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			MARGARET ‘ANNIE’ GILLESPIE 

			in conversation with Sue Rochester

			One Christmas, she took the group to a sex shop. She describes them hobbling around on walkers. Some sent photos of their visit as Christmas cards!

			Even before I met Annie Gillespie it was obvious that she is an Australian Rules footy fan. Greeting visitors in the entrance way to her room at Murray House in Wentworth is a small AFL flag mounted from the wall. The red and white swan emblem leaves no doubt as to Annie’s affiliation with the Sydney-based team. Then, within a few minutes of my first meeting Annie, she was chuffed to proudly show me a letter from Barb Cullen, an archivist for the Sydney Swans. The letter, dated March 9, 2022, is a certificate of appreciation, thanking Annie for “organising the raffle program when the South Melbourne Football Club relocated to Sydney”. It was during the mid-1980’s when Annie’s fundraising team, affectionately called Ocker’s Locker, was crucial to the club, both historically and financially. It had been a tremulous time in the history of the South Melbourne Football Club with both flailing memberships and serious financial difficulties, culminating in 1982 when the club played all its home games in Sydney.
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			Annie’s letter of recognition of her fundraising efforts

			In 1983 the Club moved its operations permanently to Sydney. Then in August 1985, Dr. Geoffrey Edelsten became chairman of the ownership group. Edelsten was a flamboyant personality and Annie enjoyed her fundraising time working with the ‘Locker’.

			Although she was named Margaret Anne when born, she has always been called Anne or Annie. Born in Mildura, Annie was an only child. She attended Mildura Primary and Mildura High Schools before leaving school at sixteen. Her favourite subject at school was sport and the love of various sports has been a highlight throughout her life. At the very tender age of sixteen, she left Mildura and moved to Ballarat with a friend. They lived in an old house that had been divided into four separate flats. As Annie began to describe the house and its location on the corner of Sturt (Ballarat’s main street) and Pleasant Street, across from the Ballarat City Oval, I immediately knew the house Annie was describing. I also intimately knew the backyard with its old horse stable and the long, enclosed verandah which gave access to the back flat where Annie had lived. How did I know that house so well?

			Because twenty-two years later, I lived in that same flat at 1401 Sturt Street. Even if Annie and I are mistaken in our recall, which I doubt, it makes for an amazing coincidence! And the connections between Annie and I didn’t stop there. For the ‘Mallee Living Histories’, I interviewed Annie on Tuesday afternoons before driving to the Coomealla Club to play indoor bowls. Annie also plays indoor bowls on Tuesday afternoons at Murray House.

			While in Ballarat Annie worked at a factory manufacturing shoes. She still loves the earthy smell of raw leather. Her job involved placing almost completed shoes on a machine that closed the back of each shoe over the heel and ankle. About three years later, Annie took the opportunity to relocate to Melbourne where she secured a job with Paragon Shoes. In the early 1960’s, Paragon was the largest manufacturer of high-quality women’s shoes in Australia. Annie described the shoes as “being popular, with heels that were extremely high”. There is now an exhibition of 88 items from Paragon shoes circa 1916 to 1993 on perpetual display at Museums Victoria in Melbourne.

			Annie lived at 79 Alfred Crescent, North Fitzroy near the Edinburgh Gardens, a short walk from the Paragon factory. At the time, Paragon Shoes was owned by Alexander ‘Lex’ Davison, a professional racing car driver and four times winner of the Australian Grand Prix. The only other driver to win the event four times is the seven times World Champion, Michael Schumacher. Drivers who win the Australian Grand Prix are now awarded the Lex Davison Trophy.

			In 1957, Davison was also the recipient of the top Australian motor sport award, the Confederation Gold Star. Despite his fame and motoring commitments, Davison often visited his employees at Paragon Shoes. Annie thought he was a good boss and Davison was generally described by employees as “generous, cheerful and friendly”. His wife, two sons and three of his grandchildren, successfully followed Lex into competing in motor sports. Sadly, on February 20, 1965, Davison had a heart attack while practising at Sandown Racetrack in Melbourne and died from an ensuing crash. He had turned 42 a few days earlier. Davison’s wife, Diana, his sons Jon and Richard and three of his grandsons, Alex, Will and James Davison, all became competitive racing car drivers. Annie still follows the careers of the Davison family members, and she informed me that Lex’s grandson, Will Davison, who won the Bathurst 1000 in 2016, had last won a race on April 5, 2022.

			The conditions for employees were good at Paragon where Davison employed a full-time industrial nurse at the factory. It proved to be very fortunate for young Annie, who was now twenty-two. The nurse drew Annie’s attention to a blood stain on the back of Annie’s blouse. It proved to be seepage from a melanoma. Annie returned to Mildura to have the melanoma surgically removed. When Annie returned to Melbourne, she worked at Sasha shoes in McKean Street, also in North Fitzroy, before taking a job with Hertz Car Rentals in 1971. She was employed as a chauffeur. Her job often entailed chauffeuring celebrities who were staying in Melbourne, taking them to and from their gigs. Among these celebrities were Harry H. Corbett, an English actor famous for his role in the comedy series, ‘Steptoe and Son’ and members of the iconic rock group, ‘The Rolling Stones’. She also drove the ‘Carry On’ star, Sid James, around for three or four months. In October 1971, the immensely popular comedy duo Peter Cook and Dudley Moore began performances in Melbourne for their ‘Behind the Fridge’ tour of Australia. It was Annie’s job to transfer Cook and Moore to and from the theatre for their performances. She also drove them to the 1972 Melbourne Cup. When Annie first picked up the duo from Tullamarine Airport, they didn’t want to go straight to their hotel. Instead, they asked Annie to drive them to the construction site of the West Gate Bridge. It had been twelve months since a 112 metre span of the bridge had collapsed killing thirty-five construction workers and injuring eighteen others on October 15, 1970. Cook and Moore wanted to visit the bridge to pay tribute to a friend of theirs who had died when the span collapsed.

			Through her job, Annie met and became friends with Annette Brown, who was also a chauffeur for Hertz. Annette had previously worked as a swimwear model until she was on a pedestrian crossing on the corner of Swanston and Flinders Streets, Melbourne. Tragically, she was hit by a drunk driver and sustained injuries that resulted in scarring from her shin to the upper thigh. It abruptly ended her modeling career.

			The two women would have impromptu racing competitions to see who could drive from Bourke Street in the City to Essendon Airport in the quickest possible time. Annie was to become godmother to one of Annette’s children. Years later, on June 17, 2008, Annie was shocked and upset when she watched a news report about her old friend, who was then fifty-seven. Annette had been shot and killed the previous evening in a car park at Chelsea Heights, a suburb of Melbourne, by her estranged partner. She had earlier taken out a restraining order against him. It’s alleged that the ex-boyfriend had then shot and killed himself.

			In 1969, when Annie was twenty-six, she decided to respond to an advertisement seeking to recruit women interested in playing lacrosse. Annie had previously played softball and basketball, so she decided to add lacrosse to her list of sports. Lacrosse was first played by Native American Indians and was originally known as stickball.

			(Later, it was developed by non-indigenous Canadians. Lacrosse was first introduced into Australia for men in 1876 and has been a sport for women since 1904. In 1969 there had been a series of women’s lacrosse matches played by visiting teams from both the USA and the UK. It sparked an increase in interest in the sport).

			As part of Annie’s training, she would run along St Kilda Road from her home in North Fitzroy to Bell Street, approximately ten kms, almost every day. By chance Annie met a fellow runner, who was fascinated that Annie was training alone for her sport. The man’s name was Kevin Murray, and he was interested in helping her with her training regime. Murray was not only the captain of Fitzroy, a Victorian Football Club, he was also the 1969 recipient of the prestigious Brownlow Medal for Best and Fairest in the Victorian Football League. Murray invited Annie to join the team’s training sessions. Annie accepted Murray’s invitation and she began training with the Fitzroy footballers. At that time, she was probably the only woman training with the Fitzroy Football Club.

			Shortly after Annie commenced playing lacrosse plans got underway for the formation of the inaugural Australian Women’s Lacrosse team with the intention of touring both Britain and the United States in 1972. Annie was selected as team captain, and she coached team members selected from the Victorian clubs. They trained together at Royal Park. Unfortunately, there was no opportunity for the whole Australian team to practice together as some team members were based in other states (either South Australia or Western Australia).

			The tour commenced on March 6, 1972. It was largely funded by the players themselves. The cost was around $3,000 per player which in those days was enough for a deposit on a house! To decrease costs the team was billeted at times by families in both the UK and the USA. This not only reduced the costs for team members but also allowed for networking between the countries leading to improvements to the style of play being practised in Australia. It also fostered some life-long friendships. The team’s playing shoes were donated by Ron Clarke on behalf of Adidas. Clark was an outstanding Australian Olympic track and field athlete, who at one time held every world record from 2 miles to 20 kilometres. Adidas also offered the team members other items at a reduced cost. The Australian Wool Board designed the off-field uniform, and the on-field featured embroidered wattle flowers. (The designer, Carla Zampatti, was to become one of Australia’s most successful and enduring fashion designers).

			The host countries were responsible for travel details and official events, training sessions, the scheduling of venues and the timing of matches. Official receptions for the Australian team were coordinated through the office of the Australian Prime Minister, William (Billy) McMahon. The first official event was an afternoon reception at the Australian Ambassador’s residence in Rome, even though lacrosse was probably not a sport played in Italy.
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			Before arriving in Europe, the team had a stopover in Hong Kong where they played an exhibition game in Kowloon, and another at Hong Kong University against the university’s men’s team. The games were followed by a twelve-course dinner!

			Unfortunately, while in Hong Kong Annie developed an infection in her toe. She was unable to wear shoes and was forced to wear a sock over the infection site. This was extremely disappointing for the entire team because Annie was unable to play in any of the matches while on tour. It was an unpleasant experience, not only because of the disappointment of having their captain sidelined for the tour, but because in some European countries it is not unusual for people to spit on footpaths. Often Annie’s sock would become moist with ooze from the wound, as well as the excrement on footpaths.

			Sightseeing in Europe included visiting the Trevi Fountain, the Colliseum, Moulin Rouge, and the Palace at Versailles. The team also visited the Olympic Village in Munich which was still under construction prior to the Games of the XX Olympiad due to begin in August 1972. They also visited the Nymphenburg Castle while in Munich before travelling to Paris for final training sessions. Two training sessions were held at the Bois de Boulogne, a public park since 1852. It is the second largest park in Paris, and is about two and a half times the size of Central Park in New York, but slightly smaller than Richmond Park in London. Features of the Bois de Boulogne include a landscaped garden with lakes and a waterfall, a zoo, an amusement park, and two horse racing tracks. The Bois de Boulogne is also the location of Stade Roland Garros, the home of the French Open tennis tournament.

			The team flew into Scotland on March 17, 1972 before playing their first international match the following day at Largs, a town in North Ayrshire, Scotland, about fifty kms from Glasgow. The Australians sadly lost the match, 3 to 13. Prior to the tour the team had only played against each other as rival state teams and there had been no opportunity for the full team to train together, prior to their departure. That evening the girls were guests at a private home and were entertained by a bagpipe player and Scottish dancing. While in the UK, receptions were held for the team by the Lord Mayor of Liverpool at the Liverpool Town Hall and at Australia House in London, with the Australian High Commissioner. They also enjoyed a dinner at the Tower of London! The team played a total of eleven games in Britain against Scottish, Welsh and English teams, county teams and a team representing Britain, before flying to the USA on April 10. A further six games were played in the USA. The team continued their sightseeing and visited an Amish Village, Fifth Avenue New York, the Statue of Liberty, and Disneyland. They attended horse races at Suffolk Downs with the sixth race named the Australian Women’s Lacrosse Team’s race.

			One of Annie’s favourite nights during their time sightseeing was the night the team spent in Las Vegas. It had taken two attempts to fly from New York because during the first flight the plane had to return to New York due to a fuel shortage. But they managed to make the journey the second time. The girls visited the MGM Grand Las Vegas, a hotel and casino. The casino manager advised the girls as to which poker machines to play and suggested that they wear their team uniforms because “People like the Aussie accent. Fair dinkum!” It was great advice.

			Annie had taken a koala shaped cushion with her on the tour and of course the cushion accompanied the team to the casino that night. Annie said, “It was incredible. Money was just falling out of the poker machines”. Also, Annie still has a huge American $1 coin that the manager gave to each of them. They were also given other souvenirs at the casino including ashtrays, pens, packs of cards, solid $1 coins and an MGM Hotel dice, as used at the tables. The manager was right, “People liked Aussie accents” and they were shouted Tom Collins cocktails during the evening. Extensions were carried out in 1993 to the MGM Grand and it is currently the largest hotel in the world with 6,852 rooms. Annie told me that the 64th Annual Grammy Awards were to be held on April 3, 2022, at the MGM Hotel. It was to be the first time the Awards had been held in Las Vegas.

			By the end of the tour, the team had played seventeen games and finished with four wins and a draw. They had one international win over Wales, a county win over East, and a draw with the South in Great Britain. In the USA they had wins over New Jersey and New England. They travelled back to Australia via Tahiti, Fiji and Noumea, arriving home on May 5, 1972. The team had not only gained practical experience, but they were able to incorporate a more competitive approach to the style of game played in Australia. In 1995, the Australian women’s team won the Inaugural Under Nineteen World Lacrosse Championships. The Australian Women’s Senior team is the only team ever to beat the USA in a senior title game and the only other team to win the coveted Senior Women’s World Cup, twice, in 1986 and then again in 2005.

			Annie’s involvement with lacrosse included coaching both the Victorian and Australian teams. However, she stopped playing when her health began to deteriorate. To help research Annie’s story I emailed the Australian Lacrosse Association and within an hour I received a phone call from Steve Campbell, the Lacrosse Sports Development and Operations Coordinator. Annie was delighted when Steve emailed a certificate stating, “The Australian Lacrosse Association hereby recognises Anne Rowe as the 13th Australian women’s team player selected to represent Australia”. He also contacted Vivienne Parker-White, a fellow player from the 1972 Tour who sent photos and well wishes to Annie.

			During her time playing lacrosse, Annie continued to work for Hertz. Hertz provided information booths for the Royal Easter Show in Sydney and Annie moved to Sydney in April 1973 where her job as an events coordinator and supervisor included holding daily meetings to inform staff about events, supervising lost children and assisting the public with their enquiries. She worked for a further five years as events coordinator. She also worked at a book warehouse and studied for four years on-line through Grafton TAFE. The original course was focused upon lifestyles which included learning about dementia. This inadvertently led to her completing her studies and later becoming a Diversional Therapist. “I didn’t choose to do Diversional Therapy. I just kept on with Lifestyles and that’s what became of it”.

			After leaving Hertz, Annie worked for Drake Personnel Employment Agency for four years counselling unemployed people, and for the Ford Motor Company as a Complaints Officer. At the 1980 Royal Easter Show Annie met her future husband, Kerry Gillespie who had entered cattle in the show.

			Annie describes the role of a Diversional Therapist as someone who “diverts the illness of patients and takes away their problems”.

			Diversional therapists design and facilitate leisure and recreation programs to provide an hoslistic approach to enhance wellbeing for a range of clients. They work in variety of settings including aged care and disability services. My sister-in-law was also a diversional therapist working in a residential village while annie was studying at grafton tafe … Sue.

			Annie says, “I went to pick up milk for the office ... and found a hubby!”

			They shifted to Melbourne in November 1980 where they lived in a large house near a tram line in Albert Park. It was there that Annie studied cosmetology. This enabled her to run a business, ‘The Nail Affair’, providing manicures and pedicures. After just six months, the owner offered to sell the business to Annie, and she accepted. But she was to sell the business three months later when she married Kerry. They married on June 8, 1981. They lived briefly with Annie’s mother before shifting to Queensland. Kerry worked on a dairy farm as well as commuting to Adelaide and Melbourne, working as a chef.

			From 1982 until 1984 they managed a caravan park on North Stradbroke Island, situated in Brisbane’s Moreton Bay only thirty kms from the centre of the city. The island is the second largest sand island in the world after Fraser Island. Annie thought it was a great place to live and, “That was our honeymoon”. After leaving North Stradbroke Island they shifted to the north coast of New South Wales. They bought a house in Roberts Creek Road, Brushgrove situated on the southern end of Woodford Island. At thirty-seven square kms, Woodford Island is the largest inland island in the southern hemisphere. Brushgrove was once a major trading town for timber, particularly red cedar, as well as sugar and other agricultural goods, due to its location on the Clarence River. Here, for four years, they ran the restaurant at the historic Brushgrove Hotel.

			In 1993 Annie lodged a submission for government funding to set up a respite facility in Maclean, a little over one hundred kms north of Coffs Harbour and twenty-one kms northeast of Brushgrove. She received a $98,000 grant to rent a house, known as Maclean House, in Rannoch Avenue. The house had been featured in the 1987 Australian mini-series ‘Field of Fires’ but was called Silkwood House in the television series. The house had accommodation for the respite care of seven patients and their families. It also had a “massive enclosed and fully paved back garden with pecan and hazelnut trees”. Annie’s role was as coordinator, employer, and recruitment officer, overseeing fourteen volunteers.

			In November 1998, Kerry and Annie returned to Sunraysia to live in Wentworth. Commencing work on Australia Day, 1999, Annie worked as a diversional therapist and coordinator at Mildura Day Care. Annie also studied at Sunraysia TAFE to become a private investigator before working as a security guard for Fort Security. She then worked as a Diversional Therapist at Wentworth District Hospital for ten years. In 2003, Annie was also working shifts at the Midway Centre Day Care in Gol Gol. She was concerned about the lack of activities amongst the men, particularly the widowers.

			“Women seem to have less problems maintaining a network of friends and activities once they became widows as they were often involved with craft groups and other activities”. She decided to initiate a program for men called Men on the Move.

			Each week she would drive members of the group in a minibus to various locations to enjoy a variety of activities, often consulting the yellow pages to source ideas for destinations. Destinations included a fish farm at Red Cliffs, a free-time trip to Adelaide, and a trip to Hay to visit the Shearers’ Hall of Fame. The group also enjoyed a cruise down the Murray River on the PS Melbourne with Skipper Albie Pointon. Annie was able to take them ‘free of charge’. She would make sausage rolls and place them in tea towels and fill up thermoses for tea and coffee. Every year they would attend the dog trials on the Thursday before the Wentworth Show.

			One Christmas, the group visited a local sex shop. Annie described the members hobbling around on their walking frames and thoroughly enjoying the display of all the various ‘toys’ the shop had to offer before taking photos to record their visit. She says some photos were sent to relatives as Christmas cards. The Men on the Move program is still running and three of the original members now also live at Murray House. During this time Annie and Kerry looked after Annie’s mother, up until she died on February 2, 2015, at the age of 97.

			In 1989 Annie was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes which means that she is dependent upon insulin. Unfortunately, her diabetes has been difficult to control and has caused serious complications. Annie had a stroke in 2018 and was admitted to Murray House on December 27, 2018. The following year Annie’s kidneys began failing. While undergoing a very uncomfortable two-hour long x-ray, it was revealed that Annie had an aneurysm in the left side of her heart, and she was sent to Adelaide for emergency treatment. In 2020, a lack of blood circulation in Annie’s left leg resulted in the amputation of her leg.

			So, what’s life like as a resident of Murray House for Margaret ‘Annie’ Gillespie? Well, Annie sees her husband Kerry daily. He is a volunteer at Murray House coordinating activities for residents and working in the reception area. Annie plays carpet bowls with a dozen other residents on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons with the men playing against the women. She also enjoys ten pin bowling as an outside activity when possible. Every Saturday Kerry walks Annie home in her wheelchair in order that they can spend time together. Of course, Annie would prefer to live at home but to do so would require major changes, particularly to their bathroom. Annie says she enjoys the relationships she has with the staff, and this is evident from the friendly banter I have also enjoyed when I’ve been with Annie. Last Christmas the cook at Murray House gave Annie a light green and yellow budgerigar. His name is ‘Aussie’ and he is a delightful chirpy bird. Aussie’s cage sits on a table near Annie, and he will sit on Annie’s finger when coaxed. Aussie also loves to imitate Kerry’s whistle. Annie’s life has been filled with amazing encounters with various people over time and her precise recall has been a bonus in writing her story. There have been many more stories Annie has shared but these are the parts of her life story that Annie is most keen to share.
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			Victorian Women’s Lacrosse Team, 1971

			I have really enjoyed my time with Annie. I am especially admiring of the beautiful bunches of flowers that Kerry brings in from their garden every week. Annie and I both married our husbands in 1981. While mine doesn’t give me flowers from our garden, he occasionally gives me garlic!! 
Sue.
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Mrs Annie Gillespie
Murray House Aged Care
3137 Murray St

Wentworth NSW 2648

March 9, 2022
Dear Annie

On behalf of the Sydney Swans may | thank you for your tireless work in
organising the fundraising raffle program when the South Melbourne Football
Club relocated to Sydney.

Your passion and commitment to the Sydney Swans was much appreciated.

We hope you enjoy following the Sydney Swans now. Hopefully you will be:
able to celebrate a Swans Premiership very soon!

Thank you again for your wonderful fundraising efforts.
Kind Regards

Vo Buetss

Barb Cullen
Sydney Swans Archivist
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