love to give the children more. Mostly I buy two dozen oranges. They’re always cheap around this orange growing area. One dozen apples and one dozen bananas”. Just like her Aunt Peggy, Kath’s family watched every penny. Kath writes, “What the family did to save money was that dad and my uncles used to go down to Paddy’s Markets and buy everything in bulk and they would split it up between the families”. 

			Kath’s mother seems to have been the stricter parent. “I was never allowed out until I helped Mum with the housework. I was only 9 or 10 years old. That was after Mum went back to working at Bob Defino’s. I even had to get down on my hands and knees and either put the polish on the floor or take it off. It was very hard work. I had to hang out the washing or bring it in, plus take everything off the furniture which then had to be polished and fresh clean doilies put on. This was all done on a Saturday every week. I used to hate doing housework, but I think that it taught me how to look after my home when I eventually got married. We never left the table without being excused and we would always say, “May I be excused please?” Larry and I would clear the table and wash up. 

			“On Sunday Mum and Dad would cook most of the day making cakes and biscuits for our lunches for the week. Dad always made the lamingtons. Mum liked gardening and Dad loved sweet peas. He had a special place in the yard where he would grow them”. 

			Bill applied for a Housing Commission house on a new Estate in Villawood. At last Kath had her own room and her mum was happy with the house as she had a gas stove to cook on and a gas copper for washing. “Mum thought it was wonderful, but she cried because we were moving so far away from family”. These days it is only half an hour away by car, but Bill had sold the car, preferring to save money and use trains. Bill went to work at Redland Tiles and then went to Monier. “Dad worked there until he became one of the bosses after which he retired, and he and mum moved down to Shoalhaven Heads”. 

			Kathleen’s older sister Madeline had already moved to Villawood and her brother Richard (Uncle Dickie) moved into the Erskineville house with his family. Their daughter, cousin Colleen, is six years younger than Kath and they feel more like sisters than cousins. “Every month, when we first moved to Villawood, Mum and her sister Madeline, my cousin Margaret and I would travel to Newtown and spend the day visiting the family. Margaret and I would spend time with all our cousins and Mum and aunty Madeline would spend time with their sister Joyce and their sisters-in-law, and on the way home they would meet Uncle Dickie at the Shakey, which is short for the Shakespeare Hotel, where they would have a couple of drinks. Then he would put us in a taxi and pay the driver to take us home. It must have cost him quite a bit of money, but as Mum settled in, we didn’t go to Newtown as often”. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Time spent with cousins 

			“In Villawood all the families were young as it was a new housing development. On the weekend kids would come around and we would sit at the front door and swap comics. 

			“I would ride my bike over the other side of Villawood to Madeline’s place. We called her Aunty Teddy. It was about five miles which you could do in those days. Also, my girlfriend and I used to swap clothes. We never got TV until I was about twelve, so we would sit at the front door of our neighbours and watch TV through the front door. Before that we would listen to the serials on the radio like Address Unknown. 

			“I remember each year, before they stopped cracker nights, Lowana Street, just up from where we lived, went around in a circle and there was a big grassy bit in the middle. For weeks before cracker night all the kids would get together, and we would build the biggest bonfire. We would throw everything we could find on it and when the big night arrived, all the adults would bring their chairs and some potatoes to throw into the fire. When it settled down those potatoes had a taste of their own, and we would let off all our crackers. They were good times, until some idiots ruined it for everyone. I also remember when we all used to go to Wattamolla for a picnic in an old green truck that belonged to my Uncle Dickie. All of us kids were in the back which couldn’t happen now. 

			“The truck hardly had any brakes and when we got there, they would lower a keg of beer down the cliff with a rope. Then all the adults and kids would go down, and we would have a wonderful day swimming and just have fun. Then we would have a barbecue and sing-along. My Uncle Jim would play his guitar and Dad would play his mouth organ. Uncle Dick had a stick with bottle tops on it and we had sing-along until it was time to go home”. 

			Then Kath writes… “But once I got married that was the end of that”, 

			I am taken aback by that abrupt statement. What happened? 

			Kath explains… “When we moved to 8 Mundamatta Street in Villawood I went to Saint Felix Catholic School at Bankstown which I hated. The nuns were horrible. When I was in Second Year, I started to wag school until Mum found out. When I was 15 years old, she gave me the choice to either go to school or go to work. I said ‘Yes’ to going to work. My first job was as a machinist at Crystal Shirts at Belmore. When I got my pay cheque, I had to hand it to Mum unopened and she would give me what she thought I would need. So did the boys when they started work. 

			“How I got involved with Barry was that I used to get off the bus at the top of the hill and walk down the hill because the Bankstown bus didn’t go down to my house. Barry was on that bus and one day when I was walking home, he started talking to me. He said that it was my long red hair that caught his eye. My hair was so long that I could sit on it. I wasn’t interested in him as he had a bit of a reputation. He and his mates used to hang around the local milk bar in their leather jackets with Rebel written across the back. 

			“As I have said before, I loved to go dancing at Skelsey’s with my girlfriend on Saturday afternoons and we could walk there from home. Barry hated dancing but he was very persistent, so in the end I gave in. We started hanging around with each other and his mates and their girlfriends. We used to go to the Sydney Speedway and the pictures and other places. Then I found out that I was pregnant which my Mum wasn’t happy about to say the least. Mum did not like Barry from the first time she met him and when our parents got together to decide what to do with us, she didn’t like his mum and dad either. I liked his mum. Anyway, the decision was made that we should get married”. 

			So that was what happened to “end all of that”. Later she writes… “I had to grow up fast!” 

			“We got married in the Catholic Church in Villawood. I think Mum was ashamed of me. All she seemed to worry about was what the neighbours would think. My son Paul was the first baby to be born on New Year’s Day, 1962 at Bankstown Hospital, so he received a lot of things from Nestles. 

			“I still have the bunnikins set today. We also had our names in the paper. Paul, a redhead like me, was a very happy and healthy baby. He was surrounded mostly by adults, so he was very bright and talking and walking early. We lived with my Mum and Dad for a while but that didn’t work out, so we moved in with Barry’s mum. That didn’t work out either, so Barry found a place in Bankstown where we were living in the garage at the back of this lovely elderly German lady’s home. After that we lived in quite a few other places until we finally got a house at Green Valley, a suburb of Liverpool”. 

			Kath writes… “I used to work at California Jim’s at Bass Hill. California Jim’s was an American style restaurant where patrons would drive into an allotted parking space, like in the old-style Drive-Ins. Then girls dressed in cowgirl outfits would come and take your order which was delivered to you on a tray, which attached to the door of your car”. Kath soon became a manageress. 

			“It was while I was working there, that I went home one night after work and while in the bathroom cleaning my teeth, I felt a sudden pain in my stomach. It got worse as the night went on. It took Barry several hours to get an ambulance, and I was taken to Idaho Private Hospital, at Liverpool. There I was rushed into surgery. 

			“I had an ectopic pregnancy where the baby grows in the fallopian tube which then bursts. I can’t remember the doctor’s name, but he was lovely. He came to see me afterwards and told me that I would not be able to have any more children, but if we were interested in adopting, he would help us. 
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			An American style carhop restaurant 

			“When I got back on my feet, I went to work at ‘Happy Granny’s Pancake Parlour’ at Bankstown. I only waited about 18 months before I received a phone call from the Hospital asking if I would be interested in adopting twins, but I didn’t think that I could handle two babies at once, as Barry wasn’t much help, so I had to tell them ‘No’. I thought they would make me wait for a long time, but it was only a couple of months later when I got another phone call to tell me that they had a beautiful baby girl if I was interested. I said, ‘Yes’, and we went through the Catholic adoption agency. I was so nervous. We drove to the hospital, which was Saint Vincent’s, in Sydney. 

			“When we arrived, we were taken to a sunny veranda where some babies were enjoying the sun. Then they picked up this beautiful baby girl and handed her to me. She was so beautiful, with red hair and beautiful blue eyes. She was perfect and I couldn’t believe that she was going to be mine. I had brought clothes as they requested but when they asked if I would like to dress her, I was that nervous, especially with all the nuns watching me, that I had to let them dress her. 

			“Then we went into the matron’s office to sign some papers and I remember that there was one wall with all these photos of babies that were adopted. I was so glad to be on our way after all the formalities were over and after all the staff had said their good- byes to Amanda. That was a name her mother gave her. As we were leaving, I was worried that they were going to change their minds and take her back. Kim turned fifty this month so I don’t think they will take her back. Until I signed the final adoption papers I was always on edge. Every knock on the door, I thought that they were going to take her back and I loved her very much. Kim started school in Green Valley. Then we moved to Shoalhaven Heads where she continued school. Kim was very close to me when she was little. I would walk her to school, which was about four houses away and by the time that I walked back through the front door at home she was right there behind me. In the end the teachers would have a little girl stay with her even when she wanted to go to the toilet. Soon she settled in. It was a very small school. 
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			Kim and Paul 

			“She would not even stay at any of her friend’s places, or at my brother’s house with her cousins. She would wait until I was gone and then she would fret, and they would have to bring her home. When she was about ten, Barry and I decided that we should tell her that she was adopted. At first, she didn’t believe us. All she said was, “If that is true then how come I have blue eyes like Mum?” Once she realised that nothing had changed and that we still loved her very much, it was okay”. 

			When Paul was ten, he joined the Cabramatta Police Boys Club. Kath writes … “He was rather quiet, and he joined the boxing squad which he really enjoyed. He made a lot of nice friends plus he got to travel even as far as New Zealand. We travelled all over NSW. I think we have been in just about every police boys club in NSW. Paul even went to Western Australia. The boys were billeted out to different families and, it’s not just because he is my son, but I was told that some of the families were fighting over who was going to have him. He won quite a few trophies”. 

			Barry worked on the railways when he and Kath were first married. Before that he had been apprenticed as a glass blower, but he needed a wage to support a wife and child, so he joined the railways. Then in 1966 he left the railways and got a job with the PMG, which became Telecom and then Telstra over the 24 years that he worked there. Through his job he was able to make use of cabins owned by the company at Shoalhaven Heads. Kath’s brothers also worked for the PMG so all up, they would rent eight cabins and have wonderful holidays in the park. “That happened for two weeks at Christmas for quite a few years. We would all go fishing in the daytime and prawning at night. The kids would carry the buckets while the adults would catch the prawns. Paul was scared of the prawns jumping out of the buckets. Kim was a baby. 

			“It was a great holiday spot and they loved it so much that they decided to move there around 1976, when Kim was just four. Kath applied for a cleaning job at the Bowling Club and, in typical fashion, worked her way up to manage the rest of the cleaning staff. She also had the responsibility of opening the Club in the mornings. 

			“It was good living in the Heads. The family came down quite often and we did a lot of fishing. We used to go down to the estuary and when the tide was out the kids would swim to the other side. When we first moved to Shoalhaven Heads Paul was still living at home and he got a job with the railways and then a transfer to Nowra. At that time there were no buses, so we had to get a special licence for him to ride a motorcycle, which I wasn’t happy about. One day on his way to work he was run off the road by a car that didn’t stop. It was lucky that one of Paul’s mate’s sisters was travelling close behind that day and saw that it was Paul, so she sat with him until the ambulance came and then she came and got me. 

			“The doctor told me that Paul was very lucky that he wasn’t killed. He had lost all the skin off his back and hips and where his right knee should have been there was just a big hole. He was taken to Wollongong hospital, and we visited him every day for months until he came home. On weekends our place was like a car yard. His mates all had panel vans and they would bring their girlfriends. Everyone called me, ‘Mrs K’. Kim and Alan worked at Kmart together. They had been going together for a while when they decided to get engaged. They had their engagement party at Pelican Rocks Restaurant at Greenwell Point where we got to meet his family. They were engaged for a while and then they decided to get married. They were married in Nowra and had their wedding photo in the local paper. Next thing Kim received a letter from Jan, her birth mum. She had traced where Kim lived and had seen her wedding photo in the local paper. Kim said to me that she didn’t know what to do so I told her to think about it and then make up her mind. It was a decision that only she could make but whatever decision she made she knew that we would always be there for her. 

			“I suggested to Kim that she invite Jan and her mother for Christmas dinner at our place. They seemed like nice people. I noticed that Kim didn’t look anything like Jan. I found out later from Jan that Kim looked like her dad who was six feet tall and blonde. Jan was short and had red hair. Kim’s dad didn’t want to meet Kim so she has never seen him. In a way I felt sorry for Jan because it could have been me. I made up a photo album for her of Kim from when she was a baby until she got married, plus I also had a wedding photo enlarged and framed. She loved it. She was only fifteen when she found out that she was pregnant, and it was her father who wouldn’t let her keep the baby. She was sent to the nuns until Kim was born and she said that they were terrible the way they treated the young girls. “Kim stayed friends with Jan until she passed away two years ago. I would often see Jan when I was shopping in Nowra which was where she lived. We later found out that she was living in Nowra all the time that Kim was growing up. I won’t say that I didn’t feel threatened by Jan, but Kim put me at ease when she said to me that Jan was just a friend and that I would always be her mum. 
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			Now comes another defining moment in Kath’s story! 
She is now 48 years old. 

			“When Barry retired, he got a job as a caretaker at Kiama Hospital which was no longer operated as a hospital but needed to be secured. Barry would stay there during the week and Kath would go up and visit on the weekends. Paul, his wife and three children, Amanda, Stacie and Daniel lived in Nowra, just twenty minutes away from Shoalhaven Heads. Over the years she often looked after Paul’s children. Amanda and Stacie loved to come and stay on weekends. It was on one of those weekends that I had my stroke. 
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			Kath with Amanda and Stacie 

			“The first time I got a headache like you wouldn’t believe. We were on our way to Kiama Hospital when I ended up on the floor of the car under the dashboard, the pain was that bad. Barry swung into the ambulance station, and I practically crawled in on my hands and knees. I heard the ambulance officer say to Barry that I was a very sick lady, and they took me to the hospital. There the doctor said I had a migraine. I had absolutely no history of migraines. He gave me some morphine and I was allowed to go home. 

			“A week later we were in bed, and it was 1.00 a.m., and I woke up with the same headache. Barry told me to go and get in the car, but everything was out of focus. I would reach for my brush, but I couldn’t pick it up. They were trying to treat me for migraines but when I couldn’t work out how to get back in the car Barry realised something was very wrong and I went back into the hospital. Then they rushed me to the Wollongong Hospital. I was put into some machine. They found out that I had two massive bleeds, one on either side of the brain and my brain was swelling. They shaved off all my hair and told Barry to give me a kiss before they wheeled me into the operating theatre. 

			“Barry was asked to sleep in the lounge. I don’t know much about what happened as I was already in a coma. I know that they removed part of my skull to allow my brain to expand. Barry was told to let Paul and Kim know as it could go either way. I don’t know much after that as I was in a coma for a while. I don’t know what medication they had me on, but I had terrible nightmares. I was told that all the family were there. My mum, my aunts and uncles, Colleen and her brothers Stephen, Danny and Leo. The only voices I heard talking to me were Mum and Danny. Barry can tell you more”. 

			I have spoken to Barry, and he told me that Kath was in a coma for a week. He was sitting beside her bed and the doctor said to him, “Has anyone explained about your wife to you? She will never walk again and will have no speech and her vision will be just a big black hole”. Barry reckons that although she was in a coma Kath must have heard the doctor and determined that would not happen. Kath tells me that once she came out of the coma, she stayed in Wollongong hospital for a while and then she was transferred to the Bulli Rehabilitation Centre. 

			“And that’s where the hard work began! Rehabilitation was tough. I think the reason they picked me to go to rehab was because of my age. I was 48. Every day they would shower us, put us in our wheelchairs and sit us on this long veranda where we would wait until someone would come and take us over to the gym, or to a speech therapist or someone else. The first time I couldn’t sit up. I was just like a floppy doll. Then I would try to walk with two nurses to help me. That was hard and it took a long while. Then I had to go to another room, and I was taught to use a knife and fork and to hold things. To this day I still haven’t got the use of my left hand. I also had to do puzzles. 

			“After I had been there for a while I was allowed to go out for the weekend. Barry picked me up and Kim brought Paul’s daughters, Stacie and Amanda and my brother, and his wife came too. We had a lovely day and then it was time to go back. I got very upset because I didn’t want to go back, but they only give you enough medication for a day, so I had no choice but to go back. Then it was learning to speak. Eventually the doctor said that if I could walk the line on the floor straight, he would let me go home so I made sure that I did, and I just had to go and see him on visits”. 

			Kath’s parents moved to Shoalhaven Heads when her father retired. Sadly, he died in 1986, aged just 65. Kath’s mother stayed in Shoalhaven and by the time Kath had her stroke they were both living in permanent units in the same Holiday Park. 

			She writes… “I went back home, and mum lived next door. Mum looked after me for a while. She cooked for us both and did my washing and ironing. Once I was back on my feet, I did the cooking and when I had Paul’s girls out on holidays I moved back home. Sometimes in the park we used to have a fete where the people in the park could cook, sell things, and make a bit of money. We always had it on a Saturday, so on the Friday I would cook cakes and biscuits with help from Stacie and Amanda. One year I decided to make some toffees, and they sold out very quickly. The children on holidays in the park bought them and then their parents were buying them as they hadn’t seen toffees since they were kids. It went from about two dozen the first year to five dozen every year after that. The same children came to the park with their parents on school holidays every year and the girls are still friends with some of them today. 

			“Kim and Alan moved to Mildura because Alan’s mum and dad were living there, and they wanted to try something different. They picked for a while and were very good at it. Barry and I used to come at Christmas, and we would sometimes go with them and help. It was very hard work. Then they both got permanent jobs and are still working there today. They have two boys, Aiden who is nineteen and Lachlan who is seventeen”. 

			Kath moved to Mildura to be closer to Kim and although she divorced Barry twenty years ago, he is here in Mildura too and they remain good friends. Kath writes… “I had always loved coming to visit my daughter and her family in Mildura. I don’t know what it was about Mildura, but I used to say to my husband Barry I could live here. I didn’t think it would be under these circumstances with me having Parkinson’s. We lived here for a few years before my daughter suggested that I go into a nursing home as Barry was not well enough to look after me. I got very upset so she took me around a few nursing homes until I decided that I would like to see what it was like at Princes Court. I came in here for two weeks of respite and I met two lovely ladies with whom I was to have my meals. I told my daughter that I could live here, if she could get me in, and lucky me, here I am. I still have my friends which I am very happy about, and I have made lots more friends. My closest friends are Alice and Marie of whom I think the world. Then there are the staff, who make it a happy place to be every day, especially Colleen, Abbey, and Helen who go out of their way to think up ways to keep us entertained”. 

			Her cousin Colleen said to me that if you were at a party and Kath was there you could be sure of having a good time if you sat next to her. That is the impression I have of her… the ‘life of the party’. Her love of dance, and the happiness she felt singing along with her father confirm that for me. Then there is the image of her when she was a baby, turning blue from coughing fits and her grandfather walking the floor with her for hours. The support and closeness of that big mostly Irish family was pivotal in her upbringing, and she has carried that into her own life, expressing the joy of adopting Kim as a baby, and having lots to do with Paul’s children. When it comes to the tough things that have happened, she is so matter of fact. I don’t detect an ounce of self-pity. No need for a box of tissues. 
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			Kath with her cousin, Colleen 
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			Larry, Mum, Kath, and Robert 

			Kath, herself, wrote an anecdote which perfectly describes who she is and there is no way I could put it better. She was writing about her first visit back to the doctor after he had released her from rehab, when she passed the test to walk in a straight line. 

			“The first time I saw him, he asked me how I was. I told him that the only thing was that I couldn’t stop laughing at everything, even if I wasn’t supposed to. I remember that he had a great big box of tissues on his desk. He said that there were the people who cried and there were those who laugh, and I happened to be the latter”. 

			That is who Kath is… a sparkling, glass-half-full person who would rather laugh than cry.
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