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Introduction

Our middle-age years are our peak years, not a decline towards a wretched old age.

Over the last century medical science has given us an extra 25 years of life, and it is predicted our longevity will continue to steadily increase.1 This is cause for celebration, but the implications of this demographic shift are profound and one of the biggest challenges we face this century.

At age 80 we have both experienced the ambivalence that accompanies ageing. While life continues to offer opportunities and enjoyment, physically we are slower; our bodies need more maintenance. We are often asked how we have managed to stay engaged and productive. The answer is through continual reinvention, particularly in the middle years.

It is a given that to age successfully we must accept responsibility for looking after ourselves to the best of our ability, physically and mentally, that we make an effort at every stage of life in terms of continued learning and adapting as the circumstances governing our work, purpose and relationships change over a longer life span. But self-responsibility is not enough.

In 1651, the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, writing about the social contract, warned that without a strong central government man reverts to his natural state of self-interest and life is ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and short.’2 Today, without government playing a strong role, life is going to be solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and long.3

This book addresses the need for a complete rethink about the nature of middle age and how Australian society will be changed by the needs and demands of a growing number of active middle-agers in search of purpose throughout a longer life. For too long governments have ignored the fact that a rapidly ageing population will have particular needs, and that a civilised world must adapt to service those needs. Rather late in the day there are some attempts to patch up a fraying system, but during the 2016 election campaign there was no evidence major parties on either side were giving any thought to how our social structures, personal relationships, education systems and work patterns need to adapt.

A longer life span has brought changes at every life stage. The period of childhood and youth now extends to about age 25. Youth has been extended by longer schooling, later entry into the workforce, living at home longer and greater dependence on family resources. From there we enter maturity (25–49)—a time of commitment to our chosen work and partner. During this stage most of us venture out from the home we grew up in and lead independent lives. Most have children and we all learn from the adventures life throws at us. We become knowledgeable contributors to society with skills and improved emotional intelligence. By 50, as we enter middle age (50–75), we are at the mid-point of our productive adult life. We have been broadened by our experiences; we know who we are.

This is our peak; these years are the gift medical science has given us.

Old age comes at around 75, much later than it did a few decades ago. But for many, even 75 is not ‘old’ in the sense of frailty and decline, for there may well be another 25 years ahead. We don’t see these age brackets as fixed or uniform stages but as a way of thinking about our longer life journey to help shift policy in a more positive direction.

We need a radical and creative rethink of the way we should structure a 100-year life. By 2060, 25 per cent of Australia’s population will be over 65 years of age. In 2012 there was one person aged 100 or over for every 100 babies born. By 2060 there will be about 25 centenarians for every 100 babies born, and by 2100 it is anticipated that there will be more people aged 100 or older than babies born each year. There are already more than 7 million Australians in those peak years of 50–75; they cannot be ignored.4

A new approach will be one based on lifelong engagement in family, community and leisure activities, in active work and in ongoing education—learning and retraining as our interests and circumstances change. Both men and women are likely to spend time out of the workforce tending to family responsibilities, moving in and out of full-time or part-time work and sharing household and caring tasks. Community and volunteer work can combine with paid employment as everyone needs respite from the pressures of full-time work. We will have to live with unpredictability, and we will have to learn how to be active in forging change, not just passively adapting to what happens along the way.5

At present, our policy discussions fail to address the new realities of longevity. Too much emphasis is placed on the individual’s responsibility to adapt as circumstances change. Important though that is, unless the institutions of our society—the structures of government, the law, workplaces, service-providers and educational and community organisations—are designed to support a longer-living community, individual choice is a phantom. We are not all born equal, not all educated to the same level, not all enjoying the same resources. Action is needed at the policy level as well as within individual lives.

In many ways, we are still bogged down in the false perception that 50 is the beginning of ‘old age’. South Australia’s Ageing Plan, for example, has been based on interviews with Australians over 50; 50 is often a benchmark for redundancy at work; 50 is the qualification age to join the University of the Third Age and the age at which some suggest we are like Mr Magoo, the dumpy old comic retiree of cartoon fame, requiring a black-box in the car to be allowed to retain a driver’s license.6

In contrast to the usual media image of miserable oldies whiling away their retirement years, the reality is that many Australians in their middle age are approaching old age positively, engaging in activities that give meaning and satisfaction to their lives. Still more needs to be done to break down the negative stereotyping of ageing and the resulting feelings of uselessness that many people experience because some in society want to put those over a certain age out to pasture.

We argue the solution is twofold. It lies with the middle-agers themselves, along with enlightened political leadership providing radical and innovative policies to restructure society. The middle-aged are a largely untapped resource of human capital that will be critical for future economic growth. These middle years are as important and meaningful as any lived earlier and can be used to contribute and find satisfaction in a range of activities and in ways previous generations have not been privileged to access. Most middle-agers will need to continue to work and to continue learning. They cannot, in any pejorative sense, be labelled as ‘old’.

The term ‘middle age’ usually conjures up decline. The historical Middle Ages followed the fall of the Roman Empire and were marked by calamities including famine, plague and war—which significantly diminished the population of Europe—along with religious disputes, interstate conflicts, civil strife and peasant revolts. However, the late Middle Ages heralded the cultural and technological developments that transformed European society, leading to the Renaissance and the Age of Discovery. They were peak years. That is the relevant analogy for our propositions.

Every day of our lives should count, whatever age we are. The future we all face will demand constant adaptation, re-education and reinvention as our family circumstances, interests and needs, as well as wider geopolitical challenges, shift. We need a coherent plan for this future, an on-going conversation and action on all fronts. This book describes the dramatic changes that are affecting our family relationships, workplaces, education, health and wellbeing and offers some insights on where we need to go from here.

Sigmund Freud is credited with saying ‘Love and work are the cornerstones of our humanness’, that in order to be adult there are two imperatives: meaningful work and the achievement of love, a reciprocal giving of self to another, a transcendence of the ego through empathy and mutual exchange that drives the life force and adds purpose to living. Unless the two are in some sensible balance, our lives will be out of kilter, with dissatisfaction rife.7

We have added a third imperative: learning. Both work and love involve learning, finding and developing our skills, engaging our emotions, adapting and reinventing ourselves as our life activities and personal relationships evolve and change. In our rapidly changing digital world, learning and re-learning are essential to the maintenance of purpose throughout our longer lives. With the prospect of a life stretching well into the 90s, the ability to reinvent, change direction and work flexibly to earn a living, as well as to have a satisfying personal life, will be ever more crucial.

When we started out as young high-school teachers in the late 1950s, the expectation was that the husband would be the provider. He would stay in the same job, perhaps moving up the career hierarchy to become a school principal or even a schools’ inspector. The woman was expected to marry, stop working, have children and make a career as a housewife, since one male wage should be enough to support a family. We did not conform. In our late 20s we left our teaching careers and suburban life to pursue overseas studies. We returned to a changing Australia, which opened up new career opportunities in policy making, communication and education. In our late 40s we made further career changes. Our lives have been an ongoing adventure, finding new pathways, especially in the second half. Our 70s continued to be productive in new ways, unencumbered by the confines of a particular job or career trajectory.

The ‘reinventors’ described in Part Two of this book are exemplars of defying the limitations placed on them by discriminatory work, social and cultural practices. They refuse to be invisible and live their lives waiting on the sidelines to go to ‘a better place’. They are in no way ‘a disaster waiting to happen’, ‘a burden on the economy’, or an ‘obstruction to the opportunities young people seek’. They are thriving and their stories demonstrate imagination, resourcefulness, tenacity, courage, innovation and creativity, for they have reinvented their journeys as pioneers in living longer lives well and appreciate the fact that every day counts.

The post–World War II generation known as the Baby Boomers have been lifelong disrupters: they’ve changed the face of the workplace, the nature of family relationships and the place of women in society. They are now changing the definition of middle age and what it means to grow old. For them, and for all future middle-agers, growth, not decline, is the operative word.


PART ONE

REINVENTION

Living with Longevity


I was beginning a life that was more like a life in the twenty-first century than the twentieth: of sudden shifts and changes of plan, of doors that unexpectedly slam shut and others that open to unimaginable vistas of possibility; of foreshortened careers and betrayed promises and long friendships; of resurrected projects and new ways of handling old obligations; of life not as a plan but as a response, or a series of responses.

Bob Ellis, In His Own Words, 2016

If a man ascended into heaven and gazed upon the whole workings of the universe and the beauty of the stars, the marvellous sight would give him no joy if he had to keep it to himself.

And yet, if only there had been someone to describe the spectacle to, it would have filled him with delight. Nature abhors solitude.

Cicero, 150 BCE




ONE

Perceptions of middle age

While pioneering individuals are embracing longevity and their ranks are swelling, few politicians seem to understand that a longer life span is not an economic burden but a bonus that, if managed intelligently, can be a benefit to all. We need enlightened debate to help inform political action for major structural reforms. The media have significant power in this important discussion but too often diminish and trivialise the issues by presenting stereotypes and clichés depicting deterioration in middle age and burdensome old age.

Middle-aged people dread becoming like the confronting images of the aged they regularly see: grey or bald, arthritic and shrunken, wrinkled and ugly, drooling and demented, boring and irrelevant. The process begins, we are told, at 50. This is utter nonsense, but damaging all the same. According to studies by the American National Institute of Ageing, negative stereotypes not only affect how others view the middle-aged, but how they view themselves, and can even adversely affect their health and longevity. Persistent images of the ‘ageing’ as senile, frail or confused, can become debilitating self-fulfilling prophecies that actually make people walk more slowly, hear and remember less well and even affect their cardiovascular system.1

The way many middle-agers deal with these images is with denial: ‘That won’t be me.’ Or, ‘they have midorexia: a belief that you have hit peak hot and—all things considered—are pretty good for your age.’2

The media perpetrate the view that to be useful in life and work we need to be young and dynamic and comply with a certain image. The majority of people simply don’t look like the clones in the magazines or the newsreaders on television and want to be accepted as their naturally ageing selves. We need to see more middle-agers, including those from our diverse cultures, on our screens.

The media could play an important part in our understanding of the processes of ageing. Depictions of lives, families and personal relationships have changed gradually since television was introduced in the 1950s, as the media have reflected social changes in the family and in the representation of women, blacks, ethnic groups and gender-diverse people. It is the late middle-aged generation, the fastest-growing demographic group of all, who are largely missing. Men, generally, fare better than women. Society is a mix of individuals, not a ‘mass market’ and gradually the media are being forced by declining and fragmenting audiences to respond. In the debate on ageing we want to see the media take a more proactive role.

David Bowie’s death in January 2016 caused outpourings of grief from all age groups around the world but none more so than the current middle-agers for whom he was a companion in getting older: he had created a soundtrack for their lives. David Cameron, the British Prime Minister, called him a master of reinvention. Bowie challenged the norms and he took people with him. He supported difference, influencing millions, by creating avant-garde music and fashion. He could not have done this without the power of the media, which he harnessed right to the end, with his final album written and produced while he was dying.3

Bowie understood the mass media as a vehicle to orchestrate society’s values and he exploited their power brilliantly to convey his ideas about life and its meaning. He is credited with moving men’s fashion away from the tailor to embrace the alternative and the artistic. His work across decades demonstrates how cultural attitudes can be changed and life in middle age can be reinvented. Significantly, Bowie made androgyny cool and played on the concept of gender fluidity which has come such a long way in 40 years.4

Today’s middle-agers dress as they please. Fashion is less formal. There is no one single fashion trend and body shape doesn’t seem to inhibit what anyone wears. The women’s fashion chain Blue Illusion caters to the over-40s. Featured on the front of their 2016 Australian Autumn/Summer catalogue was 94-year-old New York style icon Iris Apfel, who wears clanking bangles, ropes of fat beads, fur collars and lush colours. Her dress style encourages women to wear what they want, to forget their age and dress for fun.5

The revolutionary changes we have seen in fashion over recent decades would not have occurred without mass media organisations popularising the trends. But getting these institutions on side in supporting social change in the public interest is a more complex and challenging task. Bowie got there by defying the establishment while bringing his audience with him, thereby making money for all involved in the process.

That’s the dilemma. No matter how much the fourth estate and broadcasters proclaim they are there to inform us, reflect the culture and act in the public interest, the commercial media’s overriding objective is to make a profit for shareholders by attracting the biggest audience they can to thereby maximise their advertising revenue. So getting them to cater for and represent sections of the market such as children, women, the middle-aged, the ‘old’ old, ethnic groups and those who are disabled or sexually fluid is like taking on the task of Sisyphus pushing the rock up the mountain. New forms of media, however—just as they are changing so many aspects of our lives—are facilitating progress in representing minority groups as they fragment and diversify.

Governments have recognised these industries require regulation in the public interest. The media had to be forced to support Australian culture, and they learnt there was money to be made when they did, for we wanted to hear our own voices. Now we want to see ourselves as we grow older.

The feminist movement in the Western world and the civil rights movement in the United States led to a wider representation and less sexist and racist depictions of women and blacks in contemporary film and television, as well as more realistic images of family life. In the 1960s and ’70s in popular series such as Leave it to Beaver and Father Knows Best, marriages were harmonious, the male partner was middle-class and a professional breadwinner, while the women were financially-dependent housewives (or secretaries) responsible for domestic work and, if single, desperate to get married. They lacked a say in major decisions and their interests were confined to trivialities. These series bore little relationship to the reality of family life.6

Working-class families, working women, the aged, unemployed, single mothers, ethnic and indigenous families got barely a mention. Gay families were nowhere on the media radar.7 Yet the reality was, only 25 per cent of families came close to the ‘ideal’ model; 42 per cent of married women were in the workforce in 1982 and two million people were on welfare support. Sole parent families were on the rise following the introduction of no-fault divorce and we were beginning to recognise that the family, as well as providing our focus of love and support, is the most violent institution in our society.

From the 1970s, multi-channel technology led to innovation in programming. Television families began to have problems, with The Simpsons (1989) becoming the most famous dysfunctional, working-class family on television. Diversified media legitimised family difference through storytelling and thus contributed to our becoming a more tolerant society.

The proliferation of gay and lesbian acting roles has come about through activism by the LGBTIQ lobby, helped again by developing technology and diversity in media distribution. Netflix introduced us to Grace and Frankie, starring Jane Fonda and Lily Tomlin, a series that deals with the complicated politics of two husbands coming out as gay late in life to their wives of 40 years. The series also shows the active sex lives of septuagenarians. Homosexual relationships at all ages have become more acceptable in mainstream cultures as a result of their acceptance in media storytelling.

We have reached a stage where Sisyphus might be getting that rock up the hill, and in some cases the media is taking a lead. The middle-aged are appearing more often in art-house movies, if not in the multiplexes. But independent cinema, with films like On Golden Pond, Driving Miss Daisy, Cocoon and Florence Foster Jenkins, has broken ground over recent years. Australian director Jeremy Sims recently explored euthanasia in Last Cab to Darwin, and Jacki Weaver has renewed her career playing the middle-aged matriarch in Animal Kingdom.

But the middle-aged audience is ready for more. In 2014 the share of tickets sold to 50–59 and 60+ year olds were at their highest level ever. Seniors’ Tuesdays, when tickets are discounted, indicate that the distributors have become aware of the value of this market. The time is coming when there will be more cinema-goers aged over 60 than under 18. So producers and distributors should get a move on in developing tailored content.

The fourth estate is also waking up to the ageing issue and the fact that the middle-aged are a profitable market. Some thoughtful opinion pieces are appearing in the press and online, but the media generally, particularly in the area of economics, still exploit and exacerbate conflict between the generations, presenting an ageing society as a burden on the economy—often ignoring the productivity of those now in middle age.

Most of the shifts in our cultural values, which have led to greater tolerance and to which the media have responded—regarding families, work, sexuality, health, housing and lifestyle—have been driven by the Baby Boomers as they have moved into middle age. So it is ironic that they are the least visible on screens.

One exception is the actor and grandmother Jacki Weaver who has had a late career revival. At 63, she was nominated for an Oscar for her role in Animal Kingdom, and at 65 repeated the achievement for her role in Silver Linings Playbook. She has moved to Hollywood where she is in demand—never out of work—and at 69 has started to entertain Broadway ambitions. She says she will rest when she’s dead: ‘You’re bloody lucky if at any age you are doing what you enjoy, but to be doing it when others are retiring…I feel I want to keep squeezing the lemon while there’s still lots of juice in it.’8

Other older actors are proving they can attract an audience. Consider the response to Maggie Smith in her role as the Dowager, ruling the roost in Downton Abbey. The series was launched in 2010 and by the end of the fifth series in 2014 it was showing in 250 territories and had become the biggest ever British television drama series export, with one-third of the audience over 65.9 At 81, Smith is a role model for middle-agers contemplating a longer life expectancy, still feisty, still in control.

The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel was a seminal film about reinvention, about people taking a second chance on life in challenging circumstances after their former life has irretrievably broken down. This film was among the highest-grossing releases in Australia, New Zealand and the UK in 2012. It succeeds because it resonates with universal truths. The characters who inhabit The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel are exemplars of the Harvard research findings about successful longevity through a positive approach to living,10 including sexual shenanigans which reinforce an important point: people do not become asexual as they age.

It is not only in screen drama that media organisations are recognising middle-agers as a market with economic pull. Kerry Stokes’ Seven West Media has bought a third of the growing news-and-lifestyle website for Baby Boomers called Starts at 60. The site will launch a range of brands and services aimed at expanding the best offerings to middle-agers, supported by advertising from companies like Australian Super, Dymocks, Connect Hearing and Hachette.11

A remaining and persistent problem in changing attitudes to the middle-aged and creating a supportive community is that the tabloids and commercial broadcasters continue to focus on conflict to attract readers, which is harming relationships between the generations. Now the middle-aged are growing in number and influence, they are a target. Opinion pieces in the press and news items on radio and television claim that the middle-agers are keeping the young out of work by staying in employment, preventing their access to the housing market by staying in their homes, spoiling their fun through lockout laws (even though they have resulted in a decrease in violent crime), not paying tax and rorting super at their expense, driving dangerously, and over-burdening the medical system. There is not much on the negative side of life the middle-aged haven’t been responsible for, it seems.

A plethora of books and newspaper articles push the line of intergenerational discord. Some are more measured than others. One British analyst points out that although the Baby Boomers swept through like a powerful wave and left behind mixed blessings for their offspring, in essence the social contract between generations held firm. Parents have always done their best despite discrepancies in wealth accumulation, housing affordability and job prospects. The broader legacies of social inequality and climate deterioration are shared by every generation and everyone, young and old, must take a stand.12

In contrast, Jennifer Rayner, in her book Generation Less, tears into ‘the oldies’ and their suggested ‘indifference’ to the fate of younger generations, using ageist language that undermines her legitimate concerns about the problems faced by young adults in trying to make their way.13 Such one-sided attacks obscure sensible analyses of the high cost of housing today, the impact of negative gearing, capital gains tax and superannuation concessions. Yes, it is more difficult to break into the housing market with median house prices greater than seven times the average wage, however deposit levels and interest rates are lower than ever before. Yes, the large HECS debts young people carry are a problem that needs to be addressed, but research done at the University of Sydney and at Monash University suggest there is very little empirical evidence to substantiate most claims about generational differences.14 While not denying the experience of being young has changed significantly and the importance of parental support in transitioning into adulthood has increased, the real story is the same as it ever was. Inequalities stem from class, race and gender. Proclaiming an intergenerational war clouds the fact that for certain groups of older people prospects are just as bad, or worse, than for many young people.

The gap between haves and have-nots encompasses the generations. Parents, where they can, are helping their kids pay education fees and buy property, but other kids are giving up work or altering their lifestyles to look after their ageing parents. They in turn will look to their offspring to help them as they age. That should be the way families work and their effective functioning should be assisted by communities that recognise intergenerational needs and work to make life fairer for all.15

The younger generations will have to face a middle age much longer than their forbears and they need to plan for it. The challenges of technology and climate change will be different from the challenges their forbears faced, and the markers of adult life may come later, but they’ll live longer and have to forge a new path to mature adulthood, as has each generation before them.

There are no strict dividing lines between age groups and there is greater variety and inequality within each generation than there is between them. Those broad economic and political shifts affect all age groups. We have to take a lifelong view of how to live well.

It would be a start if governments recognised that old age does not begin at 50 (50 can be the start of our peak years) and that policy needs to be designed around the fact we are living longer, that we will be fitter longer, want to work longer and want to be actively engaged in our communities. The young are our children and we nurture them in ways the economy does not seem to understand. A big fix is needed to address a massive revolutionary change in society.

A Ministry for Ageing, focusing simply on health and aged-care, as we have had in the past, is not the answer, and silo departments addressing bits of the ageing phenomenon in a piecemeal fashion can’t do the job. Decisions about superannuation do not sit separately from decisions about access to employment, housing, retirement, pensions and healthcare. Employment does not sit separately from lifelong education and training. Health and wellbeing are closely related to media imagery.

The longevity revolution requires a super portfolio with a cross-disciplinary approach that addresses the financial, work, family, education, lifestyle, health and care issues in a whole-of-government approach. Just as the medical system needs rethinking to adapt to older patients who don’t fit the current medical model, a holistic approach is needed for general societal structural reform. The bureaucrats and politicians who are entering their peak years are not thinking about the years ahead, they are consumed by the moment, but our future wellbeing depends on creative thinking and innovative solutions, which are needed now.


TWO

Family relationships

In our youth, it barely raised an eyebrow for a man to say, proudly, ‘My wife doesn’t work, her place is in the home.’ Australians have come a long way since then, but our social values will have to shift much further if we are to accommodate diverse personal relationships and familial arrangements that arise from a longer life span.

An openness to change and the capacity to adapt are essential. We cannot afford to have government policies based on an outmoded notion of the family as a unitary model—husband, wife and kids living in a nuclear family household.1

The Baby Boomers, now older middle-agers, are unique because for the first time in history most of their parents’ generation did marry and have children. The days of bachelor uncles and spinster aunts had gone. The nuclear family of Mum, Dad and the kids became the norm and non-conformity was frowned upon.2 The Boomers grew up with most mothers at home, most fathers in a stable job earning the family income and an expectation that they would do the same. Post-war reconstruction saw a strong demand for labour, new jobs in developing industries, universal secondary schooling and free access to university, improved social services and gradually rising affluence. Looking back, they seem like good times.

Those very conditions led to a transformational shift in the nature of family life forged by the Baby Boomers. For their offspring, many of them now entering middle age themselves, opportunities are even more varied and less restricted by rigid social expectations. They have experienced extended education and greater dependence on parental support, more sexual freedom, leaving home, marriage and child-bearing at a later age, an expectation of a better quality of and equality in marriage and a readiness to separate and divorce if those expectations are not met.3

We were relatively old for the times when we married (at 23); we did not have children for a couple of years; we both continued in paid work; and we shared the housework and child-raising. Two decades later, we gave up the security of tenured jobs to shift gear from academia to television production and policy-oriented family research; and when we ‘retired’, we did not stop working but reinvented our capacity to work in a variety of productive ways.

We are the forerunners of what is now becoming the pattern. The standard family model of breadwinner and housewife was giving way to a dual-income, more equality-based model, one that may include a swapping of traditional roles as men and women move in and out of full-time work, as babies grow up, and as job opportunities change.

The Australian Institute of Family Studies, set up in 1980, found a huge gap in census statistics and its new studies showed a shift in the patterns of family formation and reformation. The stages of life were changing. Family size was shrinking, partly because of the contraceptive pill and the later average age at first marriage, but the costs of raising children were rising, with major implications for population planning, education, employment and marital relationships. The divorce bulge that followed the advent of no-fault divorce was found not to be caused by the new Family Law Act, but rather to reflect a profound change in the nature of marital relationships that had already taken place.4

The quality of a relationship mattered more than conformity to sex roles, and women were voting with their feet to opt out of unsatisfactory marriages. That has transformed not just the nature of initial marriage and family formation, but also the way middle age is experienced and the way families diversify and adapt to a longer life.5 Women were usually worse off financially after divorce, often with unfair property settlements and inadequate child support payments from fathers. Poverty became a reality for many divorced women in midlife, and the necessity for financial independence throughout life became apparent. The law was amended to enforce joint parental support (both financial and custodial) for children, but it is still true that women who divorce are more financially vulnerable than men as they move into middle age—with time out of the workforce raising children, the subsequent difficulties in finding new jobs, the gender pay gap and lower levels of accumulated superannuation adding to the problem.6

With both parents working outside the home, they had less time, more job stress and a family-resistant workplace culture. As a result, formal childcare, parental leave, family support payments and flexibility have become crucial issues.7

Once economic power shifted away from men alone, every other aspect of society reacted in new ways. Retirement no longer meant a gold watch for the man and a few years at home with the wife; it involved a whole renegotiation of work and family arrangements in the later years of life.

The more significant reality is that a stable, lifelong marriage is no longer the norm. (And many couples never officially marry, and the de facto separation rate is much higher than the formal divorce rate.) That has meant greater instability, but also a chance to start over. For increasing numbers, it is the quality of a committed relationship that is important, and the decision to start a family is often delayed until careers are consolidated. That means marriage and having a family have become a more serious, considered life option rather than a taken-for-granted step in everyone’s life course.

Middle age may mean living alone, or in a new, more independent arrangement, or in one of many kinds of intimate partnerships. Same-sex relationships are now an accepted alternative, with new implications for family policy. There are of course huge variations in cultural norms and behaviour, and adjustment to notions of women’s equality and rights in marriage lags well behind what is enshrined in Australian legislation.8

Singlehood is also on the rise: some 24 per cent of Australians were living alone in 2011, the majority of them in their middle years.9 Notwithstanding that rise, a decreasing gap between male and female life expectancies means more of those aged over 70 are remaining partnered. The research on loneliness shows that supportive relationships are the key to a healthy life, but being single does not necessarily mean being alone and lonely. Friendships and friendship groups have taken the place for many of a partner and children. There is also a rise in the number of single women in their 30s who decide to ‘go it alone’ and have a child without a partner, the numbers doubling in the last decade. This may well be an option for more women in the future, leading to further increases in rates of singlehood in middle age.10

One effect of family structural change has been the blurring of the lines between generations. It is counterproductive, in our view, to characterise the problems facing young people today in terms of intergenerational conflict. Young adults are staying at home with their parents longer and are, in many cases, becoming more like friends than immature dependents. They are moving out and back in again (sometimes with partners) through the ‘revolving door’ as education and jobs change—so the middle-age ‘empty nest’ of previous decades is no longer a common experience. That is likely to lessen the prejudice between the age groups because close interaction makes generalisations harder to sustain. If my parents are not old, frail and irrelevant, perhaps other middle-aged people are not either. The trend is worldwide in developed countries—most Western middle-aged parents now live a very different life from earlier cohorts whose children grew up and flew the nest early.11

With housing costs rising, more and more young couples are returning to the parental home to live and save for a mortgage deposit; it has even become a preferred way of living for some, as it can offer childcare support, help for ageing parents and a sharing of resources until these ‘Baby Boomerangs’ finally (if ever) leave for their own homes. Concerns about the rising cost of housing include the impact it will have on family formation and the nature of dependency in the middle years. Pushing middle-aged couples out of their family homes won’t solve the housing supply shortage or address the tax concession issues making housing affordability a genuine concern for younger generations. Assertions that the next generation is being kept out of their rightful adulthood by an older generation ignore the enormous variability within each group and the very diverse experiences of people within every generation. But rising inequality and generational shifts in circumstances do give cause for concern.

Middle age for many has become a time of continued support for offspring, often coupled with responsibility for elderly parents—the Boomers have become the ‘Sandwich Generation’. In some cases, their young adult offspring may not have a job, a partner or the prospect of truly independent living in their own early middle age. This is particularly true for less educated, unskilled men for whom middle age looms as potentially lonely and poor.12

And yet, a study of people born between 1980 and 2000 (Gen Y, or the Millennials) found one in three are worried that in their middle age they may have to help support their not-so-well-off parents.13

With a longer life, it is to be expected that personal relationships may come under strain. In cases where both husband and wife have been in full-time jobs and living busy but parallel lives, the end of paid work can mean they face a new reality together at home and have to reinvent their relationship, rekindle the romance, do new things, or risk getting angry with each other. Some find their new time freedom opens up a rediscovery of romance; for others, there are greener pastures elsewhere.

Middle age need not be seen as a crisis or a descent, but as a time when people pursue those things they have learned are important in life, and there are now fewer moral objections to doing so in unconventional ways. Change and unpredictability are possible at every point, and relationships have to be worked on carefully so that they stand up to new challenges and pressures.

While overall divorce rates have levelled off, the divorce rate for couples over 50 is increasing, and more of those in middle age have experienced divorce and may have re-partnered, separated again, or been living alone than in previous generations. The percentage of marriages lasting 20 years or more that end in divorce rose from 20 per cent in 1990 to 28 per cent in 2011.14

Grey divorce is not without its problems. Having forged one intimate relationship over a number of years, it’s not always easy to find a compatible new partner; age and value differences, stepchildren and ongoing child maintenance burdens often cause conflict. Multiple research studies show that, overall, divorce has a detrimental effect on life satisfaction, financial state, social support, community connectedness, extended family networks and intergenerational exchanges in later life, particularly for men who remarry, though single divorced men report lower overall satisfaction with life. That doesn’t seem to deter people from leaving unhappy relationships, and marriage or partnering the second time around can be a new start.15

The offspring of the Baby Boom generation grew up in the midst of this reconstruction of marriage and family life, and their perspective on relationships has been profoundly affected. It’s not so much a generational divide as a universal paradigm shift in the way the majority now see the place of sex, relationships, marriage and family in their lives.

We can expect further changes in the nature of family life as the population continues to age: serial partnerships, sexual experimentation, acceptance of same-sex marriage, and LGBTIQ identities, as well as increasing numbers of young people not marrying and having children but having ongoing relationships with partners who live separately. Relationships change and people achieve love in different ways; the way forward is to accept, adapt and make the conditions for reinventing the search for love and achieving a full adult life more accessible for everyone than it was for previous generations.

But it is not just individual choice that matters; policies and family support programs also need to shift away from outdated assumptions about family life, marriage and interpersonal relationships. Lone parenting, parental leave, flexible work structures, childcare, family tax benefits and care allowances all need to respond to changing family circumstances.


THREE

A middle-ageing workforce

Changes in family life in the last decades of the twentieth century went hand in hand with changes in the nature of work; life became much more complicated than it had been when one male breadwinner could support a family. As women became better educated and the economy shifted from manufacturing to services, sex discrimination began to give way to more open workplace practices.

Attention turned in the 1980s to the need for more family-friendly work practices and for a greater share of domestic duties to be taken on by men.1 Though there is still a lag, gender segregation by industry and the gender pay gap have been reduced and employers have re-engineered many jobs to be more flexible.2

The same attention now needs to be applied to middle-aged and older workers. Ageism is no more acceptable than is sexism, especially in a workplace where the skills and experience of people of all ages will be needed to maintain a strong economy.

While the challenges of today’s workplaces are great, we should not forget how radical changes in the postwar years were and how well Australia coped, despite disruption to entrenched attitudes and work patterns. It was women, many of whom are now middle-aged, who led the way, and it will be middle-agers now and in the future who will continue to require change.

As the workforce ages, men too will expect the option of working more flexibly, taking time out for family life, retraining and reinvention. It is likely that the workplace will have to be redesigned to make it possible to work in entirely new and varied ways, because full-time jobs will not be available or attractive to all.3

The move to a service economy has been rapid, and so the future has different implications for middle-aged men and women. Jobs in manufacturing have nearly halved since 1966. Labourers now make up less than a tenth of the workforce. Production-line workers in the car industry, for example, now face either unemployment or retraining and reinvention. By 2011, the highest-employing industry was healthcare and social assistance, and the most common positions were held by professionals, clerical and administrative workers.4 By 2018, one in every three jobs will be held by professionals, such as engineers, programmers, doctors, lawyers and teachers.

In the new service economy men, particularly young men, seem to be lagging behind, with growth in service sector jobs for women and older workers whose people-handling skills are often superior to those of younger workforce entrants. The big winners have been middle-aged women in retail sales jobs, health and social assistance areas, as well as in the thousands of new jobs in administration, education and professional consulting. The losers have been younger men in manufacturing and younger families in the mining areas of Queensland and Western Australia.5

Today, a quarter of mothers work full-time and 36 per cent work part-time, whereas only 15 per cent of fathers work part-time or not at all. Housework and childcare are thus not yet shared equally, though close to 80 per cent of young fathers already express the wish to try a compressed working week so they can take on more home duties. Only a quarter actually do, but the shift towards better parental leave flags a change in the right direction.6 That’s good news for young families, but work–family policies have still not caught up with the middle-ageing of our population.

Many in later middle age need to work, both for financial reasons and in order to maintain a meaningful and stimulating life. Unemployment, under-employment and casualisation have produced a rising inequality which is likely to continue under current employment policies, and the middle-aged may be increasingly disadvantaged. Out-of-work men aged over 50 remain unemployed longer than any other group. Many people face a long middle life of intermittent work, uncertain income and unfulfilled lifestyle expectations. One in three older Australians lives below the poverty line. Increasing numbers of people aged over 55 are applying for welfare benefits because job openings for them are in decline.7

Workplace structures, unfortunately, are out of kilter with the requirements of an ageing population, and the chief obstacle to innovative change is corporate attitudes. Many human resource managers and corporate leaders ignore the evidence for retaining and utilising the wealth of experience of mature workers.

At 50—early middle age—we are too young to retire, but too old, it seems, to get another job. That is a particular issue for those women who have taken years out of the labour force to raise children and are looking to return to work at around this age. Given that those aged 50–75 make up a quarter of the population, a closed attitude towards employing middle-aged workers doesn’t make much economic sense.

An early retirement leaves 20–30 years of finding something to do, and finding a way to pay the bills. Spending decades playing golf, cruising, or watching TV may be fine for some, but it can also mean a waste of resources, and for many a recipe for financial stress, cognitive decrepitude and depression.

Retirement as we have known it can be a major disruption to people’s lives; they’re at work one day, at home wondering what to do the next. For men in particular, it can be a shock and a threat to their sense of identity and status, especially when it’s not properly planned for. Many middle-aged men have spent little time with family and friends outside the household and so lack a support group. They can react with envy and resentment to their wives’ ongoing work and social activities. When life expectancy was shorter than it is today, retiring at 60 or 65 was seen as desirable. It makes little sense now. Not everyone will want to or be able to continue working full-time, but for many, a phased exit from full-time work to part-week, part-time, even part-year would be of great benefit.8

In the 1990s, middle-agers were encouraged to retire at age 55 or 60, even though Treasurer Paul Keating’s superannuation provisions were relatively new and so for most inadequate for financing a longer life. No one gave much thought to living to 90-plus, or to how the bills would be paid. The Hawke–Keating Government’s Accord with the trade union movement kept wage growth low in return for better services and conditions, including superannuation. People were expected to work hard, save money for retirement and then, as the image presented by the media suggested, enjoy a life of leisure. The rising cost of housing and the global economic crisis put an end to that.

Superannuation reforms helped, to a degree, but now look to be inadequate for many. Twenty-six per cent of all adult men and 37 per cent of women had no superannuation at all in 2011, and the average super balance was $193,000 for men and $105,000 for women—nowhere near enough to live on for 20 or so years, an ominous sign for future pension costs. The figures vary by age group and sex, with men aged 65–69 having a superannuation balance of $354,564 compared with women that age who have on average $249,183. For those over age 74, average accumulated superannuation savings are just $74,000,9 and though many in that age bracket own their own home, they are what is termed ‘asset-rich but income-poor’.

With interest rates low, neither bank deposits nor investment shares will generate enough income, from even substantial savings, to fund a non-working retirement, so a major revamp of our approach to lifetime work is needed.10

Yet we still have an arbitrary minimum age for pension eligibility of 65, with the government trying to push it up to 67 in 2023 and 70 in 2030. Age as such should not be the criterion. A better approach would be to allow people to work productively until they decide to retire, or face declining health, and to ensure that employers do not discriminate on the basis of age.

Although jobs requiring hard physical labour may be unattractive or not feasible as people age, it makes no sense to force productive workers in other jobs, such as management, financial services, education and the caring professions, to retire early. In the USA, Supreme Court judges work until they choose to stop or they drop, whereas in Australia High Court judges are required to retire at 70. Many political leaders (Churchill, Menzies, Reagan, Thatcher, Mandela, Hawke, for example) reached the peak of their careers in their middle and later years. Experience counts and should be valued.11

Ordinary people of working age are already anticipating their middle-age financial difficulties. More than a third of Australians over 55 are currently in the labour force, double the proportion in the 1980s. The percentage of 60–64 year olds in the labour force has jumped from 45 per cent in 2008 to 55 per cent today. There has been a 300 per cent increase in workforce participation for women over 65 since 1983.12 But it is also middle-aged workers who make up most of the long-term unemployed.13

Many casual and contract workers cannot even access long-service leave entitlements because they are lost every time a new contract is signed. Proposals for portable long-service-leave entitlements may be a way of compensating for the loss of retirement income for the 55 per cent of Australian workers who have been with the one employer for less than five years.14

A 2015 ABS survey on retirement intentions found that 20 per cent of Gen X-ers (now in their mid-30s to late 40s) intend to work beyond 70 years of age; back in 2005 only 5 per cent in that age group had that intention. Of those aged 55–59, 36 per cent intend to work beyond age 70, citing personal health and fitness as reasons but financial security as the main one. People with little accumulated superannuation say they will have to work beyond 70 just to survive.15

A 2015 Deloitte study found that 12 per cent of working-age people expected never to be able to afford to fully retire, and 64 per cent of semi-retirees wished they had worked full-time for longer. This is a real policy challenge for government and business: work structures need to change to make working longer but more flexibly in later life a feasible option.16 Retaining, retraining and valuing older middle-aged employees should be key aspects of any new workplace relations policy. The years 50–75 should be highly productive, providing a positive resource for the Australian economy and supporting individual quality of life.

Multiple studies by academics and employer groups themselves show there are many economic and productivity reasons—beyond the welfare of middle-agers themselves—for retaining middle-aged workers by changing workplace policies and cultural attitudes.17

Middle-agers are better educated than any previous generation; they are not resistant to change and have a greater depth of emotional intelligence than younger workers, an advantage in a predominantly service-based economy. They bring more acquired knowledge and life experience than do younger people straight out of training. Their knowledge of company history and their proven work practices are resources rather than handicaps. Retaining middle-aged workers in mentoring roles both reduces the costs of recruiting and training new workers and enhances productivity. The middle-aged are a huge talent pool of great depth.18

Contrary to stereotype, most middle-aged workers are computer literate: 46 per cent of people over 65 are active users of the internet, and those in their early middle years are up there with the digital natives at above 90 per cent.19 Mature workers are more committed and less likely to have left their jobs in the past year than those aged under 45.20

Experienced workers also have an advantage in engaging with older customers and suppliers. Office-works employs the full age range of workers, including those with disabilities. Bunnings hardware stores employ retired tradies to advise and help customers. Some of our major banks have recognised that late middle-agers don’t want their financial advice coming from young masters of the universe. The young may bring up-to-date learning in their fields and the energy and enthusiasm of youth, but they lack experience and acquired know-how. A healthy, productive economy needs both groups.21

Despite such clear evidence of the value of mature workers presented by key industry bodies, ageist stereotyping persists in many workplaces, with those aged over 50 often regarded as ‘old’ and not worth recruiting, retaining or retraining. Many young HR managers need a reminder that age discrimination is illegal in Australia.

There are estimated to be 2 million people in Australia aged over 50 who are not employed but would be willing and/or able to work, yet Susan Ryan’s Human Rights Commission report of May 2016 found one in four of those aged over 50 had experienced age discrimination when applying for jobs in the past two years and that age discrimination led to a third of them giving up looking for paid work.

Industrial relations should be based on a view of work as a lifelong undertaking, recognising that the young become middle-aged and old, and modifying flexibility to suit both the ages of the workers and their changing family and community responsibilities. A recent US study found the younger Millennials do not see older workers as a threat; they reject the stereotype of Baby Boomers as ‘old farts and out of touch’ and see them as partners with valuable experience they can learn from in the workplace.22 Managers need to catch up.

Deloitte Access Economics estimates the expected increase in over-65 employment (based on current trends and following the proposed raised pension age) would add $55 billion (2 per cent) to Australia’s GDP; a further increase of 5 per cent would add another $47.9 billion.23 The Grattan Institute claims the loss to Australia’s economy of not using the skills and experience of middle-aged workers is round $10.8 billion annually.24 Why is a government strapped for cash not doing more to remedy the problem?

We challenge Treasury’s negative take on population ageing and a rising so-called ‘dependency ratio’ (the number of employed workers paying taxes compared with the number of ‘dependent’ people relying on government benefits). Those relying on government assistance include children at school, unemployed youth, the sick and disabled, not just the old. The dependency ratio assumes all ‘old’ people are dependent and contribute nothing to the national economy. It ignores the rising intake of young migrant families (such as, currently, skilled Indian and Chinese) who will alter the ratio, or that a slight increase in employment by older workers, or an increase in productivity overall, would remove much of the budget deficit. It is clear there are major gains to be had from more flexibly employing older people.

The most recent intergenerational report shows that ageing as such is not the problem the government pretends it is. By 2050 there will be 2 million more children aged under ten than was anticipated a decade ago. When they enter the workforce (provided the government does its job in leading an economy that generates work opportunities and provided there is not another global collapse), the dependency ratio of old to young will not be problematic. Yet the corporate bias against mature-age workers remains prevalent.

A 2015 study by Professionals Australia found that 83 per cent of workers over the age of 45 felt their skills, experience and professional judgment were being wasted; a third said the capabilities of such workers were poorly recognised; more than half said recruitment agency personnel needed re-education about ageing stereotypes; a quarter felt they were neglected in retraining development; half said the value of their mentoring younger workers was ignored; and a third said more flexible working hours were desired but were not provided by their current employer. Those workers aged over 50 who believed they had suffered from negative stereotypes in their workplaces were less satisfied, less engaged and more likely to retire early—a kind of circular effect with damaging consequences for all.25

The crunch is that 13 per cent of those over 45 who want to stay with their current employer until the age of 70 would like to reduce their duties and responsibilities, while 39 per cent of those who want to change jobs hope to work less hard. Yet men are still judged negatively if they want to work part-time or off-site.26

The same is now true of older workers who ask for some flexibility in their work schedules. The Human Rights Commission says a third of fathers have experienced prejudice and discrimination after taking even minimal time off on parental leave. As the Human Rights Commission report puts it, ‘The real barrier to working flexibly is a cultural one.’ Now that half of all Australian households are dual-income, ‘flexible work needs to be the new normal’.27

The term ‘flexibility’ seems to have become an anathema to both employers and unions. But flexibility is not just part-time work and it need not involve exploitation. It should allow for nine-day fortnights, four-day weeks, part-year employment, longer leave breaks, staggered start and finish times, working from home, and emergency carer’s leave. Life outside the workplace is not neat and tidy and most workplaces seem to manage when someone has an accident or is ill. It should not be any more difficult to accommodate the needs of experienced workers who have much to contribute but don’t want to work in the standard way. Forward-thinking companies are showing how to adapt to an ageing workforce. The National Australia Bank introduced a program called My Future to enable more flexible work for 2000 employees over 55 because 80 per cent of their workers said they would defer retirement if they were able to work more flexibly and redesign their roles. We need more of this sort of practical response to our ageing workforce.

Emerging evidence on cognitive functioning in workers aged over 40 suggests that working 25 hours a week is conducive to effective productivity and that working long hours is harmful. In an interesting study of 6500 workers, part-time work was found to be more productive than longer working hours because stress and fatigue lowered cognitive functioning. The same results were found in a UK study that has followed 10,000 middle-aged civil servants since 1985. Tests of working memory, linguistic skills, concentration and information-processing speed improved for every hour worked up to 25 hours a week, but beyond that cognitive function steadily declined. Working more than 55 hours was found to be worse than being retired or unemployed in terms of intellectual function.28 Reduced work hours and improved productivity has always helped keep unemployment numbers down and it makes sense to think of employment in late middle age this way. Experienced workers are productive and may well be even more productive if offered reduced hours.

In April 2016, Australia’s jobless rate fell, with women gaining full-time jobs and more men than women taking new part-time jobs, a trend that worries a union movement that is concerned about security and protection of living standards. But flexibility beyond part-time work does not have to mean casualisation, though that is a growing trend. In Australia, 2 million workers are casual, with 40 per cent of them aged 15–24, and in 2013, 980,000 people were working as independent contractors.29 That trend will continue, and we need new industrial relations rules to protect workers, particularly middle-aged workers, from exploitation.

The ABS found in 2009 that around 1 million workers intended to switch to part-time work before they fully retired. But that did not necessarily mean winding down. Many middle-aged workers, free of young family responsibilities, are more mobile and are able to increase their workload and focus more fully on work.30

The links between work and family responsibilities must also be reconfigured. Caring responsibilities don’t stop when the children grow up and though the middle years may find many people still in paid work and healthy, there comes a time—often in middle age—when care of older parents has to be faced. In 2012, there were 2.8 million unpaid carers in Australia, two-thirds of them women. More than a million of them were aged 45–64, and 580,000 were over 65—the middle-aged are crucial to keeping the costs of aged care down.31

Many people in later middle age are also child-carers—for their grandchildren. The ABS found 937,000 children are looked after by their grandparents for an average of 16 hours a week, saving families (on a very low assumed hourly cost) $127 million a week in childcare payments. But many grandparents are struggling to reconcile their willingness to help young parents with their own desire and need to keep on in paid work, with 55 per cent of them cutting back on hours of paid work and altering their later life plans to accommodate family demands.

While most (84 per cent) Baby Boomer grandparents do this ‘for love’, dissatisfaction roils beneath the surface for many. This dissatisfaction is likely to grow as those in later middle age feel restricted in pursuing their own interests and want more control over their time.32

With an ageing population, it would make sense to extend the focus of leave provisions beyond parenting to the core task of caring and argue for family leave or simply carer’s leave, as many in the later middle years (both men and women) will be responsible for looking after their ageing parents, even if they have chosen not to have children of their own.

Every employer will have to face the fact that many older people will want to remain employed and are needed in the workplace. Prejudice against older people echoes an earlier prejudice against employing women, particularly married women. It’s ironic that many business leaders want less government ‘interference’ in the market yet expect government to deal with the aged via pensions and benefits while they do nothing themselves to alleviate the perceived problem of age dependency.

An extended life span fundamentally challenges conventional thinking about career arcs: it justifies rethinking a career, going back to education, retraining, moving to a new location; it even leaves time for making a few mistakes, for finding something that makes a real contribution to the social good and our personal sense of wellbeing. That means rethinking the way time is used throughout the life cycle, ensuring there is time during the longer working period for reskilling, revitalising, rethinking what it is we want to do in order to continue earning a living while leading a satisfying personal and community life.33

Exhortations to do the right thing by older employees are, of course, not enough; cost-benefit analysis makes a better case, but each company’s situation will be different. Austin Health introduced a mature-age program because many of its staff (nurses, medicos and support staff) were getting older, but their long-service leave and superannuation provisions prevented them from staying on longer. The staff negotiated a new enterprise agreement to enable them to be retained, and developed (with funding from the federal government’s Experience Plus program) a systematic ‘wellness’ approach that helps both employees and managers plan for their transition out of full-time work.34

The FMP Group, which makes automobile brake pads in Ballarat, realised that many of its workers in the 45–50 age bracket had expertise and experience that could not be replaced, and two of their key production managers were 60. But there had been little planning for replacement, retention or the transition to retirement. In meetings with its middle-aged employees, the HR team, aided by Wayne Bishop of Activetics Workforce Management and a local retiree who had experience with Centrelink, discussed retirement, superannuation provisions and personal life planning with the company. FMP then introduced a transition clause into its enterprise agreement recognising the value of retaining experienced older workers and supporting timely retirement plans so it could organise suitably skilled replacements.35

As such examples show, more sensible and sensitive approaches to an ageing workforce can be valuable to both employers and employees, as well as to the wider economy.

With more imaginative thinking, Australia could avoid the employment problems of an extended middle age. There is, in fact, no ageing crisis in Australia in comparison with other countries. China’s workforce will shrink by 80 million by 2020 because of their (now abandoned) One Child Policy and lack of immigration. Japan has had a marriage drought and a birth-rate collapse, and has no immigration replacement policy, so is ageing rapidly. Already 40 per cent of Japan’s population is over the age of 65. In comparison, Australia’s immigration program and birth rate will see its workforce grow by 1 per cent per year for each of the next 40 years.36

It’s time for government policies to be based on the notion of productive longevity, not on the notion of a fixed age for pension eligibility. The national economy would gain from creating innovative ways of keeping middle-aged workers in employment. It’s a win–win situation, if only our leaders’ slogans about innovation, jobs and growth applied to people of all ages, and continued activity was recognised as a positive, not seen as a negative for the nation.37


FOUR

Alternatives to a full-time job

Not everyone will want a paid job in late middle age and not everyone will want to continue working the way they have for decades. Interests shift, the body tires, new horizons beckon.

Nor will finding a new job and learning new skills be easy for everyone in middle age. Many in their 60s and 70s will have had enough of corporate meetings, long hours, hard physical labour, being subject to the control of others or economic exploitation. That does not mean, however, that they cannot work in other ways or find unpaid activities that give them a sense of fulfilment. All of the reinventors described in Part Two of this book have found new challenges once the imperative of earning a living has become less pressing. More and more people are opting to reinvent their lives in ways other than in traditional paid employment.

Our concept of work needs to be redefined to include unpaid work, such as care and other voluntary activities, in families and in the community. A value system based only on the dollar sign ignores the underlying foundation of reciprocal exchange, a reciprocity that is first experienced and ‘taught’ in the family and extends across any generational divide. Voluntary work is a government blind spot that has led to inadequate policy-making.

It is the parents of young children who do the bulk of unpaid voluntary work, largely because of their connections with their children’s schools, sports groups and other community activities. But volunteer work continues into middle age as caring responsibilities shift to ageing parents and as paid work for some becomes less of a priority. For many of those who retire from a paid job, voluntary work helping others in the community becomes a major focus.

More than 35 per cent of all Australian adults are involved at least once a week in some type of formal volunteering—with organisations such as sports, church, arts, education and welfare service groups. That’s 6 million people, across all age groups. But the older groups offer more.1 Those volunteering with not-for-profit organisations provide 623 million hours, the equivalent of 317,000 full-time positions. Their work is estimated to be worth $25.4 billion a year, a massive contribution to Australia’s economy and community wellbeing.2

An interesting pathway has been created by Volunteers Australia Abroad. For the last decade, it has offered opportunities and support funds for ‘retired’ people to use their experience in fields such as health, teaching, agriculture and management to work unpaid in a full-time capacity overseas. It has 3000 partner organisations in 89 developing countries. Each volunteer selected is provided with accommodation and an allowance of $1000 a month. The volunteers are people who want a larger sense of purpose than casual volunteering can bring. They welcome the intellectual challenge of adjusting to the cultural differences of another society, of adapting their skills and know-how to a different way of life.3

Fully engaged voluntary work has been described as an encore career, work with a social purpose undertaken in the second half of life. A group called Civic Ventures in the United States has helped thousands of older people start anew in an encore career,4 whereas Australian TAFE colleges have failed to develop courses to help create such careers.

Our politicians and economic planners thus need a drastic rethink about the nature of productive work. Without voluntary work on school committees, church and sports groups, social welfare agencies and charities, as well as unpaid caring and creative work and informal caring work, the economy itself would collapse, yet none of this is counted in our Gross Domestic Product. GDP ignores voluntary work and informal care work, fails to measure the value of social capital and ignores the negative costs of harm to the environment. GDP counts the value of sandwiches made in milk bars but not those made in the family kitchen. Professor Lyn Craig claims unpaid domestic and caring work amounts to 40 per cent of Australia’s GDP, but, as she puts it, ‘things that don’t get counted don’t count.’5

Another study, by Dr Lisel Dwyer of University of Adelaide in 2012, which added the estimated value of volunteering, came to a figure of $200 billion, more than the revenue generated by the mining, agriculture and retail sectors combined. In 2015, one in every eight Australians provided informal care for someone else, amounting to 1.9 billion hours of care, worth $60.3 billion, 3.8 per cent of GDP, to the national economy.6

For some, shifting gears into other work can involve setting up a small business.7 They may be motivated by financial need, a desire to do something different, or something where they have more control or a creative new interest.

The number of small businesses in Australia is growing. In June 2014, there were 2,100,162 actively trading, an increase of 20,496 since June 2013.8 It is not widely recognised that 590,000 small- to medium-sized businesses in Australia are owned by people over 55; the average age of entrepreneurs is 45, not 20-something. It is more often the middle-aged who have the experience, the capital and the know-how to create new businesses, and many by that stage are tired of working for other people and wish to strike out on their own.9 More could be done to encourage them to do so. Others manage to take a step in a new direction by studying again or retraining to enter a new profession. Life leads in many directions, new interests emerge and the end of one career can open up the chance of embarking on another. The world changes but people still find a way to be relevant.

Perhaps we all face a future where alternatives to traditional paid work will have to be found, and not just during middle age. Advances in digital technology continue to transform the nature of work itself, offering both opportunities and threats to those reaching middle age. Indeed, some predictions suggest that most of us will have to face a non-work future, where paid jobs are obsolete, and governments will have to plan for a future that is workless.10 Certainly that prospect makes alternatives to paid work such as volunteering even more important if people are to maintain a sense of dignity and community relevance in middle age.

Automated technology is developing so fast that many of the jobs we have now will disappear: production will be in the claws of robots. Wealth will still be created, but with minimal work on the part of human beings. Those in middle age will need to capitalise on their accumulated wisdom in other areas. Care work and jobs that rely on face-to-face advice and discussion will continue to offer people a way to stay in the workforce, even if via Skype. The so-called soft skills—such as leadership, problem-solving, teamwork and cross-cultural communication—will remain important in a globalised world because they are not routine and require active, personalised decision-making. Some may be poorly paid, but they can provide meaningful work for many middle-aged people who are able to regard money as of less importance than intrinsic satisfaction.

Advisers, planners, nurses, doctors, creative designers, personal trainers, yoga and massage providers, carers and therapists will always be in demand and the nature of these jobs means they can be part-time and scheduled flexibly.11 Middle-aged women may have an initial advantage in this regard. Low-risk-of-automation jobs are at present overwhelmingly occupied by women, with most job gains in 2015–16 going to those transitioning to retirement (60–64-year-old women gained most new part-time jobs and the over 65s picked up most new full-time jobs). Some traditional service sectors such as those employing lawyers, architects, engineers and accountants still favour men, however the public sector, where service delivery is a major focus, is ahead in attitudes to maternity leave and part-time work.12

Even in the personal service area, however, we will need greater digital competence than ever. CSIRO chairman David Thodey claims that 40–50 per cent of our current workforce will need training in digital skills in the next ten years, ‘not just start-ups and venture capitalists, but the disadvantaged and the vulnerable, including older people. That means six million people need to be trained.’13 This is a huge challenge for our education system but also for employers wanting their staff to keep pace with a rapidly changing economy.

How many Australian companies are as pragmatic and far-sighted as AT&T (American Telephone & Telegraph, originally Bell Corporation), which has offered its employees $50,000 each to help them retrain and re-educate themselves? American Express, Starbucks and other global corporations are now following suit. But we are yet to see smaller businesses offering in-house or paid outsourced retraining programs to their employees.

What if automation and robotisation proceeds to the point where there are literally not enough jobs to go around, leading to an unemployment rate significantly higher than the current 5.6 per cent? Where will the middle-aged sit in that scenario? Even if productivity rises and the overall economy is sound, if fewer people are working, or earning wages, how does a system dependent on consumerism and profit survive? What will all these people without paid work be doing with their lives? Our whole economic system will have to move beyond traditional notions of a fixed period of work followed by retirement, and education as preparatory qualifications rather than lifelong learning and relearning. Alternatives to paid work will become essential for all at some stage in life.

Finland will be, from 2017, the first country in the world to provide a universal basic income, an obligation-free living wage to meet every adult’s minimal living costs. Radical as it may sound, the plan would guarantee an income (about $10,000 per year for every adult plus an allowance for each dependent child) and thus (in theory) ensure continued consumption and support economic growth. It cuts through the myriad of welfare provisions with their complex means tests and recognises that poorer households actually contribute a greater percentage of their income to the economy through consumption than do the wealthy. A universal wage would reduce poverty and allow everyone to keep whatever else they earn above that wage.14 Australian policy-makers have barely begun to consider such possibilities.

We have to find new ways of working flexibly throughout the life course, so that when financial needs are high (as during the years of child-rearing and household formation) there is adequate work and income, but when those needs diminish (as during studying or in later middle age) flexible work times are still available to keep people engaged and productive.

Not all activities have to be of benefit to others. Many people enjoy the physical and social benefits of playing tennis, learning new things by travelling the world, or taking up a hobby such as painting or singing in a choir. Doing things for oneself, even fulfilling a ‘bucket list’ in middle age is worthwhile if you can afford it.

A prime example of an opportunity for self-growth in the later years is the University of the Third Age, where adults over the age of 50 can attend and/or run courses and lectures for others. It is an informal system of 152 local organisations that engages more than 46,000 middle-agers, relying on 871,000 volunteer hours, and worth an estimated $21 million.15

The Men’s Shed offers another option that can fit in around part-time work and other pursuits. It enables men without their own workshop facilities to pursue hobbies, meet with others and have time away from partners. Started in the late 1990s, the Men’s Shed movement has become an important social phenomenon in Australia, Ireland, the UK and New Zealand. Some Men’s Shed groups were set up to help unemployed men, but increasingly they are also a way to offer social contacts and meaningful activity to middle-aged and older retired men.

Numbers are growing (920 sheds were registered in Australia in 2014) and there is evidence that such engagement helps improve mental and physical health. While men on the whole are more reticent than women in sharing their emotions or personal stories, they enjoy sharing their skills and the sheds give them a chance to display their strengths and to help and learn from others. The anecdotal evidence is that the activities and the social interaction they provide give men great satisfaction and a focus in what might otherwise be very boring and lonely later middle years of life.16

Many middle-agers are seizing the initiative and revolutionising the way they live and occupy their time well beyond the social imaginings of a few decades ago. It’s not what you do that matters, as long as it gives you a sense of direction, engages the mind and body and brings you into contact with other people. There is much more that could be done at every level to encourage the ongoing participation of everyone in the task of living a satisfactory and worthwhile second half of life.

We must value the extra years that greater longevity gives us and focus on making them good years instead of years filled with dread. Everyone will get older, and our middle age should be both satisfying and productive.

If every adult were seen as a resource, not as just a dollar-producing consumer in an ever-growing ‘productivity’ system, we could transform middle age into a time of growth, both for the benefit of individuals and for the good of society as a whole. Reinventing the middle years of life is the key to that goal.


FIVE

Lifelong learning

As we live longer, we will need to learn many new things, and unlearn much of what we think we already know. With life potentially stretching into our 90s, we need to be more conscious of the importance of continued learning. Unfortunately, institutional inertia stands in the way: schools and universities are structured for top-down transmission of specialised knowledge, not for open and flexible self-initiated, experience-based learning. But with the digital age moving so rapidly, we all have to assume every day is a new learning day. Emerging research even suggests there may be a complex genetic link between a person’s predisposition to learn and longer life expectancy.1

We start our lifelong learning journey within our families and communities. Then we go to schools and study to gain skills useful in adult life. Formal further education qualifications are essential for most jobs today, but the world is changing so quickly those qualifications can become outdated and new training and new qualifications are required at various stages of life for workplace security and advancement. We move from student to practitioner, then back to student again, learning all the while from work colleagues and from the experience passed on by others. By the time we reach middle age and the possibility of leaving the paid workforce, we have the capacity to pass on those skills to others, to give back by becoming a mentor or teacher of others. We need a system that better utilises the skills, experience and know-how of middle-agers both to help young people learn and to give mature people an ongoing purpose in later life.

Learning is a better word than education, because we can learn from everything we do, not just from attending school or a tertiary institution. A certificate or degree is just a start; learning on the job is far more extensive and, in many cases, more effective. Experience with family, friends, work colleagues and community is fundamental in applying knowledge to new situations. Life presents opportunities to create new directions; we may begin work as an accountant, then start a small business, perhaps do another course of study and end up as a screen writer.

The head of the Foundation for Young Australians, Jan Owen, claims, ‘a 15-year-old today can expect to have upwards of 17 jobs in five different industries over the course of their working life’ and that they will need ‘new core enterprise skills—digital literacy, critical thinking, problem-solving, creativity, flexibility, financial savvy, the ability to collaborate and self-sufficiency—if they are to survive and thrive in a radically altered economy’.2 Acquiring and maintaining those skills will require a new approach to teaching and learning. Self-learning and cooperative learning from others outside the formal education system is an important alternative way forward. And helping others in that process is one of the most productive ways those in middle age who want to phase out of full-time work but still want an active and purposeful life can utilise their experience and skills.

In Australia there is an apparent glut of teachers, but a severe shortage of mathematics and science teachers. The standard of entry into teacher training and the overall quality of delivery is poor, and 30–50 per cent of teachers give up their profession within five years.3

Rather than thinking only in terms of qualified teachers however, we could consider Australia’s middle-age demographic as a resource base on which to build a broader approach to education, where young and old engage in a two-way intergenerational exchange of skills and ideas.

In 2015, 58 per cent of 55–64-year-olds and 45 per cent of 65–74-year-olds held a post-school qualification.4 What a waste to ignore the potential of their training and experience as part of formal schooling and the further education and training system. The middle-aged themselves need further education in many cases to stay in the workforce, but they could also become part of a broad teaching task force providing the young with a more hands-on, practical foundation for future work. It has been done before, in the 1960s, when there was a shortage of teachers.

We are some distance from such a model, particularly in the area of adult education and training. Schools are oriented towards university entry and many university courses remain too costly and remote to cater for the training and retraining needs of older adults.5

In the vocational education sector, deregulation and privatisation have damaged the TAFE system that was vital to the training needs of many middle-aged workers. It is in need of reform, not abandonment to corrupt, low-quality private operators.6

The university system contains barriers to entry for middle-agers. Further degrees now have even higher fees than undergraduate degrees, and prior non-academic experience is not taken into account in course admissions, inhibiting exploration of new interests for many middle-agers. We have lost the earlier government-funded schemes that supported mature-age entry.

We hear stories of the marvellous 90-year-old who completes a PhD, but not of the many thousands who would like to study in an area relevant to a new mid-life career. The 2016 federal budget suggested a new ‘elite’ program for universities to offer ‘high-quality, innovative Flagship Courses’. Again, these are likely to exacerbate inequality of access to professional programs.7

Australian universities are also criticised for operating too much as academic silos in blissful ignorance of the changing face of work. At the Knowledge Nation 2016 conference held by the Commonwealth Government and the Australian newspaper, several speakers urged universities to forge closer links with companies and outside entrepreneurs, calling for middle-aged workers to be up-skilled and retrained, especially in the use of computers and in ‘big data’ analysis.8

The need to adapt to a changing population mix is not new; it’s just more urgent with the impending peak number of middle-agers. In the late 1970s, university courses were not only free for students (that is, paid for out of the public purse for the public good), universities were also encouraged to take in mature-age students. Middle-aged applicants could demonstrate their capacity and enthusiasm to learn and present relevant work and life experience as an alternative to a school qualification. Thousands who were housewives, or plumbers, or secretaries, journalists or farmers or shopkeepers took up university courses, and many did well.

As university teachers in the 1970s, we found such students brought a new depth of inquiry and energy to their classes: they read everything, asked probing questions, were eager to learn, and often acted as mentors to the younger students in their tutorials. Reading a textbook is one thing; hearing how things work in real life is another. The university was, then, a truly cross-generational place of learning.

With institutional obstacles to further education in middle age, self-learning will be the way of the future. The vast resources of the internet provide detailed and reliable information on any topic. The trick is to know how to access it and how to judge what is reliable. If our education systems were more open and better oriented towards self-acquired knowledge, more people would have a chance. Our school and exam systems provide a poor preparation for acquiring the necessary exploratory and critical evaluation skills.

It won’t be enough to wait until middle age to undertake a program of guided self-learning. Our whole approach to teaching schoolchildren needs rethinking. Not every teacher knows how to encourage students to become self-starters. The keyword here is guide. A good teacher is one who can expose students to new ideas, win their interest and enthuse them to learn more, not one who merely coaches for examination results. Well-trained teachers are essential, but there are too few who have redefined their role from the imparter of information to that of learning guide. They are not helped by a university entrance system that dominates the curriculum and the way schools operate.9

On the positive side, some institutional awareness is developing. The threat of prestigious overseas university courses being delivered online, such as those provided via Coursera, is already driving Australian universities to put up better quality lectures and course notes for students and other interested adults to use. Many older adults are already taking charge of their own re-learning, drawing on the internet to study topics never open to them at school or on the job. The evidence is emerging that having a formal degree does not necessarily lead to greater earnings in later life, but an ‘e-portfolio’ of skills might better meet the demands of the new economy. Such learning also needs to be recognised by business and academe.

MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses), uncoupled from merely meeting degree requirements, have given access to new learning to those without the prerequisites for standard courses. And university online courses attract thousands of adults not necessarily wanting another formal qualification but simply to learn for themselves and explore new areas of expertise.

Increasingly, MOOCs are being recognised as qualifications for entry into more flexible degree courses, and in job applications, as ‘digital badges’, reflecting individual skills and learning. Australian universities and colleges must move more rapidly to provide similar educational options, not just for young students but also for those middle-aged workers wanting to continue learning. MOOCs have been most successful with people who have already graduated and are updating in their own fields.10 For middle-aged students, MOOCs may provide a more effective way to upgrade or re-skill.

Stanford University has the Stanford Center on Longevity. Its mission is to redesign life over a longer time span through better utilising the experience, know-how and motivation of those in middle age. In partnership with Stanford’s Distinguished Careers Institute, the Center on Longevity has established a program that is a model for intergenerational learning and which could be widely emulated. The 12-month program aims to help leaders in the public and private sectors reinvent themselves in new roles that will have a social impact while enriching their own lives. Fellows have the chance to mentor undergraduate students through lectures, discussions and informal gatherings. At the same time they learn about the latest developments in ideas and technologies from the younger students. Over the next three to five years the Stanford Distinguished Careers Institute will draw on and enhance the talents, knowledge and skills of senior leaders in service to the common good. Harvard University, too, has its Advanced Leadership Initiative. Australian universities could learn from such models.11

The 2016 survey of job advertisements by the Foundation for Young Australians discovered employers were more likely to specify enterprise skills than narrow technical skills. Again, teachers in schools have little experience in developing enterprise skills, setting up a new business, handling finances, cash flow, employing staff effectively. Few would understand the problem-solving skills needed in constructing a viable commercial entity. But many would welcome working alongside a retired small-business owner or a corporate manager to help make classroom learning more relevant. There is potential here to use older experienced workers (including retired teachers) as guides and mentors for younger people in the community and as support staff in schools and training colleges. But the current system does not allow for that.

Employers want young people to have digital literacy, but also creativity, critical thinking skills and the ability to solve problems. This is especially true for jobs in education, accommodation and food services, health services, transport, postal services and warehousing.12

A third of Australia’s 15-year-olds have low proficiency in financial literacy and problem-solving. More than a quarter are deficient in digital literacy. Many school teachers will not be able to guide them to the sort of know-how they need without further training, whereas face-to-face and online contact with middle-aged people might provide the necessary expertise. We need to rethink how schools and training programs are organised and how to integrate those experienced older middle-agers who may be able to fill the gap.

One example of an enterprising concept that demonstrates the potential of older people as a resource is Grannies in the Cloud. School children in India are learning from ‘digital grannies’ in Melbourne through a program that bridges cultural and generational divides. The grannies hold relaxed informal conversations via Skype for about half an hour with children on a range of topics the children might have researched on the internet. Then ‘Grannie’ will hold up a book for the children to read, and then ask comprehension questions. They then have a sing-along and sign off. Grannies may be male as well as female and they’re not always grandparents. Several schools in Victoria are now emulating this program, utilising teachers and students from other schools to supplement resources in their own schools. The program has been shown to boost confidence, improve research skills, spoken English and reading abilities.13

Schools are run for children, but they could be expanded to become intergenerational learning centres, where middle-aged adults other than trained teachers could exchange their worldly wisdom for skills the younger generation might be able to teach them. Local schools could become community centres or learning hubs, yet this notion has been resisted by those who see schools as the domain of formally qualified teachers only, not as places to jointly house or network the full range of educational and family support services on which people rely.14

Many current intergenerational learning programs are entertaining and worthwhile (such as kindergarten visits to aged-care homes, or teenagers showing their elders how to use an iPad effectively), but they are too short-lived. Others use retired people with expertise in areas such as music, art, history and science to supplement the work of teachers in school programs. It would be better to develop a fully-integrated two-way intergenerational exchange in every school, which would draw on the skills and abilities of both old and young through positive exchanges and practical experiences that would enrich and expand the lives of everyone involved. Such programs would build mutual respect and appreciation in a more caring society, countering the disruptive wedge being driven between young people and the middle-aged. The same could be done at the post-school level, within TAFE colleges and universities.

Imagine more science classes incorporating food science, using local gardeners, chefs, parents and grandparents to demonstrate healthy applications, as in the model developed for primary schools by Stephanie Alexander. Picture an expanded artists-in-schools program where those with such interests and expertise work with students on making urban art, or putting on a community concert. Consider a digital literacy program where younger digital natives and experienced entrepreneurs offer their expertise to mature-age teachers and other adults; or a business program taught by those currently running small businesses and based on applied learning that provides enterprise skills for the next generation.

It may not require much money, but it would require more flexible organisation. And it would work both ways: with experienced adults helping students learn, but knowledge and skills also flowing to the middle-aged.

An example from our own experience shows how tapping the resources of adults and the wider community can expand the current lock-step view of education, provided the systems of government are prepared to be flexible. The Australian Schools Commission began a scheme in the late 1970s called the Country Education Project (CEP) to tackle rural schools’ disadvantage in an entirely new way. All schools—state, church and private—across a defined country area cooperated and shared resources on agreed area-wide learning programs. It is still operating well across rural Victoria today.15

The CEP worked on the premise that education went beyond the school walls and that all sorts of untapped resources, both human and physical, in those rural areas could be brought together to improve student learning. The parents as well as other members of the community, especially local business owners and workers, were involved in identifying the real gaps in their children’s (and their own) education, and they had to devise the programs best suited to filling those gaps. The underlying educational principle was one of full cross-community, intergenerational engagement.

Those country areas came up with innovative and creative projects: an entire technical education system making use of local tradesmen, farmers, disused garages, farm sheds and tools; a music-education program where every child across a large rural area learnt a musical instrument—a thousand instruments were found in church halls and home cupboards—and local men and women worked as music teachers travelling between schools; an arts-and-crafts program where local artists travelled and taught their skills to children during the day and to parents in the evenings; a human-relationships program where drama and role-play helped rural parents understand the issues their teenage children faced; a roving radio van staffed by two former television identities that broadcast readings of the written work of students across the district and ran drama sessions in the local schools. Children and adults exchanged ideas, skills and knowledge, and the whole community benefited. The CEP worked, and continues to work, because it built on local resources, engaged the whole community and every generation, and because the Education Department and the Catholic Education Office were persuaded not to interfere with local program design and decision-making.

Consistent with our call for intergenerational and lifelong learning, departments of education at both state and commonwealth level could be renamed Departments of Lifelong Learning. A learning entitlement for every citizen could be guaranteed, with people able to drop out of school or a degree and drop back in as circumstances permit throughout their lives. Citizens could use that entitlement to study courses that genuinely upgrade their skills and meet the training and retraining needs of both young and old. It should be targeted at skills essential for the new knowledge economy.

More than 6 million mature Australian adults—those qualified academically as well as those with years of real experience of the world of work—make up a learning resource that should not be wasted. Middle-agers all need to become job creators, not just job seekers, and to develop the skills and motivation to relearn and retrain, to reinvent their working lives through self-directed, lifelong learning. That is the way of the future.


SIX

Housing, health and wellbeing in a longer middle age

Advances in medical science gave us 25 extra years of life last century and some scientists predict another 25 this century. By 2047 there will be more people aged over 60 than there will be children under 16.1

How long can we afford to live? Where we will live? And what we will do with these additional years? These are questions preoccupying many of those entering middle age. When preparing his first budget in 2012, Treasurer Joe Hockey famously asked the question, ‘Can we afford to live to be 150?’ It led to ridicule. But the British gerontologist Aubrey de Grey who runs SENS, a research foundation specialising in rejuvenation treatments, believes that the first person to live to 150 is alive already.2

Unless radical changes are implemented many of us will outlive our financial resources. Financing 20 or 30 years of retirement is challenge enough, much less financing life to 100. The single most significant financial response an individual can make to this challenge is to stay in the workforce as long as possible. But we have seen just how problematic that can be. Losing a job in mid-life is a major setback, especially when offspring need financial support for much longer than they once did. Up-skilling through further education, maintaining health and having a supportive network in the community all contribute to conserving finances, but not everyone is equally well placed in these regards.3

Liveable and affordable housing is one of our most basic lifelong needs even though the particulars change as we move through life. The family home, once sacrosanct, is no longer so when it comes to the age-pension assets test. And there has been little foresight from Australia’s urban planning bureaucracy, despite good research pointing to population growth, the need for better infrastructure and the anticipation of the needs of young families and older people alike.

Too often, the housing needs of middle-agers are seen as undermining the housing options of the young. But most of those over 50 still have children, many adults themselves, living at home. Most middle-agers prefer living in the areas where they have established jobs and families, and it’s not always easy to finance a move into a smaller dwelling in an area that meets their needs, with adequate services such as shops, medical clinics and public transport.

A quarter of those aged 64 and over have already downsized, and 80 per cent of those who have not say they will certainly do so in the future. But 44 per cent cannot find anything suitable and 58 per cent say the costs of downsizing are too great. There is a mismatch between the existing housing stock and what is needed as Australia’s population ages.4

Only 70 per cent of Baby Boomers own or are currently paying off a home. In 2011, 30 per cent of all households were renters, 42 per cent of those with some form of government assistance. Renters are even more fearful of shifting house as they get older, as their financial situation can limit their options.

While a freestanding house with a backyard has been part of the Australian way of life since World War II, many middle-aged owners of those houses no longer need or desire the size or enjoy the maintenance required. But they find themselves disadvantaged if they move out. Selling the family home has implications for the assets test for pensioners. Real estate agent fees and stamp duty are further barriers. And the housing available is not always suitable. Renovation to provide suitable access can be costly and is often hampered by local planning regulations. While the capital gains-free tax status of the family home may be estimated to cost Treasury $54.5 billion a year, the family home may be the only asset of a middle-aged couple and thus the notion of charging them an ‘imputed rent’ is punitive and short sighted and an unfair blow. Such a policy would drive many onto the welfare system.5

However, it is fair to set a limit on the wealth that can be held in a home. Average weekly housing costs decline for those in middle age as mortgages are paid off. A recent survey found that 60 per cent of people in the Baby Boomer generation regard a value of $2.5 million as a fair assets test limit. That’s 2.5 times the median house price according to the Real Estate Institute of Australia.

Yet for many the beginning of the second half of life is a time to think about changing the way we live, downsizing in the hope of improving our quality of life. Some have tried a sea change, a tree change, a hill change, even now an ‘e-change’, where the internet allows the possibility of working from another country.

In the 1970s we saw the phenomenon of people ‘moving north’, and the rapid growth of the Gold Coast and then the Sunshine Coast. But the trend towards ‘downshifting’ has gone beyond people wanting to warm their bones. Now 70 per cent of sea- or tree-changers are of working age, 80 per cent are younger than 50 years old and half are younger than 30.

A quarter of Australia’s 7.7 million houses are lone-person households. Half of all those aged over 65 live alone. We know that living alone is not ideal for personal wellbeing, but not all those living in single person dwellings are isolated and lacking company.6

For those middle-agers who don’t have family members coming and going there are other options for companionship and support. One is for groups of singles to pool their resources and live in cooperative units with shared cooking and living-room facilities. Another is the Homeshare movement, which started in the USA in 1972 and has spread worldwide as a model for intergenerational living. A third option is for governments to free up the regulations restricting the building of ‘granny flats’ in suburban backyards.7

Whatever the choice may be, safe and affordable housing remains an essential need and a human right throughout life. Planning appropriate housing in middle age for later years is something everyone must do, but better social housing policies and better planning for housing for longevity are surely required too.

Taking care to maintain good health is essential in middle age. Research has begun into the question of whether advances in life expectancy can be matched by advances in years of health. The findings present increasing longevity as a mixed blessing.8

Mortality reduction of those aged over 80 is increasing. We are pushing back the onset of frailty but also maintaining that frail state for longer. Overall, from the age of 50, for every year of life expectancy gained, a person can expect only about 9.5 months of healthy life. This is an alarming prognosis confirming that we must take much more responsibility for our own wellbeing and that medicine in the twenty-first century must focus on healthy living as well as disease prevention and cure.

Unlike the cosmetic surgery industry, which aims to change the way we look (for a time) by carving our bodies into desired ‘younger’ shapes, the age management industry aims to change the way we feel and the way our bodies function, using the findings of ongoing research into exercise, diet and neuroscience. In 2013, Larry Page, the co-founder of Google, announced Calico (California Life Company) and its mission to extend the human life span. According to Page, scientists are finding ways to slow the ageing process and eliminate age-related diseases such as Alzheimer’s and cancer.9

Google is not the only company spotting the massive potential in the middle-aged market. The Age Reversal Fund has endowed life-expansion research at institutions such as Harvard, Stanford, Princeton and MIT. Rejuvenation technologies work to restore the structure of the body with the aim of one day enabling a 90-year-old to be as healthy as a 50-year-old. In one experiment, for example, after one week of treatment the skin of two-year-old mice resembled that of six-month-old mice.10

Professor David Sinclair, an Australian geneticist working at Harvard University’s Medical School, believes that in 10 years’ time there will be drugs available that you can start taking when you are 30 to prevent the diseases of ageing. ‘We will be able to live a lot longer and to look younger as well…and possibly be able to grow our own skin, even our livers.’11

It seems obvious that drugs alone won’t do the job; we must eat well and keep mind and body active. Good quality nutrition can help prevent premature ageing and stave off dementia, diabetes, heart disease and more, helping us slow the journey to debilitating frailty, cognitive decline, diminished vitality and loss of independence. Middle-agers can’t eat the way they did when they were young. Losing weight in middle age without exercise means losing muscle; eating less meat and dairy means eating less protein needed for muscle strength and for fighting illness. If you want to stay living independently then study the dietary needs of your age and take regular physical exercise. Sixty-five per cent of Australians over 65 don’t exercise at all and two-thirds are overweight. Inactivity, overeating and poor diet lead to the diseases associated with obesity, frailty, immobility and falls. Like all machinery, bodies require maintenance. We can’t blame the doctor when we don’t look after ourselves as we should.

From middle age we do visit our GP more frequently and it is important to find one we trust who has empathy and a genuine interest in our wellbeing. A good partnership between a specialist or GP and patient is as essential for wellbeing as having a good friend. There is evidence that an effective doctor–patient encounter can reduce pain, anxiety and even the symptoms of diseases like irritable bowel syndrome. Unfortunately, due to budget and time constraints, as well as an emphasis on drugs and physical treatments, there is increasingly little room for the doctor–patient relationship in Western health systems.12

The practice and teaching of medicine is out of step with the needs of middle-agers. It focuses on individual problems, rather than a holistic view of health. The doctor takes a history, performs an examination, does a few tests, makes a diagnosis and prescribes treatment. But as patients age, they commonly present with multiple issues. A person can be sent from one specialist to another with no single doctor understanding the whole patient—general specialist physicians are a dying breed. As society ages the system needs to respond to a very different health scenario.13

Nonetheless hospitals do seem to be functioning better in the area of patient communication than the media would have us believe. More than 80 per cent of emergency patients are satisfied with doctors’ and nurses’ communication with them and 90 per cent of those admitted to hospital are satisfied with their communication with medical staff.14

However, increasing stress on the system, because of rising costs, will inevitably reduce that satisfaction. We have been told many times that our health system is unsustainable, but our extended middle age is not all that is driving up costs. The medical system has become complex, highly specialised, with sophisticated diagnostic tools and expensive biochemical treatments. The Productivity Commission’s report on Health Services released in February 2016 showed that across the decade 2005–14, expenditure on health grew from $4788 per person to $6248 per person.

The up side is that Australia’s health outcomes are among the best in the world: longer life expectancy, the highest rates of cancer survival and the lowest rates for heart attacks and stroke. At a cost of a bit less than 10 per cent of GDP, it’s even relatively efficient, compared with health systems in other OECD countries.15 To reduce costs overall the system must place greater emphasis on prevention.

Physical health is important, but mental health is no less so. Middle age can bring with it feelings of despair, loneliness, grief for loss of meaningful work or purpose, for loss of a partner, for loss of bodily strength or fear our minds are failing. But too much focus on the negative may lead to self-fulfilling prophecies.

To read the press these days, one would think we are all mentally ill or about to be. Mental health disorder diagnosis relies on an assessment of symptoms drawn from clinical interviews rather than an analysis of clear biological markers that can be identified by, for example, a culture or an X-ray. The American Psychological Association’s diagnostic manual, which is used in Australia, lists 374 disorders for ‘depression’ with criteria so vague as to potentially include all of us. Correcting this confusing picture would allow more focus on healthy living—nutrition, activity and disease prevention—which could help delay the onset of age-related mental diseases.

Doctors now are well informed about the negative effects of over-prescribing drugs but they are besieged by marketers from pharmaceutical companies often promising more than they can deliver.16 Some drugs are proving to be ineffectual, even harmful. A more positive approach to mental health in middle age would be better.17

A 2011 survey in the USA found that Baby Boomers were more afraid of losing their memory than of death.18 Australians have the same concern. When we lose our keys, our glasses, can’t remember a name or what we were looking for, we start to worry. Is this the beginning of the end? Is this process inevitable? Today, we regard Alzheimer’s and other dementias as diseases rather than a consequence of normal ageing. International studies on dementia reveal a decreasing prevalence of the disease in some countries, as a result of preventative strategies throughout life to reduce risk. This is a positive message for all those in or approaching middle age.

Physical activity is an important part of keeping our bodies functioning optimally, and it is equally important for brain function. The National Ageing Research Institute (NARI) research shows that improving physical and cognitive activity can reduce or slow down the onset of dementia and has promising effects for Alzheimer’s too.

Brain fitness is a profitable industry in the making. It’s been slow to take off because most people are not yet aware of the benefits—but 50 years ago there wasn’t an $80 billion physical-fitness industry.19 Even though brain fitness is new territory, it is expected to generate more than $6 billion by 2020. Therapeutic video games are being developed and there are numerous apps on the market already that claim to improve cognitive ability.20

The growing numbers of middle-aged make them a potent political force. As they age further their priorities change and health and wellbeing become more important than material goods. Labor opposition leader Bill Shorten capitalised on that fact with his Medicare scare campaign in the lead-up to the 2016 federal election. It’s not the national deficit that is uppermost in the minds of the middle-aged; they are concerned about how they will afford to live out their longer years and what will happen to them if they get sick or too frail to live independently.

The middle-aged have changed their thinking about aged care too. Few now in middle age want to go eventually into what are euphemistically described as ‘old folks’ homes’. Many of these institutions bear little resemblance to a home. Poor staff training and insufficient staff-to-patient ratios, as well as poorly designed facilities, make such a move traumatic. There are 231,000 people who received permanent residential aged care in 2014–15 in Australia, and while that number is expected to almost double by 2050, the preferred solution for middle-agers who want to preserve their independence is in-home assistance. About 800,000 Australians access some form of home-care services, and this number is likely to rise to 3.5 million by 2050.21

Care is a growth area that is emerging as a very lucrative business opportunity. But Baby Boomers are now demanding a shift from a focus on acute care and disability to preventative health and restoration, and a shift from institutional care settings and congregate living to services integrated within the fabric of the broader community. And, along with this, a shift is needed from bemoaning the economic burden of ageing, to recognising the social and economic benefits of productive ageing and investing to develop the capabilities of services as people live longer.

Legalised euthanasia is another change middle-agers have in their sights. The Victorian Health Minister, Jill Hennessy, has said this reform is being driven by ‘the crescendo of the Baby Boomers confronting the end of their lives’. Eighty per cent of Australians agree strongly that terminally ill people should have the option of ending their lives with medical assistance.22

The Baby Boomers have asserted their right to free choice and self-determination in every aspect of their lives, so it’s no surprise that an increasing number are considering voluntary euthanasia and investigating peaceful methods. They want to control the nature and timing of their own death, avoiding the ‘end-of-life’ nightmares involved if they become seriously ill and are trapped in aged-care homes or hospitals.

Reform that gives individuals control over their end-of-life decisions must come. More Victorians will be able to die at home, by 2018, under a government plan to overhaul the state’s strained and fragmented palliative care system. This is a move in the right direction, but more must be done. Keeping people alive in circumstances where they are suffering and don’t wish to continue is abuse of the worst kind.

Apart from looking after ourselves physically, the most important contributor to social wellbeing and mental health in middle age is engaging with others and maintaining a sense of purpose. Human beings are social creatures: we live in groups and have learned to cooperate and share language, shelter, food and labour; we have empathy for one another. Those who live alone don’t, in most cases, do so by choice.

Research into longevity shows clearly that those who age successfully have enjoyed fulfilling lives. They have been adventurers and risk-takers. They have had their share of struggle; most have physical health issues which they manage while continuing a purposeful life; and they have restructured their lives as circumstances changed, showing resilience in dealing with hardship. A certain element of good luck is involved in living a long life without accident or disease, but some aspects of ageing well are negotiable. The sooner we pay attention to them the better the outcome.

The successful middle-aged are generally self-motivated and community-minded, manage their routines and their needs independently and, although lonely from time to time, most are not isolated. They are not consumed by regrets and have learned to live day by day, remaining interested and interesting. Throughout their lives they have felt loved and worthwhile.

An Ohio longitudinal study of people aged over 50 who were followed for 23 years, found that those with a positive attitude to retiring eventually from work (not necessarily at a fixed age) and who believed their physical and mental health would continue, lived 7.5 years longer than those who anticipated decline. They had a better memory, quicker recovery from illness or disability and a 41 per cent decreased mortality risk. The study authors argue the need therefore to encourage positive mindsets and combat the negative stereotyping of middle age and old age.23 We suggest improved policies about working more flexibly as we age—an end to the sudden-stop form of retirement we have at present—would go a good way towards improving both attitudes and longevity itself.

Lorraine Bayly, best remembered for her role in The Sullivans, and recently performing in The Sound of Music, has embraced a new challenge every decade in order to stay mentally sharp. At 60 she took up the saxophone, at 70 tennis, and at 80 she plans to take up French or Spanish.24

A large number of the Baby Boomers who are now in their late middle age have followed similar strategies as they get on with the challenges life is throwing at them. A study by Warwick University economists, which followed 50,000 adults in Australia, Germany and Britain throughout their lives, suggests that life satisfaction diminishes steadily from early adulthood, reaching a nadir somewhere in the 40s, and then picks up again as one grows older. Life improves the further one proceeds into the peak years of middle age. The study found that this phenomenon is not influenced by circumstances or culture but is universal.25

Unfortunately, various social and economic policies work hard to pull people down in their peak years. Middle-agers are spoken of in negative terms, labelled as an homogenous group, denied opportunities and sometimes ridiculed and pitied. But middle-agers are now making their voices heard and they want to be recognised as individuals with contributions to make.

Isolation is a health hazard. A report released by the Victorian government in April 2016, Ageing Is Everyone’s Business, estimated there are 107,000 people over the age of 60 who are struggling with chronic isolation. The 10 per cent of older people who are lonely (they are more likely to be men than women) are at increased risk of heart disease, depression, disabilities and high blood pressure. Lack of opportunity to make a meaningful contribution to society is a major factor in ill health and premature death, and negative social attitudes and policies about ageing exacerbate that situation. Isolated people are 50 per cent more likely than those with family and community support to die earlier; the risk is similar to that of smoking and alcohol consumption.26 The report recommends that local government should strengthen service responses for socially isolated people.27

Policy in the area of spiritual care also needs development to provide structures and processes that nurture the spirit to help people cope with isolation, grief, crisis and ill health, and support a meaningful existence right up to death.28

More and more middle-aged and senior Australians use digital technology to improve their connections with family, friends and the wider community. They go online to shop, bank, pay bills, book for restaurants and theatres, arrange travel, research anything from upcoming storms to crossword clues, settle arguments on any topic, communicate with family and friends, and keep in touch with local and world events. Many join an online dating service or study courses online. Social networking can be a boon for all, but particularly for those who live alone. As mentioned earlier, living alone doesn’t necessarily mean being lonely. As Pope Francis, who acknowledges he is a Luddite, said in his message for the Catholic Church’s World Day of Communications (22 January 2016), ‘emails, text messages, social networks and chats can also be human forms of communication’ and ‘the internet, social networks and text messages were a gift from God, if used wisely. Communication has the power to build bridges, to enable encounter and inclusion, and thus to enrich society.’29

Technology on its own, however, will never be enough. People need physical contact, and that includes sexual contact. Denial of sexuality in the middle-aged population is not only perpetuated by the media but by research that excludes older adults from samples. The British National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (NATSAL) samples only adults aged 18–44. The Australian Study of Health and Relationships (ASHR) did better in 1994, extending their sample age from 18–59 to 18–69. The assumption behind such sampling is that those beyond 69 would not engage in sex because they are frail, impotent and lacking in desire. This myth is debunked by new research.

Sue Malta’s 2013 study found that women aged 61–85 years were just as likely to initiate new relationships on Internet dating websites as men of the same age. She discovered that those relationships became sexual quickly, and for many women these sexual experiences were more enjoyable than their previous (mostly) long-term married experiences. Some participants in the study had a series of short-term relationships and others had multiple partners.30 A study of 602 women aged 45–70 found the majority to be sexually active. Even those with a chronic illness had found ways to be sexually intimate, indeed, many women reported that their sex life was better as a result.31

Intimate satisfying partnerships lead to longer quality living with health benefits, including increased relaxation, decreased pain sensitivity, improved cardiovascular health, lower levels of depression and increased self-esteem. However ageism in the health profession is apparent through the lack of sexual health policy relating to the needs of middle-aged and older adults, including the transmission of sexual diseases in late-life partnerships. More open discussion and acknowledgement of human needs must be part of the longevity revolution.


PART TWO

THE REINVENTORS


It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the ones most responsive to change.

Charles Darwin, On the Origin of the Species, 1859

How dull it is to pause, to make an end,

To rust unburnish’d, not to shine in use!

… and tho’

We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

One equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

Alfred Lord Tennyson, ‘Ulysses’, 1833




Rosemary Robertson
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an adventurer of no fixed address

Rosemary Robertson’s life reads like Pilgrim’s Progress: a journey from her home town through many lands, with some well-beaten paths and some safe resting places to deal with the incidents, accidents and unexpected consequences of life. She is a small, just 148 centimetres tall, but determined dynamo who faces life with courage and humour.

Born in 1946 in the small Western District town of Cobden, near Colac, Rosemary felt guilty when, during one of her father’s violent and drunken outbursts, he told her mother that if she hadn’t been pregnant he would never have married her. The guilt stayed with Rosemary until years later, after her parents had died, when she found a letter written well before the pregnancy by her mother to her father, referring to him as her future husband. Rosemary was very happy to learn she was not the reason for the union.

As the oldest child, with a sister born with a thalidomide deformity and two much younger brothers, Rosemary felt responsible for her siblings. She left school early to take on a low-paid apprenticeship in her father’s butchery, helping kill sheep and cattle, make sausage skins and run the business. Working for her father kept her financially dependent and when she decided in 1973 at the age of 27 to marry, her father refused to acknowledge her fiancé and insisted no member of the family would attend the wedding. Her mother did as she was told, and only Rosemary’s grandmother attended. Rosemary married her husband, she says, ‘because he had all the qualities my father did not have’. When she became pregnant she and her father were reconciled.

Rosemary recalls a regular routine in her childhood: her father would come home after the pub closed, throw her mother against wall, then come into her room to strew her clothes all over the floor and order her to ‘clean it up’. Often, her mother would take the children outside to hide in a hedge before their father came home and stay there until he had fallen asleep. The local GP knew of the abuse, as he regularly had to treat her mother’s broken ribs and nose, but he took no action. At one stage, one of Rosemary’s brothers said to his battered mother, ‘I’ve got to kill him Mum.’ Both parents survived and they lived together until 2014. Rosemary challenged her father as an adult and he backed down. Her sister was not so fortunate and turned to alcohol as an escape. Rosemary has never drunk, seeing alcohol as a sign of weakness. At age 70, she said of her father, ‘I felt sorry for him at the end; he missed out on a loving family.’

This ability to take hard knocks and survive has served Rosemary well. Although she did not complete her schooling, her leadership qualities were apparent in her community service with her church and her teenage success with the Girl Guides, which her dad admired, she says, ‘because it reflected well on him’. From an early age Rosemary felt a commitment to help others. At 25, she was selected to serve as leader of the Australian Girl Guide contingent at an International Jamboree in Bombay and then to set up training for Guides in India. She also won a Rotaract Award in 1970.

She met her husband Stuart, a Scottish high-school teacher, when they were both members of the Presbyterian Fellowship Association State Council. She saw him as a man who was ‘easily swayed’, but she saw marriage as ‘a ticket out; I never loved him but I was too naive then to know’. On Rosemary’s initiative, the couple moved to Darwin, where Stuart taught in a high school, then lectured at the Darwin Community College. A son was born in May 1974. The family went back to Melbourne for the Christmas holidays and lost everything in the Christmas Eve Cyclone Tracy disaster. The college resettled Stuart in Perth to teach at the Western Australian Institute of Technology, and there Rosemary and Stuart became involved in helping African students. They took in a Kenyan girl, charged her board, which they put into an account for her, and later returned it to her.

In 1977, motivated by their desire to help others, Rosemary and Stuart moved to Ernabella Mission in central Australia where Stuart became the accountant. Rosemary enjoyed helping the Aboriginal women. She met Fred and Gabi Hollows who were at Ernabella doing their legendary work on cataracts. But the mission hierarchy did not approve of Rosemary’s friendly approach and she was told she ‘shouldn’t go hunting with the native women’, she ‘shouldn’t let them use your washing machine’, and ‘they’re not your friends’. The deaconess who ran the craft shop was ‘tough, had no compassion’, and when Stuart fell out with the community advisor he and Rosemary decided to return to Victoria to a job for Stuart at the Secretarial College in Ballarat. At that time Rosemary accepted their life: ‘I was naive about our somewhat shaky marital relationship, but I’d had no other partners and just thought this will be good, change is always exciting.’

It was on Rosemary’s initiative that in 1979 she and Stuart answered an advertisement for teachers in Papua New Guinea. This time Stuart ‘took some convincing’, but Rosemary had a taste for adventure. ‘I always had itchy feet, was fairly insistent and Stuart was easily led.’ She and Stuart moved to PNG and spent the first eight months with Stuart teaching at Lae Technical College. Then they applied for and won a joint post establishing a boarding school for expatriate children in Lae. Stuart taught and Rosemary managed the school, supervising staff and doing much of the cooking, cleaning and laundry for the 48 students. It was the first properly paid job Rosemary had ever had and she revelled in the work and in learning a new language, cooking for large numbers and raising her two sons. Rosemary and Stuart ran the school for three years, 1980–83. It was a formative experience for Rosemary.

‘At age 33 I was deemed to be wiser and people listened to me more. It was like I had finally grown up. I discovered I had a very strong work ethic and was good at my work, and that was thanks to my father’s work standards.’ PNG had only been independent for five years; public services and facilities were underdeveloped, and Rosemary ‘had to wait for the Burns Philp boat to come and then race to get items that had been unavailable for months. Potatoes were one, as it was only in the 1980s that they started growing them in PNG.’ She and Stuart became foster parents for a multiracial boy who was a student at the school.

They left the boarding school and went on a trip to Hong Kong and China. Back in PNG, Stuart returned to teaching and Rosemary got a job managing the outstation department of a large supermarket chain. This involved preparing and sending out on the monthly boat supplies ordered by families living in remote areas. Word got round about her lively manner and efficiency. After six months, she suggested Stuart apply for a job as an accountant at a hotel in the New Guinea Highlands. He was reluctant, being ‘introverted and not good at hospitality’, but then they were both offered positions with Stuart as accountant and Rosemary as hotel manager, an offer that appealed. To enable them to take up the positions they sent their foster son to Darwin University. Rosemary and Stuart both loved the hotel; Rosemary did much of the cooking and started teaching food preparation. They became friendly with the missionaries at the nearby Summer Institute of Linguistics and the many visitors to the hotel. It was at times unsafe, but ‘we were part of the unfolding history of the country only ten years after independence—the road we travelled on for shopping was the first sealed highway built. Our foster son’s two younger brothers came to live with us, so at times we had five sons.’

After three years, change beckoned once more. They were offered jobs with a smallgoods company back in Lae: Rosemary as managing director and Stuart as accountant. It was this appointment that led to a massive shift in Rosemary’s life and a crisis that made her question who she was and where she was going. Part of her job was to promote new products across the country. ‘They brought in all sorts of smallgoods produce including twenty-foot containers of saveloys, which would go to the Bougainville Mine. I enjoyed travelling alone, and took to exploring the Sepik River Region. There was not a town in the country I didn’t know. Every area is so different, amazing people with incredible knowledge. I liked mixing with the old trader Chinese on the Island of Buka—I’d go to Wongi’s for Chinese food and to play Mahjong.’

While Rosemary was enjoying the excitement of new experiences, Stuart was deskbound back in Lae with the children, and their relationship became increasingly distant. When their eldest adopted son moved out just before Rosemary’s 40th birthday, she discovered that her husband had made sexual advances towards him. The other boys told her Stuart had been having men stay overnight when she was away on business. Shocked, Rosemary told Stuart to leave until they could sort things out. Then, after two weeks, she asked him to move back and ‘live separately’ because she found it hard holding down a full-time job with four children (two sons aged 8 and two aged 10). His response was, ‘I do not love you anymore, I love Paul.’ Paul was a local Papua New Guinean.

‘I felt rejected on so many levels, as a woman first, then intellectually. He negated what I’d thought I’d been. I lost so much. I thought, “I can’t even hold onto a husband. I’m such an awful person; I have no femininity.” Even though I didn’t love him, I felt he’d lied to me, I felt used, betrayed. I got married for life, to have children, to grow old, not just for 13 years. I had no formal qualifications, I was 40 years old, and I decided it would be best to end it all; after all, if I could not hang on to my husband, then how could my children love me? I was useless.’

Rosemary rang a friend. ‘I told her I just wanted to talk, not be told what to do.’ After talking, Rosemary concluded ‘that I was not to blame. That was my turning point. I did not want it known that my husband was gay, I did not want pity, I just said we had decided to take different paths, so everyone assumed it was at my instigation.’ Her friend kept the secret and Rosemary got on with her life, but for a long time she struggled. ‘I felt I had been used to legitimise his masculinity by giving him two sons; he destroyed my femininity, I felt unattractive.’ In PNG at the time, divorce was granted only for adultery, or after eight years’ separation. Rosemary opted to wait the eight years. She refused to apply for maintenance from her husband. ‘I did not want to be seen as another woman who had taken her husband to the cleaners. How stupid was I?’ But yet another shock came when Stuart was found to have HIV-AIDS. Rosemary waited ‘a few anxious months until I was cleared’.

Rosemary’s reputation as a good worker led to another job offer, as sales manager with Paradise Bakery in Lae, which she took, sending the boys to school in Cairns. She had several love affairs: ‘I discovered a new me—it was a reaction to my feelings of unworthiness and to reinforce my feelings of femininity.’ She travelled to Spain and France on her own, driving, terrified. But it was a good experience and it restored her sanity.

In 1990, Paradise Bakery was taken over by Arnotts PNG. Rosemary spent another four years at Port Moresby running Arnott’s sales division as well as consulting on a children’s television segment for Arnotts bakery called The Paradise Club. She devised a successful marketing strategy whereby poverty-stricken schools collected cookie wrappers and received gifts in exchange—the size of the gift depending on the number of wrappers sent in. Kids could get stamped ‘passports’ for sending in pictures and poems with the wrappers—ten stamps would earn them a metal badge, more, a gift such as a football. When Rosemary visited the beach for games associated with the program, people would say, ‘There’s the lady from Paradise!’

In 1993, at age 47, Rosemary started her own business—a television cooking program—and she opened a restaurant and coffee shop, called ‘Rosie’s’, with help from her eldest son. The Paradise Club and the cooking gave Rosemary prominence across the country.

The new, reinvented Rosemary met another man. ‘He was the love of my life. He kept asking me to get the divorce through.’ But increasingly she felt she was losing her identity. ‘They were confusing years for me, I did not know where I fitted in or what I wanted out of life. My youngest son was studying in New Zealand. The man I had met I thought was perfect, larger than life, funny, everything I had always wanted in a guy and we sort of lived together for a while. Then he decided I was not the one for him and he went off with a Nigerian woman. I felt rejection with a capital R.’

Rosemary moved back to Port Moresby with her eldest son. He and his partner had a baby—Rosemary’s first grandchild, Amber, was born a few months before her 50th birthday in April 1996. ‘It was the best day ever, seeing my granddaughter. She came out of hospital just hours old, and I was the one who washed her for the first time. It was a real turning point for me.’ However, contentment was short-lived as her son got into trouble with the law and Rosemary had to scramble to hire lawyers and ‘get him acquitted through a very expensive court trial to avoid the horrors of jail in PNG’.

Rosemary managed to get the family to New Zealand where her younger son was living. This arrangement did not work out so the three went to Australia. Rosemary resigned from her job and travelled for a time, returning to Australia when she learnt that Amber’s mother had left her son and two-year-old Amber. It was suggested that Rosemary’s former husband Stuart be given custody of Amber. Rosemary did not let that happen. ‘That would be over my dead body, so I became a full-time single grandmother at the ripe old age of 53.’

These were tough years. ‘I had a pre-school- then school-age child, with all the responsibilities, and a full-time job that involved extensive travel. Plus, my close friend Carol Kidu, an Australian who had been married to our chief justice prior to his death, had decided to run for politics in PNG and was living with me.’ (Carol Kidu went on to become Dame Carol Kidu and PNG’s Minister for Social Welfare and Community Service.)

They were also rewarding years. ‘I was involved in many areas of charity work and community service, including with the City Mission as a founding board member, helping young street kids and women fleeing domestic violence.’ Rosemary was chair of the Miss PNG Quest, and she helped Carol Kidu with her political campaign. Her house was used for meetings, and Rosemary would cook soup, enjoying the excitement of it all. ‘I look back and wonder how I fitted everything in’.

Despite her involvement in PNG, Rosemary still felt a bond to Australia. In 2003, she returned home to reconnect with her family, only to find herself, just before her 57th birthday, attending her younger sister’s funeral.

While in Australia she was offered yet another job, this time from a newspaper in PNG, as their advertising director. ‘I thought, I’ll have a shot at that. So back Amber and I went, to a job I had no experience in, but by then my knowledge of PNG was extensive, as were my marketing skills and contacts within the country.’ So, Rosemary says, at age 58, ‘I finally discovered myself as a person and started to like myself.’

She became a member of the PNG Media Council, arranged the first media awards, and ran a huge promotional campaign, ‘Pride of PNG Award’, for women doing extraordinary things, which continues today and of which she is still very proud. Her charity work and community service led to the award of an MBE. ‘They were great years. I had a good social life. I moved in diplomatic circles with political heavies and was seen as an integral part of the PNG social scene. But I hated, hated, hated turning 60. It was as if I was suddenly seen as old, or thought I was, though I didn’t look it.’

She reconciled with ageing, accepting the inevitable, and moved to yet another job, this time with a recruiting company where she mentored the female general manager. To her delight, in May 2008 her second granddaughter, Phyonna, was born to her eldest son, followed by her first grandson Callum, then Jeanette and Dylan. ‘With five gorgeous grandchildren, I loved my life, I was the happiest I had ever been.’

With most of her family now living in Australia, and some health problems that could not be treated properly in PNG, Rosemary contemplated returning permanently to Australia. Though very involved socially, ‘I was not a Papua New Guinean, and knew I would never settle there’, even after 33 years of living there.

Fortune prevailed, however, and Rosemary was offered a job by a friend who had owned the hotel she managed in the PNG Highlands. He bought a hotel in Cairns and asked her to manage it. ‘So, it was another reinvention. I was working in Australia for the first time in 33 years, with so much to learn about living back home.’ Her farewell event in Port Moresby at the end of 2010 was a quiet affair: ‘I didn’t like a fuss. I snuck out, content that it was time to go. I knew I had to reconnect with Australia—just felt it was time.’

It was another happy time, managing the hotel in Cairns and reconnecting with her family. Her ex-husband had also relocated to Australia, with his male partner, though he and Rosemary had little contact. Then tragedy struck. In March 2014, Phyonna, aged six, was diagnosed with a rare brain cancer. She died in November. ‘This was the worst year of my life. To lose a grandchild is indescribable. The struggles were huge. I was trying to support my son and his wife, financially and emotionally. My son became morose and blamed his brother for not caring enough; his brother blamed me for perceived favouritism; and all I could see was the disintegration of our family.’

Rosemary decided to resign from her hotel job and return to Victoria to sell her deceased parents’ property. They had died more than 12 months earlier, a few weeks apart, and nothing had been done to settle the estate. Amber went south with her and started a Bachelor of Social Work degree. Rosemary then spent a year on her own for the first time in her life, in the town she had left 40 years earlier, with a goat and a chihuahua and her memories for company. During that time she reconnected with her brothers and made plans for her future.

She enrolled in a diploma course in counselling and community service: ‘I committed to two years of study, thinking this should be interesting, but at least I may get some part-time work in the area. Turning 70 is not a problem, but I don’t want to be doing nothing.’ Rosemary had always regretted not having an academic qualification and, despite all she has achieved, she still wants that degree. She worries that she does not do enough for other people and is always conscious of what she sees as her inadequacy. ‘I’ve tried to make myself better—not less or more than anyone else—and the “piece of paper” will make a difference to me.’

To add to her adventures, she has joined an online dating service, which at first proved to be ‘a disaster because I realised all the men in my age range were so needy; all were widowers looking for a replacement wife, and that is not me’. She currently communicates with, and sometimes sees, three men, but ‘all I want is good conversation with the male species, not cohabitation’.

Rosemary’s most courageous step has been joining Rolling Solo, a group comprising some 1300 women aged between 50 and 80, who travel Australia on their own, communicating their whereabouts and flagging attractive places to camp via Facebook. Rosemary bought a caravan in 2016, having ‘always wanted to be like a turtle, with a house on my back. There’s something of the gypsy in me wanting a hill to climb. My life has been full of hills—I’ve never been on the flat. I need my independence, I’m not good at staying with people, just need my own coffee cup and things with me.’ She admits to being ‘a bit scared’, but had enjoyed being alone at Cobden for a few months cleaning up her parents’ property, so being alone on the road did not faze her. She drove to Cairns from Cobden with her chihuahua, a distance of about 3000 kilometres, over eight days, to tidy up her affairs and see her family.

Rosemary bought the caravan in Tamworth and drove to Mount Isa, Normanton, Karumba and then to Cooktown before returning to Cairns to sort out serious family issues. While there she saw an advertisement for workers for the grain harvest. She applied and was employed as a weighbridge operator. She completed a series of training modules online, and drove a 4000-kilometre round trip to Moree for further specialised training, and was kitted-out in a hard hat, pink steel-capped boots and fluoro-vest, for her new role in Coonamble, working up to 12-hour days 7 days a week. Her caravan will be her home as she follows the harvest down the east coast. Rosemary begins another chapter in an extraordinary working life.

She plans to study, paint watercolours and write a book of short stories based on events in her life. She wants to write a story for her grandchildren about the death of Phyonna, as they all miss her. ‘I don’t see my life as exotic, but I couldn’t have lived in suburbia. I did not want to be like Mum. I plan to start my 70s as a free and random spirit. Chronological age will not define me or be relevant. These will be my More and Less Years:


More me time,

More time alone,

More personal freedom,

More time to find a companion,

More medical problems?

More travel,

More quality time with my family,

Less commitments,

Less caring about what others think,

Less money.



Rosemary’s adventurous spirit is strong. The family’s problems are ongoing, but she has decided to step back from the things she cannot ever fix. With Australia’s vast land in front of her, along with the possibilities it offers, she says, ‘I can’t wait to be part of it.’


Robert Hogan
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the fatalistic optimist

Robert Hogan handles adversity well. If life gets tough, as it has for him, his response is sanguine: ‘I’m a fatalistic optimist, I just live through it.’

Though now people would say he leads a comfortable life, he was not comfortable in his own skin for many years, identifying his problem now as a low-level form of Asperger’s similar to that of the central figure of the novel The Rosie Project. He describes it as ‘a sort of disconnection between input and output. I like music but I can’t sing or dance to it. I can’t absorb verbal instruction and did badly at school, but I found much later at university that if I could listen, then write and read about it, it all made sense.’

It is perhaps that early experience of self-doubt and adversity that prompted Robert’s concern for others. He was born in Melbourne in 1948 and lived his early years in Box Hill. His father was a star performer—tennis captain at Melbourne High, a Masters degree and the first doctorate in agricultural science at the University of Melbourne. He worked for 40 years as an entomologist specialising in crickets, locusts and fruit fly at the Burnley Gardens research facility, and he kept pushing Robert into the sciences at school. Robert rebelled. He didn’t complete year 12 until after his time in the army, as a mature age student.

Everyone in Robert’s entire extended family had a university degree, ‘a quick check revealing 31 and counting’. But when his father insisted on moving house to Hawthorn so he could walk to work across the river at Burnley, Robert had to change school from Box Hill High to Camberwell High. The move did not suit him. He started failing at school and later felt he had let his family down.

‘I was not a confident child, having inherited my father’s complex brain, with a high IQ but a lack of social skills and understanding of other people. The change to my grandfather’s large 80-year-old house in Hawthorn, full of dust and mites, made my allergies worse, and going to a new school, where I had few friends, affected my mental and physical health. I had difficulty fitting in and adjusting. I couldn’t concentrate, and I started failing subjects. In my second year there I won a Commonwealth Government Scholarship based on an IQ-type test, but failed several exams. I was nervous and I underperformed.’

At his new school, however, he made a lifelong friend—Lawrie—who was also a newcomer finding it hard to break into the well-established groups. ‘Lawrie was a good friend, he got me out and about. The group he gathered around him was more down-to-earth—beer, wine, girls and crude humour. He was intelligent and into sports—a good cricketer and footballer and good at distance running—and I would go to his events. He broadened my outlook. Hanging around with Lawrie I learnt how the other half lived. They teased me a lot and made fun of me, but they never bullied or threatened me. I felt I was learning about the world. Lawrie always looked after me, taught me a lot. His dad had been a merchant seaman and we spent a lot of time with one another’s families. Lawrie was more worldly, had rat cunning.’ Robert took up rowing, his shoulders broadened, he grew taller and he developed ‘a mean look so they wouldn’t take me on’. He followed Hawthorn in AFL football, which became a lifelong interest.

Robert’s learning difficulties restricted his post-school job opportunities. He started out by walking into the ANZ bank headquarters. ‘I tried to talk my way into the computer operations section with a plan to become a programmer, based on my high aptitude test scores.’ He got a job (not something that would happen today) but the bank insisted he have six months’ branch experience to begin with. Robert then moved to the computer operations hardware section. It was early days in the new technology world and he found himself handling 150,000 cheques and paper credits a day, with primitive reading and printing machines.

Robert loved numbers and had the right mentality for programming, but his career was interrupted when he was called up to National Service in 1969, a challenge to his values and interpersonal skills. At the time, public opinion was deeply divided on whether Australia should have become involved in the US-led war in Vietnam and on the unfairness of the random conscription ballot for all 18-year-olds. Australia had a tradition of opposing compulsory conscription for military service, and although many young men were dubbed ‘draft dodgers’, 1969 was a year of rising protests against the Vietnam War.

‘Being left-wing, my family wanted me to conscientiously object, which I seriously considered, but I felt it was not right for me.’ Robert’s grandfather was an Irish Catholic excommunicated by the Church for marrying a Protestant and, like many Irish immigrants, he had opposed conscription during World War I. His father was a strong pacifist, an agnostic who rejected the notion of fighting for God, King and Country. Robert had quietly absorbed his parents’ opinions, and their scepticism about any dogma. He says, mischievously, ‘I am the seventh generation going to Hell.’

Yet, with some ‘confusion between social responsibility and personal choices’, he found himself reporting for basic training at Puckapunyal Army Camp in April 1969. He says he enjoyed ‘all the shooting, marching and physical training’. He became more physically confident and got on well with his fellow conscripts. He was not, he says, ‘the best marcher: I was the only one in step. Then I disappointed my officers when I told them if I was sent to Vietnam I would not actually shoot anyone.’ He was summoned to the camp commander’s office and explained that he was ‘a pacifist by nature. I couldn’t kill anyone I believed didn’t deserve shooting.’ The commander politely expressed his disappointment, but transferred Robert, at his request, to a medical unit at Healesville to train as an orderly.

This was a strong stand for a young man lacking self-confidence, but by then he had met his soulmate, Mifanwy (Miffy) at a dance at the Kew Town Hall. His friend Lawrie used to take him to the Q Club teenage dances. ‘It was a way of meeting girls in those days. I always felt uncomfortable with the pretty blonde girls and the trendy, “with it”, frivolous ones didn’t suit me.’ When Robert spotted the girl who would become his future wife, he told Lawrie, ‘You go the redhead. That one’s for me!’ Robert and Miffy found they had mutual views, wants and needs and have been happily married for 44 years. Robert sees his instant decision as evidence that ‘you can recognise your soulmate before even talking to them’.

That partnership has stood the test of time and life’s challenges. Miffy was also ‘quiet, shy and fairly serious about a lot of things, though not opposed to enjoying life’. She and Robert ‘hit it off immediately’. Her ambition to be a teacher was thwarted by an awkward interview and so she enrolled in nursing at the Royal Children’s Hospital. Robert says her training time and then her having a spinal operation ‘on the day I was watching the moon landing with the whole army camp sitting round the television’, plus serving out his time in the army, meant their marriage didn’t take place until 1972. Robert and Miffy bought a house in Bulleen on the Yarra River ‘for the vast sum of $17,000’, and they still live there, because, he says, of ‘our intrinsic dislike of change and our love of the surroundings where we live’.

On discharge from the army, and with the prospect of family responsibilities, Robert went through his next stage of reinvention. ‘I decided to broaden my outlook on forging a career. What I had seen of the computer programming life looked too intense and cloistered for me after army life. I had become more confident and I started to feel I was letting my family down by not having a degree.’ He started a Bachelor of Business at RMIT part-time, and completed it in 1980, ‘never failing a subject’, while working in branch accountancy at the bank where he ‘enjoyed the customer contact and having the responsibility for building a close-knit staff’.

Robert moved to the economics department and later to general administration, neither of which he enjoyed, ‘with ego-driven bosses bound up in regulations and profit, driven by greed’. He worked for a time on bank ‘losses, frauds and forgeries’, then went into user liaison and product testing, which aimed to ensure staff members could handle the new technology: standards were set to suit users. He says proudly, ‘Help meant helpful to the staff and their customers, not the tech heads’.

Robert did move back to the computer world: as a banker, working on computer development projects. He helped build a mainframe banking system called the Hogan Project, named after a New York designer, not after himself. In those days many companies built their computer systems in-house, often using incompatible machines and software across different branches and departments, but the Hogan Project was to be an integrated system. Robert found himself rebelling against the US consultants dictating terms, ‘the pressure-creators, who would hold large meetings, put someone on the spot, question them intensively, until they’d falter, then criticise them mercilessly’. One woman, he says, broke down at work and just disappeared. Robert thought, ‘What a stupid lifestyle!’

Like many of his generation, Robert saw a job as a lifetime affair. He and Miffy had three children, born some years apart because of intervening miscarriages. But in 1990, after working at the bank for 25 years, he was forced to think again. This was a time of major change in many Australian businesses and the ANZ Bank’s corporate downsizing was threatening thousands of jobs in the bank: ‘5000 went in one year and 10,000 in another. I enjoyed my work and wanted to stay on, but morale went down, things got bitter. I inquired about my redundancy package. Luckily, I found it was worth about seven years’ salary, so I took it’. The package included 12 weekly meetings with an ‘exit counsellor, someone to help you adjust and find your next job’. But, as for many others in their 40s, leaving was not an easy process. ‘At 42 years old, it was obviously too soon to retire, though I gave some thought to it.’

In 1991 Robert spent six months unemployed, ‘trying to work out what to do next’. It was a sort of ‘gap year’ period of self-examination that was informative for a man nearing middle age. One option he and Miffy thought about was joining his friend Lawrie and Robert’s father in a ‘vineyard venture on 50 hectares of land at Nagambie near the Goulburn Weir, something Robert had been helping out with over the years. A remnant of the roughly 1200 hectares once owned by Robert’s great-grandfather, most of which was submerged in the Goulburn Weir development of 1891, the land had been inherited by his mother. But his father’s advancing dementia, Lawrie’s recent marriage and young family, his own children’s schooling continuity and signs of an impending drought put paid to that idea.

Robert spent time considering his strengths and came to the conclusion that there were three: he was best when working on his own, being self-motivated rather than pressed by others; he was good at business and knew how to make a profit; and he got on well with customers, helping them solve problems on a one-on-one basis. That led him to look for a business where he could do just that, not be a manager in a large enterprise but work with people who needed expert advice.

Eventually, a visit to a franchisors’ exhibition led to an acceptable option. The specialist shoe franchise seemed ideal: selling New Zealand-made quality shoes in a vast range of sizes and styles for people whose feet needed special care but who wanted quality and stylish fashion. The shop, in Glenferrie Road in Hawthorn, opened in 1992 and Robert and Miffy ran the business successfully for 16 years. Their main customers were older people with disabilities often referred by podiatrists. The business advertised widely and built up a large clientele, and Robert put in a computerised sales system.

At age 50, life dealt Robert a stunning blow, with a diagnosis of squamous cell carcinoma inside the nose. Robert blames an accident at the vineyard: he was squirted up the nostril with a cleaning mixture of sodium metabisulphite, which burnt and later caused bleeding. The cancer operation involved drastic facial surgery and Robert says he ‘hid from the public from August till near Christmas’. The cancer was pressing close to his brain, and he lost most of the internal and external nasal structure, had four months of radiation therapy and was left with ugly scars, including a gaping hole in the middle of his forehead. Heavy scarring remained and he underwent six more operations to reconstruct his face, and spent ‘another four months in hiding’. Plastic surgery rebuilt his face with silicone tissue expanders, skin stretched from the forehead, bone taken from the skull, tissue from between the ribs and a titanium plate. He has ended up looking much like his good-looking former self and he faces a healthy future. ‘Miffy spent years nursing me to health, with daily changing of dressings and care, while running the house and the shop.’

In typical pragmatic fashion, Robert says, ‘I never thought of dying. I was confident in a fatalistic way; what happens happens. I just lived through it. You do sort of make your will though.’

At this time of trauma, a new friend became ‘a lifelong mentor’. Robert had recently joined the Glenferrie Rotary Club and met Paul, who was the only one who visited him in hospital and often drove him to appointments in the months that followed. Paul had been Deputy Vice-Chancellor at the Northern Territory University, shared an interest in football and introduced Robert to a new circle through golf. ‘He mentored me back to health.’ Miffy and the staff continued to run the shoe shop, with Robert attending to any accounting problems from home. ‘Miffy had never really liked the shop; commerce and customer contact were not in her skill set or to her taste, and some of the women who came in were intimidating and demanding, so by 2006 she was thoroughly tired of the work.’ There was also trouble with the franchiser, and competition from Chinese shoemakers was growing, ‘so we decided to cash out, live on our superannuation and concentrate entirely on voluntary work in the community.’ Robert was just 58.

They have done precisely that, through yet another mid-life reinvention—Robert through Rotary and Miffy through a renewal of her earlier nursing career, working one full day plus some days part-time as activities coordinator in the Manningham aged-care facility. Robert and Miffy both inherited significant amounts of money from their parents that ‘finally reduced any money worries’. Robert and his brother Peter turned the failed vineyard land north of Nagambie into a rented-out sheep run and are developing ‘an environmental wetland area to attract water birds, frogs and wildlife generally’. Fittingly perhaps, Robert and Miffy’s daughter and son-in-law have purchased a Yarra Valley property with 5000 vines on it. Robert and Miffy enjoy helping with pruning, vine stripping and winemaking. They travel overseas, usually with a couple of friends with whom they share a car, touring their favourite places in France, Spain and Italy. But most of Robert’s time now is spent in voluntary work, something that gives him satisfaction and a sense of purpose.

Robert became very active in Rotary’s community work. He and Paul took over the Melbourne River Run for Charity event, which raised funds for the Royal Society for the Blind. The route went from Princes Bridge to Kooyong, and every intersection had to be closed off by police. When the Kennett Government introduced a new ‘user-pays’ policy, the police had to charge $1600 for each intersection, so Robert and Paul re-routed the run so it crossed no major roads. It eventually became uneconomic and was abandoned. Robert was also club president at the time of the Sumba Eye Project, which raised funds to take ophthalmologists to Sumba, an island south of Bali, to perform cataract operations and supply eye glasses for $1.40 a pair. ‘If they can’t see, they can’t work, and $1.40 is a lot of money to them, but it made them appreciate the value—it wasn’t just a handout.’ Robert was the first Rotarian to join the team on a visit to Sumba as a self-sponsored volunteer.

In November 2014, Robert became Vocational Director of Glenferrie Rotary, a position he still holds. He also became chair of a Rotary Committee to establish a fully-equipped Men’s Shed in the Hawthorn area, which had started in a small way in 2012. They had to find suitable land (expensive in that suburb), develop a case for government funding, raise the remaining funds needed and find men who could supervise the shed on a regular basis. Fortuitously, the Uniting Age Well Community Centre had some land at the rear that included an old toilet block and offered it to Rotary to clear and build on. The centre was running a rehabilitation group for stroke victims and Parkinson’s disease sufferers, offering craft sessions, dining room meals, a physiotherapy centre and a dementia carers’ support group—a ready-made shed clientele.

The Rotary group applied for and received a $60,000 government grant, raised another $30,000 and was given $5000 by the Bendigo Bank. Uniting Age Well put in the rest, as well as the land. Robert made sure a structural engineer, Don Moore, and a designer, Kim Andrews, were on the committee, and had to battle against some opposition to having a female designer involved. ‘The debate got bitter. Her designs looked expensive, but she was the driving force and it all got done at very little cost.’ Robert set the agenda and ‘kept them on the track’. The old toilet block was bulldozed and a state-of-the-art shed built for an eventual total of $115,000. It includes automatic sliding skylights donated by Velux, who wanted only publicity photos in return. It has full air-conditioning, an ample supply of high-voltage power points and is a safe environment for men with physical disabilities.

Two part-time supervisors were already helping out and are continuing this work until a full-time supervisor can be found. Charlie Mifsud had been working in engineering education in Queensland before his wife died and he moved back to Melbourne. He was motivated to ‘get out of the house’ and has been helping develop the project now for several years. David Mee is a younger ‘house husband’ who volunteers his time half a day a week. He says his wife had a good career with BP, and they did not want their children put in full-time childcare, so they agreed he would stay at home to care for them and she would be the breadwinner. Their children are now in their teens and the arrangement has worked well for everyone. David was a mechanical machinery draftsman, and his skills are much drawn on in the Men’s Shed. Charlie and David both helped the Rotary committee in designing the shed and in its construction.

Most of the men who attend have a disability, and the numbers are small. Robert enjoys interacting with the shed community as it grows, but is careful to be hands-off. ‘I just keep people talking to one another. I never get bored. I get pleasure out of it, want to be involved in the community.’ He sees the men who attend as ‘an amazing bunch, friendly, helpful and not at all sorry for themselves’. They include a former cabinet-maker and a computer engineer who both had a stroke just a few weeks after they retired, which one of them sees as ironic, and a bricklayer who had a stroke at age 53 and now makes wooden toys for his grandchildren. Camaraderie in the shed is obvious and infectious. The Rotary committee Robert chairs works to ensure the Hawthorn Men’s Shed continues to grow. It plans to increase membership to include able-bodied men who wish to expand their practical skills in the company of others.

Robert’s Rotary work also includes, since 2008, a position on the development committee of Boroondara Cares, an umbrella organisation that helps coordinate the work of the nine Rotary clubs in the City of Boroondara. In 2014, he became Treasurer of the Boroondara Family Network, a group set up through Camcare and the Maternal & Child Health Centre to assist young mothers having difficulty adjusting to motherhood due to social isolation, lack of family support, disadvantage or post-natal depression. While the stereotype demographic of that municipality (which includes Camberwell, Mont Albert, Hawthorn and Kew) is one of white middle-class affluence, there are also many disadvantaged people in need of help. The Family Network offers mentoring in life skills, counselling for those with post-natal depression and is looking to expand its work in intergenerational programs that might emulate the Men’s Shed model—bringing together people with skills and resources and those with special needs. This sort of voluntary work supports thousands of families and individuals and makes a contribution worth $200 billion to the Australian economy, but is never included in measures of GDP.

Robert feels his strength lies in ‘going to a committee, looking at the weaknesses, not the strengths. I could see the potential [of the Shed, which was struggling] and could help sort out the costs, clarify the direction it should take.’ Of Rotary as a whole, he says, ‘there’s huge potential in Rotary. The Baby Boomers have been supportive, but the next generation are not. Many of them have young families, are very busy and have a different attitude to going to meetings. We are trying fortnightly instead of weekly meetings and optional restaurant nights.’ While about 20–30 per cent of Rotarians are now female, lingering paternalism and machismo in the way Rotary is run leads many women to resign, something Robert feels has to be tackled head-on.

He says, ‘I can’t imagine being bored in retirement, there is so much to do, so many people to help, either within the family or in the community. By the time you factor in a fitness regime (we love the Yarra River and the parkland walks in this area), a social life and just enjoying the beauty of the world you are always on the go. Then there is always the Hawthorn Football Club—how good can life get?’

Robert is not looking forward to ‘reduced physical and mental capabilities’ and is ‘hoping for a quick end even if a bit early’, but at age 68 he is not slowing down. He has always been interested in impressionist art and wants to learn landscape painting. Golf and long walks will keep him physically fit and, he says, ‘I will always use my brain to put things together.’ He and Miffy may downsize to an apartment, but not yet—they are too busy. Variety and change, he says, are the keys to learning throughout life: ‘In the bank you changed job every three years but didn’t go backwards...you develop and learn more as you grow older.

‘While I have reinvented myself from the outside and present myself differently, I have never changed my inner self.’ From childhood on, he has been self-focused, and has not just accepted others’ views. ‘I determined my own philosophy and have had a constant set of values that I held as a child. The school kids wouldn’t recognise me now. I get leadership roles, such as club president and chairing committees. I like being inside my own brain.’ For someone with a form of Asperger’s, Robert’s life is a remarkable record of triumph over adversity and adaptation to the challenges of an extended middle age.


Maria Frendo
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the most kissed woman in Fitzroy

By the age of 50, Maria Frendo was a Melbourne celebrity recognised for her support of the arts, particularly fringe groups, through the hospitality, events and entertainment industry. She ran Dante’s, the restaurant, bar, lounge, gallery and performance space in Gertrude Street in Fitzroy and the Glasshouse, a big, old gay pub in Collingwood. She grew her business as a friend to the indigenous, the disabled, the LGBTIQ communities and everyone else who crossed her path. Dante’s hosted knitting, poetry and book groups, tarot-card readings, a photo-shoot, exhibitions of all kinds, performances by fringe groups, a writers’ festival, DJs playing for birthday parties, meetings of groups like the Dental Society, a Telstra Seminar and lunch for the Catholic University. Raymond Gaita hosted his philosophy dinners and lecture series at Dante’s for many years with celebrity guests from around the world.

The Glasshouse was equally active. Maria’s kids knew the DJs, and her club nights would feature all kinds of music. If there was a cancellation, the bouncer would drum up 200 people via Facebook to fill the void. Maria spread the word—she had space available, big bands, excitement, special events, parties—and the crowds came.

Maria had learnt on the job. Over 15 years she had organised thousands of events and projects. The diverse mix of people she worked with ranged from cardinals to cabaret singers and performers, young theatre groups, university academics, along with members of numerous indigenous, welfare, transgender and gay organisations. She hosted the Choir of Hard Knocks in collaboration with choirmaster Jonathon Welch, a performance that was recorded for the ABC at Dante’s in 2007. She received awards for her contribution and support from the Above and Beyond Gabba Award from the Ilbijerri Theatre Company (2006) and the Spirit of Fringe Award (2003) for her contribution to young aspiring performers. Dante’s was the hub for the Other Film Festival (2006 and 2007) which challenged the community’s attitude to disability. And she won the Green Room Award (2006) for her contribution to Cabaret. On receiving the award Maria said, ‘If you get a job you like, you never have to work a day of your life. When you do what you love, it will always shine through in your work.’ This attitude sums up Maria’s life.

Sarah Gooding described Maria Frendo as ‘the unofficial matriarch of Melbourne’s lesbian club scene’ through the ’90s and the 2010s.1 The Glasshouse, which Maria worked hard to transform on the model of Dante’s, would become famous for its rowdy lesbian parties. There were fights there every week and Maria had to get a female bouncer to keep order: the clubgoers, Maria says, ‘were forever complaining about the male bouncers’.

People love Maria. She kisses them all. She succeeds through sheer force of personality, handling every crisis. She welcomes everyone who passes her way, talking about anything and everything. She trusts her instincts and has become a philosopher with a very funny and insightful view of life. But at age 51 she decided it was time to move on to a new life.

Maria has two older brothers and a younger sister. She is the second Maria among her siblings. Her parents’ first daughter, also Maria, died in an accident at five months old. Maria didn’t know, until her brother looked at the records at Springvale cemetery much later in their lives, that she carried the same name as her deceased sister. As the surviving girl, Maria was very precious.

Her father’s parents were Ten Pound Poms. Her father’s mother died when he was six and her mother didn’t meet her mother until she was 50, when she was rejected for a second time, something that hurt her very deeply. Neither of Maria’s parents had mothers who nurtured them so they had no experience of being part of a traditional family, something they often spoke about. However, ‘they were two souls who found a strong connection at a dance. They married and created a happy home with lots of laughter and they loved their children. When you’re abandoned, you either sink or swim; my mother swam, and I always looked up to her as a strong, happy social person.’

Maria’s father was a World War II veteran who had been in the 39th Battalion on Kokoda. He became very entrepreneurial in his work after the war, with a business installing burglar alarms, and by the 1970s he owned six houses. The family lived well in Malvern until Joseph and Valma took bad financial advice and lost all their property over a period of 18 months. The family finished up bankrupt and moved to a rented house, with Maria’s mother working to support the family and her father struggling to find employment. It was a lesson Maria never forgot, vowing it would not happen to her.

Maria was born in 1958. In her early years, she was a spoilt child. ‘I had every doll and Barbie made. I would go to the city and buy clothes at Myer to be paid cash on delivery. My mother thought I would be a film star when I grew up. I was her Shirley Temple, “the orphan’s idol”.’ ‘I was sent to Bambi Smith’s modelling school at the age of six, had a private elocution teacher, went to dance classes, then a professional acting school in Toorak. But once I got to an age where I was interested in boys, that was it.’

Growing up, Maria was free to do what she wanted and she remembers feeling she should have more restrictions. She went to a private Catholic girls’ school from prep to year 11, where she would entertain the nuns and her friends with her comedy, singing and acting routines. ‘I had fun but can honestly say I never read a book and my mother didn’t read to us. I had lots of friends who all came to our home, probably because my parents were so liberal.’

Maria went from dolls in grade 6 to boys in year 7. Her brother brought his friends home. ‘I always had a love interest but I never had sex with them. It was really just social play and a kiss.’ Nothing personal was ever spoken about in Maria’s family and the subject of sex was never raised, even when, at 16, she met an older man. He was a boxer, a Malvern icon, who took her out to TV Ringside boxing on a Monday night. ‘I was hooked on him and felt obliged to have sex with him or lose him, so that’s what I did.’

She gradually realised he was a bully, a gambler and a drinker who expected her to conform to his view of her. They had screaming arguments. Maria didn’t like his behaviour and finally ended the relationship, discovering about two months later that she was pregnant. ‘I just didn’t have the guts to tell my parents. I was 16 and felt I had let everyone down so decided to go it alone. I thought I would just live as normal at home and later in the pregnancy, while on a so-called holiday, have the child and adopt it out. Being a Catholic didn’t help: the guilt was paralysing.’

Maria wrote to Father Glover, a lapsed priest who wrote a ‘problems’ column in the Truth newspaper, and told him of her plight. ‘I was eight months gone and no one had said anything to me. My whole behaviour had changed, I became a homebody, I cooked dinners, wore baggy clothes. I even kept going to school, but still no one said anything. I often think, ‘How could I have been so invisible? I was feeling desperate, time was ticking by and it was getting hard to hide my belly.’

To Maria’s amazement, Glover turned up on the doorstep to speak to her mother, who, hearing the reason for his visit, immediately broke down, agreeing with the ex-priest they would have the baby adopted. Maria was despairing, ashamed and confused. Glover had an ulterior motive: he and his new young wife wanted a baby girl for themselves. Maria was then taken to see a doctor who took her blood pressure and at first thought his machine was broken as it was so low. Maria was hospitalised for two weeks before Glover placed her in a home in Broad-meadows. ‘I was there for an excruciating two weeks.’

She rang her family on Christmas Day pretending she had a job as an au pair and couldn’t visit. On 28 December 1974, Maria was rushed to the Queen Victoria Hospital, shaved, put into stirrups, and told to ‘push and stop carrying on’.

When she woke following the birth she was in a ward with about 16 mothers and babies, and she was the only one without a child. When her mother arrived and demanded to see the baby he was already in the adoption ward with the name Scott on his cot. ‘As if I would ever call a son of mine Scott. The only Scott I knew was in my primary-school reader and he was a dog. My mother looked at me and said, “We have to keep him.” So I said, “Okay”. I called him Davey, after Davy Jones, the lead singer of the Monkees. When I got home, my father walked into my bedroom to greet me and said, “What’s that?” I said, “A baby.” “Whose baby?” “Mine.” And he walked out without another word.’

Maria was devastated, traumatised and ashamed. Her school life was over, she felt totally alone. But she was feisty, like her mother, and she became her own person from that day. If she was old enough to have a baby, she thought, she could do what she wanted. Her parents hadn’t talked to her before so it was too late for them to start now. ‘Life was just a non-discussion, whatever happened, happened, and you just got on with it.’

Within two months Maria had met Victor Frendo at a friend’s house. He was Maltese, an only son—‘the golden son’—with five sisters who spoilt him. His father wanted him to be an accountant and his mother was always telling him off, so he joined the army to get away. He was disappointed, Maria says, ‘that he missed out on combat: the Vietnam War had come to an end so he got only as far as Perth.’ Victor had just left the SAS, was dressed impeccably and, in Maria’s eyes, was a man of the world. ‘I thought he was gorgeous, just like Paul Hogan.’ They fell in love and became inseparable. Baby Davey was no obstacle, nor was Victor’s mother who would scream at him in Maltese whenever he and Maria entered his family home together: ‘What are you doing with that girl, with that baby?’

Maria moved in with Victor, but life wasn’t easy. He was an unhappy man, not at all jovial like the family she had grown up with. Maria did all she could to cheer him up but she was young and coping with her child kept her busy. They had a daughter, Shyan, in 1976 when Maria was 18, and while she cared for two young children, Victor worked. He was a good worker but would lose interest quickly. They moved house 14 times in nine years as Victor went from one job to another—in the car trade, at a tanning factory, as a sales rep, selling camper vans, selling fish tanks and in the ambulance service. He also studied part-time. At one time Victor had 200 bikes in the driveway he planned to do up and sell.

When she turned 21, Maria started working as a kitchen hand with her mother, who was a cook in a nursing home in Armadale. Each morning most of the elderly residents were taken from their beds and strapped on commodes for the day. There was no occupational therapy and most residents were bedridden. Maria was a breath of fresh air in that environment with her happy disposition. She made friends with the staff and residents and became the cook when her mother left for a better job.

When Maria was 25 she married Victor. It was an emotional day. She felt she was caught in a tug of war between her parents who were suffering from recent bankruptcy and Victor who wanted to keep her away from her family. Marriage did not make life easier or the partnership happier. Maria had no intention of letting her family go. As well, now in year 8, her son David was having a troubled time at school and Maria realised he was gay. She was upset, understanding his school life would be hard and he would be judged and bullied.

A friend asked Maria to come and work part-time as her secretary in the recreation centre for the City of Glen Eira. Although Maria, aged 28, had no secretarial skills she took the job and stayed for 10 years. When the position of program supervisor was advertised Maria was asked to apply. The director of the department had seen Maria at work and knew her capabilities and social skills.

Maria managed a team of four full-time staff with 35 sessional teachers developing a variety of fitness activities from junior aerobics to classes for the over 50s. There were 32 aerobics classes in all. People could enrol for yoga, tai chi, jazz ballet, gymnastics, women’s self-defence, art classes or martial arts. There were discos for kids, school-holiday programs including horse riding, rollerblading, trips to Luna Park, trout fishing, theatre performances, plaster moulding, circus activities and a carnival day. Maria ran the first school holiday program for four-year-olds. There was an atmosphere of fun at the centre where 2000 people a week came through the door. Staff gave Maria a ‘backbone award’ for her work.

She eventually left when the council put the recreation centre up for tender. Maria was given a redundancy package. It was another time of reckoning.

After 20 years of living with Victor, Maria had had enough of the arguments. ‘He was always right, and I wanted to be listened to. I’d grown up, and Davey was miserable. I couldn’t change Victor and was busy keeping myself together. He went to live in a warehouse for a time but then came up with a new idea. He said, “Let’s open a restaurant together and see how we go.”’

Victor had seen how well Maria had done at the recreation centre, how she always made friends, and he saw an opportunity. He had faith in Maria to carry out his plan and persuaded her to have him back. Victor had done some renovation work for Growler’s restaurant in Gertrude St and thought he could do the same with a business for himself and Maria. While she had worked as a cook in the nursing home and managed the recreation centre, Maria had no restaurant experience, but she was ready to try and was confident in her ability.

Maria and Victor leased a space in Gertrude Street as a bazaar with 30 antique stalls; then, after 18 months, they bought the building and set up Dante’s restaurant. To finance the venture they used Maria’s redundancy payment, sold their house and rented, with Maria’s parents and sister, the building next door. It was a financial and creative challenge that caused tensions, and Maria and Victor fought.

When she started to manage the restaurant, Maria was horrified to discover how chauvinistic the kitchen staff was. ‘The chef thought the kitchen was his domain, and Victor felt that as the man in the business, he was the one to sort out the issues. I was hosting. I was the concierge. I knew what customers wanted. I knew how to manage. I knew nothing about wines, and it’s every man’s dream to have a bar. Victor had built the place from the ground up. He would mop the floors and start the day with a pernod. He was not a manager.’

After about two years of battling, Maria decided to take charge at Dante’s and do it her way. Instead of fighting with the staff, she changed her strategy and had fun with them creating a team spirit in the kitchen and behind the bar. The business had never been about money for Maria; she had to make it pay, but in the process she wanted everyone to enjoy themselves.

They had a large space to fill and Maria employed an art curator to bring in the art community with exhibitions and performances. She decorated the space with Hollywood-style memorabilia. David was a collector of contemporary objects and he got her interested. ‘The gays connected with the atmosphere at Dante’s straightaway. They were fun and their events were fun. Who would want to host 20 transsexuals in their restaurant? No one! But I did.’

Under Maria’s direction, Dante’s became a Melbourne institution. There were those in ‘the establishment’ who turned up their noses, but for many in the arts world Maria was an icon. ‘I was a happy person and I got happiness from others. I listened to people, cracked jokes and we compared lives. I sat and talked to those alone at the bar. I invested in my customers and gave them some of me back. I ask questions. I am funny, I am an entertainer. Victor could not do that. He was moody. We argued constantly about alcohol and about the kids, but I decided I was not going to allow him to destroy my life or my spirit. He had his own inner demons which came out in his treatment of me, which was very challenging, to say the least.’

Maria knew things could not continue this way and she took a five-day break and went to Camp Eden to think things through. She did yoga, hiked, went on the flying fox, played group games, talked, ate vegetarian food and had fun. She read self-help books about positive thinking and made friends with a grief counsellor ‘who was a life saver. You are the only one who can change your situation, but off-loading to someone you like and whose advice you respect makes a difference.’

About this time we met Maria. Staff from the Australian Children’s Television Foundation had taken to lunching at Dante’s from time to time and Patricia enjoyed both the off-beat venue with its memorabilia and its friendly host. Over the next few years Patricia arranged a number of functions at Dante’s, including a Breast Cancer Network of Australia function and her 58th birthday party. Maria brought in a violinist, a bagpipe player and a palm reader for the occasion. We became friends with Maria and joined the same pilates group, which we attended for 15 years. After each session we had coffee, a laugh and a good chat, and Maria talked about her plans.

She was ready to move on to her own business without Victor when the owner of the Glasshouse phoned to ask if she would be interested in buying the business. ‘It was a great space and I thought I could transform it into another Dante’s. The bank lent me the money as I had a good track record, so I bought the business in 2006 and for four years was running the two venues working from 9.00 a.m. to 3.00 a.m. They were tough years and I found I had spread myself too thin.

‘The Glasshouse was too big, and there was always drama. The women could get out of control and there were fights every week in the pub and bashings outside in Gipps Street. I was harassed by a woman who rang incessantly every day. She was after me as a partner. I had planned to live upstairs and renovated it, but I only stayed two weeks as I didn’t feel safe. When I found the bouncer was selling drugs, that was it. Life became just too stressful, and juggling people was draining me.’

Maria made a new decision. Victor had a girlfriend by then, and after 30 years Maria wanted a new partner. ‘I was not going to be sitting at home with the cat. I knew what I was after. I wanted a man like my brothers: decent, polite, with a regular job, who liked his mother, didn’t smoke and drink to excess, who looked after himself and was not an egomaniac. Damn hard to find.’

Geoff Brace came with an engineering group to Dante’s. Maria liked the look of him. She learnt he was a divorcee with children, and a gentle, considerate, kind and accommodating man. At first Maria thought, ‘He’s too straight for me.’ But she found out his number, rang him up and asked if he would like to go out for a coffee. After an initial shock, Geoff accepted and soon they were a couple.

At 50, Maria looked back and thought, ‘I have done it all and survived. I could tick all the boxes, mother, kids and friends, health, success. I had confidence and financial security.’

She thought about what she wanted to do with her energy and experience. She had good networks built over two decades. She wanted to work as long as she could. Yet, like many others of her age, she applied for jobs and didn’t get an interview, not even a response. She assessed her situation: she had no formal qualifications despite having run successful businesses. What could she do? She had the kind of personality that could enliven people and help them enjoy life. She was part of the Fitzroy Historical Society, a former president of the famous Gertrude Street Projection Festival and she conducted walking tours of the highlights of Gertrude Street. She knew she could make a good speech and that she connected with the underdog, the people who had to struggle.

She began to volunteer two days a week: one at St Vincent De Paul Society’s Mobile Conference, a shopfront that gives out food parcels and clothing to the homeless and underprivileged; the other at St Mary’s House of Welcome, a support service helping people who are experiencing homelessness, poverty and mental illness.

Her drive to help people drew her to the idea of becoming a civil celebrant. She completed a course and was accepted. ‘I particularly enjoy the weddings where everyone is relaxed. I’m hanging out for love equality so I can marry all people regardless of who and what they are.’ That time will come soon. She keeps her hand in but her main work and interest now is in aged care. She undertook a Certificate 3 in Aged Care. She applied to an agency for a job, prepared to do anything, and was pleased to get a job from her first interview. She became a support worker helping people in their own homes, which brought her to a greater understanding of people and how life can change, regardless of who you have been and what you’ve done. She finds the work very rewarding.

‘I make an effort. I am always pleased to see the clients. I give them something to look forward to. I look them in the face and smile. I wear lipstick. And try to give them that daughter feel. I’m choosing to look after people who need to be taken shopping, to appointments, to get their hair cut. Maybe help mothers out with autistic kids. I love to talk to them, make them laugh and enjoy my visit.

‘I always thought 60 was old, now that I’m nearly there—I know it’s not!

‘I have always felt that my lot in life is to look after others; now I’m just looking after the ones that I choose. And I don’t mean to sound religious, but it’s in the giving that I receive.

‘My family is the highest priority still. I speak to my mother, and my son and daughter who are in their 40s, every day, my sister every second day and my brothers at least once a week, and we text in between. I also text my 87-year-old mother. It gives me great pleasure when she tells me she roared with laughter when she picked up her phone at 3.00 am in the morning when I’ve sent her a picture of my cat with the caption, “Missing me?”. When Mum goes it will be tough.

‘I’m happy that Victor’s found happiness and someone is looking after him. I wish them good luck and a happy life. And my life with Geoff is a dream come true; I have someone who listens to me now. We are creating a life together and I hope I can show Shyan and David how to have a happy relationship, learn to compromise, do daggy things together or nothing at all, live modestly: eat, go to op shops, garden, read, be with people we like or help people. Geoff is an organised professional and I like that. We have to have things to look forward to. We have accumulated many happy memories already, travelling and buying a home together, and we look forward to building more wonderful life experiences. That’s how you keep a relationship burning, always investing and not becoming complacent. We put some music on and tell each other how we feel. I don’t want to be there patting the cat while he watches Hogan’s Heroes.’


Steve Griffiths
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club coach, giving that little bit extra

Steve Griffiths comes from a family that has always been involved in voluntary community work; it’s in his blood. His contribution to junior cross-country running and Victorian athletics has given his middle years a sense of purpose and fulfilment that he is reluctant to give up.

Steve, born in 1948, is a typical Baby Boomer. His father was the family breadwinner, working in the same accounting job with the Gas & Fuel Corporation for 48 years. ‘My mother’s place was in the home. She gave up work with her first pregnancy and never worked for a salary again. She kept a great house and home for our family.’ Steve and his sister attended Sunday school and sang in the Church of England choir, though his parents were not ‘overly religious’. His mother was active in the Fairfield Primary School mothers’ club and his father was on the school council.

The relative stability of those early years informs Steve’s outlook on life; he’s a survivor who has had some setbacks but he has risen above them and built a stable life. Steve thinks that in some ways he takes after his father, who had two lifelong regrets: refusing to go back to school when Carey Grammar offered him a place on the basis of his winning a state mathematics medal; and, later, after completing accountancy studies at night school, turning down a job in the family furniture factory, which became a highly successful Australia-wide business. It was during the Depression, ‘so he chose to stay with a secure job’. Like many others, Steve says, ‘He was very conscious of leaving a tidy nest egg for his children. I am too.’

Steve’s mother had also done well at school. She attended small rural one-teacher schools where as an older student she often helped teach the bubs. She was offered a teacher-training position but her family could not afford to pay boarding fees in Melbourne. She put her energies into family and community life instead, which later included Steve’s basketball club and his sister’s calisthenics classes. Steve’s father became president of the district scouting association and later as treasurer was ‘the saviour of the lawn bowls club. He had the liquor bar named after him, a profound embarrassment, with him being a teetotal Rechabite.’ Steve insists his parents were intelligent and well-informed though they had not pursued further studies.

Steve led a very active sporting life as a child in this caring and busy family environment. He is outgoing and lively, an easy talker about most things, except his own problems. He says he is, underneath, a very shy person and had to put effort into becoming more outgoing. ‘I was awkward with girls, until they didn’t think I was coming on to them.’ But he liked their company because they were usually more open than boys. ‘From my youngest years I have been confident talking in front of people. I remember being asked to thank the mothers’ club at a primary school assembly—didn’t worry me a bit. Some would say I haven’t shut up since!’ He says his father was outspoken too, didn’t suffer fools gladly and, though quiet in manner, was very good at public speaking. Steve inherited that ability to state his views frankly (‘maybe, abrasively’, he says), and to take action whenever needed. It has made him a leader who serves by example and inspires others to do the same.

Steve attended a suburban central school, then University High, and he matriculated in 1967. His aim was to do a degree in physical education at university but he ‘didn’t even get close’. He was accepted into primary teacher-training at Coburg Teachers’ College instead. Undaunted, he took an extra matriculation subject ‘in an attempt to make the jump to Phys. Ed. I passed well, but there was still no joy and I was stuck with primary teaching. As it happened, things worked out well. I was very involved in sports and even joined the primary physical education staff for a while.’ Steve later enrolled in the Bachelor of Applied Science degree in Human Movement at Preston Institute of Technology (now RMIT), doing night classes and then taking part-time study leave from teaching to complete the course. He enjoyed being one of a group of experienced teachers who were ‘looked upon as the “oldies” by all the other students just out of secondary school’.

In his first year after Coburg Teachers’ College Steve taught at the Olympic Village School at Heidelberg. He had been inspired by the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games (‘the Golden era of Herb Elliott, John Landy, Ron Clarke and Merv Lincoln’) and had joined the Collingwood Harriers Athletics Club in 1963. The school’s teachers were young, close-knit and keen to help their disadvantaged and often troubled migrant students. Steve took a group of them in a van to train with the Harriers in an effort ‘to get them off the streets’, a move that started his long association with the club and a lifelong satisfaction from working with promising young athletes. He is proud of how well some of those boys turned out: one of them is now, as he puts it, ‘a big official in education’.

In 1971, Steve saw a notice at his school about cross-country championships and cajoled some of his mates to form a team to compete. Because he wore glasses, Steve played basketball rather than football, but he had always been interested in running competitively. He became involved in cross-country and track events at the district level and was district secretary for more than 20 years. In 1976 he organised the first inter-school cross-country events for the Heidelberg district schools—‘my most notable claim to fame’—and after moving to Kinglake West introduced cross-country running into the Whittlesea district. ‘All this was the precursor to the present-day cross-country program run across the entire state and it involves the selection of teams for interstate competition.’

We first met Steve through this program when our 10-year-old grandson discovered he could run well. Organising these athletics programs involving hundreds of fit young schoolkids and their supportive parents is an enormous logistical feat. We were astonished at the community involvement, the genuine spirit of sportsmanship between competing kids and the way the competition often leads to further training opportunities for children with talent. Our grandson went on to be Under-14 Victorian and Australian 800- and 1500-metres champion, won many other medals and continues to compete successfully through his school. He says he owes a lot to Steve as a coach.

Steve married in 1974, aged 26. He and his wife, who was five years younger, both taught in the northern suburbs and lived in a flat in Clifton Hill. After much searching, they eventually, in 1976, bought a house in Kinglake West. ‘I put a $10 deposit with the agent on the Saturday morning of inspection until I could get to the bank on the Monday.’ The house was incomplete because the young owners had split up so, as Steve puts it, ‘we did the rest ourselves—painting, tiling and a lot of landscaping, lifting many heavy railway sleepers’.

They continued to teach in Melbourne but finally were able to secure positions at the local Kinglake West Primary School, with Steve beginning in 1981, some two years after his wife. Two daughters arrived (born in 1981 and 1985) and both attended the school along with the children of four other staff members. As well as teaching his own class, Steve coordinated all the school’s sport and most of the physical education classes. He was also instrumental in the organisation of interschool sport, becoming the district secretary of the local sports’ association, a position he held until 2005.

In 1987 Steve and his wife purchased a 29-hectare property a little further north with another couple. Houses were eventually built at each end of the property and although there were a few hassles with titles and council rules over a period of time, things finally were resolved. Steve and his wife did a lot of the building themselves, learning as they went. They were fortunate to have many of the parents at the school, with experience as owner-builders, as advisors in the building process and were able to save many dollars along the way.

Early in 1983 Steve was precipitated, without any specific training, into the role of school principal because of the incumbent’s sudden illness. ‘I was totally unprepared—there was no luxury of an induction course in those days.’ At first the job was meant to be temporary—‘until the end of term!’ he was told. The period was then extended for another three weeks, then another two months before being finally confirmed for the remainder of the year.

Although things ran smoothly at first, Steve found the road a little bumpy towards the end of the year. ‘There was a split in the staff, which did not help working conditions, but I am sure that the quality of the education of the children did not suffer at all. I learnt a lot about myself in that year—some of it was good! However, I also learnt a lot about how other people operate. What an eye-opener that was. I never really wanted to be a principal again. I was very happy with the kids in my grade, doing the best I could to help them to be the best they could. We laughed a lot, we cried a bit (when a colleague passed away as a result of breast cancer) and we learnt a lot—yes, we learnt a lot!’

Having his wife on the staff at this time was an interesting situation. While she was very supportive of Steve, he is sure that some other members of staff found the situation disconcerting.

In 1995 Steve’s wife moved to another school, some 30 kilometres away. Their eldest child had started her secondary education at the same school the previous year. The job had been first offered to Steve, but he suggested that the position better suited his wife’s talents because of the curriculum development component. Although he had been seeking a change, he realised it wasn’t a position that he would enjoy. Despite her initial reticence, Steve encouraged his wife to take the job.

Things seemed to go well for some time. Their second daughter also moved to the same school, but in January 2001 Steve was taken by surprise: ‘My wife informed me that she wanted a break.’ Although it was not initially mentioned, at the start of the 2001 school year Steve found out that there was a third person involved.

Steve was devastated. He got on well with his in-laws, thought he and his wife had worked well together in raising a family and was surprised when she said, ‘You never talk to me’, because they spent a lot of time sorting out her frustrations with curriculum issues at her new school. ‘We solved her problems, but didn’t talk about our own!’ Marriage counselling ended when she objected to the line of questioning by the counsellor and Steve relied on a lawyer friend to help him sort out the break without too much acrimony.

‘I did not handle the split very well at all. I was ashamed and embarrassed. I did not see it coming—typical male I am told! I did not tell any of my friends at the athletics club for a couple of years, although when I finally developed the intestinal fortitude to spill the beans, I found out that most of them suspected something was amiss.’ He also kept their separation quiet at his own school, recalling he seldom went into the staffroom, quite often going home for lunch just so he didn’t have to talk to people.

‘She finally left the house in November of 2001. Our eldest daughter, studying at RMIT, elected to stay with me, while the youngest, then in year 10, went with her mum. There was no animosity. They were both going to the same school every day—it made good sense to do it this way.’ This was a mid-life turning point for Steve.

He contemplated the government’s offer of an early retirement, but decided to stick it out until the deadline due in a couple of years. By the time of the deadline, he considered delaying the retirement for a couple more years as the extra income would greatly assist the purchase of his wife’s share of the farm. But, as he explains, ‘in the two years I taught after the marriage breakdown, I could not get as motivated to do the job to the standard to which I had prided myself for all of my career. I had always striven to give the kids that bit extra. It was obvious to me that that “bit extra” was not forthcoming. I decided I had to get out before others saw it too.’

That inbuilt reluctance to acknowledge what he saw as a failure in his personal life cost him much. He is very frank now in recognising how badly he handled those years. ‘I frightened myself twice when I walked down to the large dam on our property—not really sure that I was coming back! At the time there were four main things that pulled me through. Naturally my daughters were foremost in my thoughts. The athletics club also played a large part in my “survival”. I had been president for a little over three years and I was worried that I would leave them in a mess if I left suddenly. How egotistical! But I sometimes wonder what might have happened if I hadn’t been in that position. As well, I knew I still had a lot to give and I wanted to move on, though I found it hard. The fourth reason, and the one that was the most compelling as a single happening, was a vision of the face of one of my students from a couple of years before.

‘At the end of each school year I always had a talk to the kids about the future—what lay ahead—the importance of choosing good friends, making good decisions, the dangers of drugs and the importance of talking through problems. (Strangely enough this last thing was something I was never good at—and am still not!)

‘Sometimes the issue of depression and suicide would come up and I would tell the children that they might all, at some time, feel down, but that suicide was not the answer, there was always someone who could help. I remember being struck by the look on the face of one girl in particular taking all this in. One day at the dam, I saw her face again, and despite my daughters and the athletics club, I firmly believe that face saved my life at that time.’

Club activities, in fact, served Steve well through these difficult times and he gave much of ‘that bit extra’ to young athletes at the Collingwood Harriers. He had given up running in the early ’80s but then found himself puffing with heavy garden work and decided he needed to get fit again. From that point on he ran every day. He rejoined the club in 1995, encouraged his daughter’s athletic talent and nurtured many a young athlete training at the Collingwood Harriers. For 20 years before Steve took over, the club had relied on one man to do all the work: ‘He was like Percy Cerutty, could do everything, and everyone would say, “Bill will do it!”’ Their main coach had also left, so Steve took on the jobs of club president and coach, and he built the membership up from 50 to more than 200. ‘It was all personal contact. We needed numbers, bums on the track, and we got them.’ He contacted former members and enticed them back to help coach youngsters. The famous Robert Hendry started to run again at the club and ‘his presence acted as a magnet’. It took 20 years to build up a new coaching team, and the Harriers are now regarded as one of the strongest athletics clubs in Australia. Steve is reticent about claiming too much credit for this progress, but he has devoted many voluntary hours to improving conditions, finding new coaches for specialist areas, doing most of the administrative and events-management work. He has recently organised historical club records so that a parent with IT skills could revamp the club website and teach Steve how to keep it up to date.

Steve’s response to questions about his voluntary work is ambivalent: it has given him enormous satisfaction, yet he feels he needs to step back a bit and ensure there is someone who can take over. ‘If I went under a bus the club would have a big problem—they wouldn’t know what I’ve done or how it’s done. I know who to ring if a venue needs to be changed; I know the people at the City of Yarra, all the athletics organisations; I know all the rules of the game, do a lot of voluntary track-official work at the big meets and know the people who count. I’m a bloody control freak. When I say I’m too busy, people say why don’t you ask someone else to do things, but I do it my way and then people won’t volunteer.’

It’s a dilemma faced by many volunteer organisations: the busiest members take on all the work and others either withdraw or don’t see the need to step in and help because it’s all being done efficiently by those few. Steve did not stand for president this year, but he will stay involved. The club has recently rewritten its constitution, drafted separate job descriptions and redone the by-laws so there will be greater clarity and a wider sharing of tasks. Steve loves the job. It is a mainstay of his life and he knows it would be foolish to cut completely loose.

After retirement from full-time teaching, Steve picked up part-time work—teaching. ‘What else did I know? In those days teacher training was very specific and focused, so transferring to other areas of work was not easy. I take casual, relief-teaching opportunities that come along. And I look forward to Wednesday nights when I spend a couple of hours tutoring a local lad in mathematics. It has given me a chance to keep my hand in with something I really believe in—making kids realise they can do it, if they want to. The farm keeps me busy, with cattle and sheep to feed, and there is always a fence to fix and firewood to cut, split and stack.’ His partnership with the farm’s co-owners ‘has survived 30 years despite there being no formal paperwork at all’. He says, ‘Finance is a constant worry! I guess I am in that asset-rich, cash-poor category. I am certainly not a pauper but the bank balance can get a bit thin at times. I am fortunate that I still obtain a number of teaching days to boost my income. I am not entitled to a pension so I rely on the superannuation I received at the conclusion of my teaching years—I was indeed fortunate to be part of the “old” scheme.’

Steve is in a new relationship, which he enjoys, but his partner’s hours as an in-home carer are odd and not always compatible with his. He meets twice a year with old friends from University High, is fit and healthy after having back surgery for chronic pain some years ago. (The problem was diagnosed by a Pilates teacher, and he is dismissive of the several medicos he had consulted.) He has stopped running long distances and he fears running alone because he once fainted at the track and, despite tests, no explanation could be found. But he still competes in other events, including shot put, hammer throw, discus and javelin.

Steve worries that his preoccupation with athletics is perhaps to the exclusion of family. ‘I think deep down, I am frightened of having nothing. It’s like, what will I do if my relationships with my partner and daughter break down? I will not have anything. So I work hard at building the soft landing instead of working hard at preventing the crisis. Isn’t it interesting that I can see the problem but can’t seem to do anything about it?’ Yet seeing the problem is always a step on the pathway to dealing with it.

Steve did not replace his valuable companion of ten years, Woodie the golden retriever, when he died, because he says, ‘having a pet ties you down and I have become used to living alone. But I hope my partner and I can live together eventually. I want to be with her all the time, but she has three children she loves being with so things don’t always gel. I think it will probably happen, but one of us—okay, probably me—will have to make a few changes.’

Steve finds himself in later middle age faced with several challenges—surviving financially, staying fit and healthy, building a new relationship and deciding how much time to devote to his beloved athletics club. When asked what he thinks about middle age he says, ‘Middle age! Who knows? When you’re ten, 25 is old. When you’re 25, 60 is old. Now I’m 67, 85 is old. Do I think about getting old? I am terrified of dying! I am against ageing! I don’t feel any different from how I did 40 years ago—until I try to do what I did 40 years ago. I know there is more behind me than in front of me, but I still have a lot to do. I am going to be in charge forever.’

This last statement, Steve says, is tongue-in-cheek. But his insight and his determination to keep on keeping on will stand him in good stead.


Maria McCarthy
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never say die

On the evening of 29 November 1997, Maria McCarthy decided to go for her regular jog. At 41 she was very fit and loved the sense of freedom running gave her. Her partner of one year, Chris, was painting the back fence. He asked Maria to be back in time to drive his son home to his mother so he could finish the painting before nightfall. Mindful of this responsibility, Maria set out, enjoying the warm, steamy air following recent rain.

She was struck down crossing a busy road. In that split second her life was transformed forever. She suffered broken bones in 20 places, a lacerated skull, massive bruising, soft-tissue damage and a head injury. In her shattered physical state, with no identification on her, she recalled her promise to drive Chris’s son home, and she felt a desperate need to be ‘claimed’. She shrieked out all her details: her birthdate, her age, address and telephone number. ‘Get Christopher’, she screamed. ‘Find Christopher.’

Maria thought she had her life sorted out. She had finally found a partner she wanted to commit to. She had been a peripatetic gypsy for much of two decades, changing jobs and relationships that did not work out for one reason or another. She was ready to settle down from her wild, adventurous years.

Suddenly her options changed dramatically. The accident was the beginning of a journey that took Maria to the hospital trauma unit and an in-patient rehabilitation centre for three solid years of hard work devoted to reclaiming her life, her body, her mind, her dignity, her family life and her work. Maria’s physical fitness and general good health at the time of her accident undoubtedly saved her life. But what followed was a supreme test of her resilience, endurance, adaptability, emotional commitment and capability for reinventing her life.

Maria was an independent being, one who made all her own decisions, lived according to her own plan. She came and went as she pleased and paid her own way. She and Chris had begun to negotiate a commitment and Maria had been finding she was ready to cede some independence to a generous and loving partner. But for Maria to find herself in a position of extreme dependence on others—nurses, doctors, family, friends and partner—left her with feelings of helplessness and despair that were completely alien to her.

Maria was born in 1956, the fourth of six children, with one brother and four sisters. She grew up in a large sprawling old home with a tennis court, in the Melbourne suburb of Eaglemont. She learned, at an early age, to be a problem-solver, always looking out for her younger two sisters. It’s a deeply ingrained habit she can’t shake completely. The family was very close. There were lots of friendly neighbours with kids around the same age who would play on their tennis court for hours on end, or play footy in the streets or any game at all. They would wander in and out of the adjoining houses to swim, play and eat snacks. They rode bikes all over the place, and built and rode billy-carts, but they were well-disciplined and each child had a schedule of chores to fulfil. Maria describes her childhood as ‘pretty damn good’.

As she grew up, physical activity and sports were Maria’s main enjoyment. She was involved in the tennis club and its competitions, little athletics, school sports, swimming and netball. She also loved art but found school pretty dull. ‘I never felt I was in the right place. I felt misunderstood, very stifled and restricted.’ So she rebelled against the rigid school regime. While sports saved her ‘from going off the rails’ she felt she wasted her time at school. She managed to pass the Leaving Certificate and, at her parents’ insistence, completed a 12-month business secretarial course at Holmes Commercial College, which she loved—it opened up her world, qualified her to get work and gave her the opportunity to meet people.

For the next two decades Maria moved in and out of jobs, which she found easy to get and easy to hold. She moved in and out of relationships, and she travelled Australia and the world, starting in New Zealand where she hitchhiked around both islands, working along the way, then travelling to Perth before applying to work at a ‘luxury’ hotel in Derby in the Kimberley. She made friends as she travelled and sometimes hitchhiked with them. She was away for seven or eight months before turning up at home to the delight of her parents. After working in Melbourne for about a year to save money to travel, she headed to Europe and then to Israel where she worked on a kibbutz. She was an independent, free spirit, answerable to no one but herself, enjoying life and having adventures. She describes herself at that time as ‘pretty wild—a girl version of Peter Pan’. But at the same time she often felt homesick: ‘I was a mix of homebody and explorer.’

Over several years Maria worked as a receptionist/PA for a doctor, a senior manager at the Wentworth Hotel (now the Sofitel), a receptionist with a design group, a teacher at the Suzan Johnston school of deportment and a trainee buyer in the fashion industry. She liked the idea of learning to be a fashion buyer and interior designer, but she didn’t have the staying power. She worked for a short time in recruitment and then travelled overseas again. But this time she was unhappy.

She was nearly 30, the spirit of adventure had worn off and she was very worried about where her life was headed. She had run away from the strictures of her schooling but didn’t know where her new-found freedom was taking her. She had believed that, somehow, by the time she turned 30, she would be happy, have a great job and be in a great relationship—but none of this had happened. ‘I knew now it was time to get real.’

She returned to Australia and bought into a commercial and domestic lighting business (LiTech P/L), in 1987, becoming managing director. She learned to design lighting layouts and loved the control she had over her work. She found she was well suited to being her own boss.

But when business got tough in the late 1980s and the 1990 recession hit, Maria had to close the business. She was devastated: this was the first job she had enjoyed. But she picked herself up and started work with the comedy radio team the D-Generation. Over time Maria worked as an assistant producer and casting director on the team’s renowned television productions, The Late Show, Funky Squad and Frontline. At the same time, she enrolled as a mature-age student in an industrial-design course at RMIT. She lasted a semester only, as she found the demands of studying while working too great. She moved to another Melbourne-based production company but was becoming unsure that she wanted a long-term future in media production, so she accepted a job at Film Victoria putting together the Melbourne version of Variety Magazine. That was when she got to know Christopher Lovell, a partner in a legal firm, and life changed dramatically for both of them. They fell in love. Maria was ready to relinquish some of her independence and commit to a relationship, but Christopher had two children from an earlier marriage and he and Maria wanted to be sure the kids were accepting too. They moved in together soon after they met, bought a house and Chris’s two children lived with them each weekend, school holidays and one night each during the week. They were all in the process of negotiating their new relationships when, one year in, Maria was hit by the car.

Chris never missed a hospital visit, arriving every morning and evening. He would often wash Maria, rub oil into her body and dress her open wounds. He brought her beautiful gifts and tempting food. Her parents did the same. She was cared for and loved, discovering new friends as many people—acquaintances from shops and the swimming pool—came to visit and sent get well cards. There were also disappointments where people didn’t bother and relationships did not resume. After nearly four months in hospital Maria came home. Chris became her carer, and Maria hated being a burden. While many partnerships would have failed in these circumstances, the accident sealed the bond between them.

The moment Maria was struck by a car, she decided to fight. She knew she was fighting for her life, fighting to return home, to walk again, to move normally again, to join the world on her terms. She had to repair herself physically, teaching herself to sit up, lie in bed, stand, twist, turn, pull herself up, walk, hold things, tie up shoes, dress herself and find a way to maintain and manage her emotional and psychological world. She experienced extraordinary stress, anxiety, uncertainty, frustration and debilitating fear and confusion on her road to recovery.

Maria decided to treat her entire rehabilitation program as a job. She kept a diary of things to do, people to contact, appointments to make. She faced the depths of her despair as a thrill-seeker would, thinking, ‘this could not be worse than bungee jumping’, something she had tried in New Zealand a couple of months before her accident. She took up yoga and meditation and returned to swimming, along with a relentless physiotherapy program. She began to feel good about herself again with a sense of control and direction in her life making her emotionally and psychologically strong.

About a year after her accident, Maria started writing about what she thought was missing from her going-home-from-hospital experience. She devised a five-week program—called Living with Trauma Injury and Illness—for fellow survivors, aimed at restoring dignity and health in the transition from hospital to home when many people struggle to find purpose and meaning again. It was run with psychologist Dr Sandra Neil and physician Dr Robert Silverberg through the Satir Centre of Australia for the Family. Maria felt that people suffering or recovering from strokes, Parkinson’s disease, heart surgery and cancer could all benefit from her experience. She discovered she had a talent for public speaking. This became her work, along with looking after herself and building up her strength.

She maintained a rigorous exercise routine. ‘I used to keep jogging and swimming in my mind while I was in hospital. That was my motivation to get well; nothing was going to stop me. I was determined to run another Sydney City to Surf fun run, an event both Christopher and I loved to do—and this I did. The first time, in July 1998, I was on a cane—a hideous experience as I realised how maimed I was, despite having come so far. I was cheered on by the local council workers collecting the witches hats from the road, but I felt quite despondent afterwards as I knew that I still had such a long, long way to go. I ran the entire 14-kilometre distance the following year without a cane, and felt I had achieved my goal. My surgeon understood, but stressed I should not continue running as I’d end up with further injuries.’

More swimming was recommended as a running substitute. Maria had started training for triathlons in her mid-30s so had experienced long-distance swimming. She now swims with friends nearly every day in the sea. In winter the water is 9–12°C. ‘Boy that’s cold. However, I’ve learned that the more you stick to it, the easier it becomes. It’s been very interesting seeing how the body performs in very cold conditions.’ Maria swims two to four kilometres three to six days a week, depending on conditions, work and university commitments. She always seeks out places to swim when travelling. ‘I still wear bikinis, in fact my very old Nike swim bottoms that are fit for the rubbish bin and a Berlei bra—that’s my swim uniform and has been for years. People find this very amusing, but it’s practical as the bra is very comfortable and supportive, unlike the silly skimpy bikinis I used to wear during my teenage years and on to my 30s.’

Maria was fascinated by boxing from a young age and would go to the occasional match. She started boxing regularly two to three years after her accident to regain some coordination, keep up her interest in rehab and push herself to learn something new. She attends two classes a week to build up aerobic fitness and strengthen her shoulders, back and upper arms—the muscles she uses for swimming. The other boxers are surprised when they team up with an older woman. She laughs, ‘God only knows what they think of me at the gym—it’s a real-life genuine boxing gym. I’m pretty certain I’m the oldest by a long way.’

Having triumphed over the physical fight to strengthen her body, Maria was desperate to get out of the house more and to use her brain. When she received a call from an architect she had worked for previously, asking if she would like to work with him, she seized the opportunity and began to dabble in freelance lighting again. She also volunteered to read newspapers on radio for the sight impaired. This helped her to regain her sense of purpose and self-confidence. She liked giving something back to the community, having learnt what it was like to be vulnerable and dependent on others for help with simple everyday tasks.

In 2004, Maria trained to teach English as a Second Language (ESL). She was looking to return to work in an area that challenged her, taught her something new, but also gave her flexibility and a skill she might use overseas. Through her rehabilitation she had experienced how difficult it could be to learn something new and she felt that her insight would be an asset in teaching a second language learner. The course, which took a month, was demanding, particularly given Maria still suffered double vision. ‘The eye injury has impacted on my life a great deal, but it is what it is. I have been upset by it from time to time, as I get very tired and I can’t concentrate, especially when studying, but I realise I could have lost my sight so what I have is just fine.’

Maria understood that each little step back to the world of work and study would challenge her emotionally, mentally and physically and test her confidence. But she knew this was the path back to life in the wider world, and she drove herself to take on whatever was offered.

Teaching ESL requires a university degree, which Maria did not have. Her employer advised her that she would not be able to keep the job long-term without a tertiary qualification so she began to study at the University of Melbourne for an arts degree majoring in art history and linguistics. Over the next ten years she worked part-time teaching English to people from a number of nations and of varying ages and English language skill levels. She graduated in 2015, achieving several honours along the way.

In 2007, at 51, Maria married Chris, by then her partner of 12 years, and that happy experience led Maria to think she would enjoy being a civil celebrant. Family has always been an important part of her life. Maria says on her website: ‘I am from a large family and my parents have recently celebrated their 70th wedding anniversary. Their commitment to their marriage and six children, through good times and bad, has instilled in me the importance of commitment, respect and love within a family unit.’

Becoming middle-aged hasn’t bothered Maria; she hadn’t thought about the question and finds it hard to believe she is 60. ‘It’s as though it’s happening to someone else as I feel so fit and healthy—though a little bit creaky from my accident. But I don’t think I’m old or that when one turns a certain age things go wrong. I know they can, but I just don’t think it’s a given. Sometimes reality hits when I see myself at certain angles, but that feeling doesn’t last and on I go, or I head off for a vigorous boxing session.

‘I know more about who I am and, overall, I feel very content with life. I am not constantly searching as I was in my 20s and 30s. I realise we only get one chance at life. I am grateful for my life, as I know things can all change very quickly; my accident taught me that. We can’t control many things that happen to us but we can control the way we react to a situation.

‘I am happiest when I am with Christopher and my big, beautiful extended family. They are all important to me, though I’m very happy on my own as well. I feel good physically and mentally, which allows me to pretty much do what I want to do easily. The opportunity to study has helped me to grow in another way, become more confident in my ability and future work opportunities. I have loved the experience of learning and being on campus. It’s a real privilege.

‘This is the best stage of my life by a long way. I am looking forward to undertaking a Masters in Speech Pathology and then practising in the field.

‘And I am looking forward to enjoying life with Christopher, exploring other interests, and when his kids have children that will be fun.’

Maria sees the ingredients of a successful, long, contented life as fitness, good health, love, family, friends, financial security. She has always insisted on being heard, and on pursuing what she believed in. Despite and perhaps because of her accident, Maria’s middle age is passionate and purposeful. She is excited by life, inquisitive, experimental, in touch with herself and those around her and open to whatever life throws her way as she ages.


John Flaus & Natalie de Maccus
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the film guru and his partner

‘He has played many roles—actor, critic, teacher, broadcaster, script editor, academic and poet—with a dedication and intensity that makes Jesuit missionaries seem merely frivolous.’1 The occasion for this tribute was John Flaus’s 80th birthday. John and his partner, Natalie de Maccus, enjoyed a remarkable period of reinvention in their middle years which has equipped them to continue to live a full and satisfying old age. In a career spanning more than 60 years, John has been a scholar, mentor, script advisor, voiceover artist, archivist and raconteur. He has been an integral part of Australia’s cinema culture and a significant influence on generations of film scholars, film buffs and filmmakers. He is a self-invented man, encouraged and supported by Natalie.

Natalie left school at 14 and worked in a bank. She married a sales representative, had four children and was the dutiful housewife. She made all her children’s clothes, joined the school mothers’ club and cooked for the school fete. But like many women of her generation when the duties were done, life became very boring. She decided the suburban package deal did not suit. She tried hobbies—silver-smithing, spinning and weaving—but they did not satisfy her. So she returned to study, first passing HSC and then enrolling at Caulfield Institute of Technology to do a welfare studies associate diploma. It was there she met John. ‘He was a pretty interesting guy, his intellect appealed to me’. After leading a conventional life, conforming to the social mores of the times, she was ready to make a radical change. They would make an unlikely couple.

John describes himself as ‘Irish by extraction, Catholic by indoctrination, Anarchist by conviction’. He looked just like an anarchist might—barefoot with a strange straggly beard that seemed to change colour from grey to black in random places—when he arrived in Melbourne from Sydney in 1970 as a 47-year-old to ‘shake things up a bit’ at a film conference at the State Film Centre.

Patricia was Chair of the Centre for the Study of Media and Communication at La Trobe University and wanted to appoint John to her staff to teach film studies. The main hurdle to overcome was his lack of a formal qualification, despite being enrolled for 19 years at the University of Sydney. With his supervisor Bill Maidment’s close oversight, John completed his thesis for his honours degree the following year and was appointed to a lectureship with tenure in 1973.

John had an insatiable interest in learning and an intimidating ability to shred an argument, neither of which, he says, came from his parents. His father was a sign-writer whose own father Bill Flauaus was ‘a grumpy old bugger who became an early member of the Communist Party. My father’s way of dealing with the world was to snarl. Dad had fixed opinions. He knew nothing and didn’t want to be told. But he was okay underneath.’ John’s mother, ‘the daughter of a cranky Englishman who painted theatre backdrops had no opinions about anything’. And John says, his two younger sisters ‘were never interested in ideas or the world around them’.

John’s enquiring mind was not encouraged at school by the nuns at his primary school or, later, the Christian Brothers. ‘I was taught that I was not there to ask questions in class, I was there to answer them. A good memory was a way of avoiding being belted relentlessly, and occasionally to get a reward: the teacher might smile at you.’ Fortunately John had a very good memory. One anomaly in his father’s approach to his son’s upbringing was his purchase of seven volumes of Cassell’s The Book of Knowledge; they were the only books in the house and John read them from cover to cover. He wasn’t interested in adventure novels, such as Biggles and Captains Courageous in the school library; he was interested in reading the newspaper. Aristotle might get a mention and John would look him up to find out who he was. His curiosity had to be pursued entirely independently.

John’s talents won him a state bursary to high school where he discovered he had the ability to write, and he won the prize for composition each year, which was usually a Dickens novel. As he read he began to question the imposed truths of his schooling. He was a good debater so the Brothers wanted him in the debating team. ‘I asked, “What if I don’t believe in the side I am asked to defend?” The answer was, “It would be a sin not to do your best.” A sin? I had my doubts.’

At about age 14 John saw a film that changed his attitude to film and art. It was Nightmare Alley. ‘The characters were battlers, there was plenty of suffering but none of the characters caused it by ill will, so there was no sense of punishment, no lesson of moral orthodoxy to be learned. The film broke many of the rules.’ John saw for the first time the potential of cinema to reflect on and inform a world view different from the one he knew.

Although he says there was not one inspiring teacher in his schooling, John wanted to be a teacher. Rather than encourage him the Brothers told him, ‘Don’t waste your life on that.’ Fate intervened in John’s plans and at 16 he failed a medical exam because of his shortsightedness. He had been hit in the head at age eight and had worn glasses ever since. This meant he was denied a scholarship for further study. So he finished school in 1950 and became a milkman, driving a horse and cart in the early hours of the morning to deliver 800 bottles of milk a day. He enjoyed the job and earned enough to go to the movies and buy books at second-hand book shops, where he spent many hours. He regularly bought the ABC’s publication The Listener. During this time he took several courses at the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA). He came to his own view of life: ‘the search for meaning is in our human nature, but it is corrupted by the belief in absolutes. Belief in absolutes is an illusion. What we must live by are ideals, but these are subject to continuous testing. Religion is not the answer, nor is communism.’

On Sundays he would go to Sydney’s Domain and listen to the soapbox orators. There he heard Jim Thorburn, ‘a staunch member of the Socialist Party of Great Britain, an exemplary Marxist, opposed to the Communist Party, who said, “The Kremlin has done to Marx what the Vatican has done to Christ.” I enjoy quoting Jim on that, when debating faith in its numerous forms.’ Thorburn recommended readings, and in 1955, he established the first paperback bookshop in Sydney, which John frequented.

John also found kindred souls among the Sydney Push—a left-wing intellectual subculture in Sydney from the late 1940s to the early 1970s whose members included Germaine Greer and Clive James. There he met Darcy Waters, a celebrity in the Push. ‘He became the closest thing to an anchor in my life—calm and steady.’ Waters was a philosopher, who argued that freedom was not just a theory, but an idea to live by, radical thinking in the conservative 1950s.

In 1953, aged 19, John was awarded an exhibition based on his work in the WEA courses. It led to a scholarship to the University of Sydney. For the next 19 years he would study, work part-time, watch movies, attend film-society screenings and meetings, write reviews, read books and revel in discussion and arguments about ideas. He can’t say when he began to call himself an anarchist, but from early on he lived his life based on his belief that ‘we can organise our relationships without governmental authority, working within the system to educate new generations, in a radical alteration of the system—one based on voluntary cooperation and the free association of individuals and groups’.

In 1954 John wrote a review of On the Waterfront, which starred Marlon Brando and had garnered rave reviews, describing it as ‘right-wing propaganda’. The editor of Voice did not agree and John learnt it was not just the Christian Brothers who would tell him what he could and couldn’t think. John was sacked.

He found work as secretary to a conciliation commissioner in the New South Wales Department of Labour and Industry. Because of his poor eyesight he was ‘a superannuation risk’ and could not become a permanent employee, so he went to work in the industrial office of the city council. He established a relationship with a woman he met through his work and they had four children. Throughout this period he was writing film reviews for the Melbourne Film Journal.

By 1970 he was living alone in a single room in Sydney, surrounded by piles of books, his furniture little more than a camp bed. He was lecturing on film for the WEA while he studied for his degree and was making an impression among film buffs. David Stratton, who was newly arrived in Australia, enrolled in a weekend of Eisenstein films conducted by John and wrote of him, ‘the moment he started to speak I felt at home. This was a man who knew his subject inside and out but who, unlike most film academics in Britain at the time, was clearly very eclectic in his tastes.’2

When John took up a lectureship at La Trobe University in 1973, he soon garnered a devoted student following. There was nobody in Australia who had seen more hours of programming than John, and few who had analysed content as perceptively.

John had job security at La Trobe, but greener pastures beckoned. Professor Jerzy Toeplitz, a distinguished Polish film historian and former head of the renowned Polish Film School, became the founding head of the Australian Film, Television and Radio School (AFTRS) based in Sydney after a year’s stay at La Trobe’s Media Centre. Toeplitz offered John a two-year contract teaching cinema studies. John had a romantic notion of the life he would lead at the film school mentoring students, and he took up the role enthusiastically. But things did not work out as hoped. AFTRS placed emphasis on practical skills and did not value John’s approach. ‘It was a bureaucratic organisation staffed by department heads who protected their turf and had a silo mentality. They were bricklayers who couldn’t see the cathedral they were meant to be building. They thwarted my efforts to collaborate, cut my budget and even hindered my access to students.’ Theory and criticism were not priorities and staff members were not interested in accommodating a passionate freewheeling anarchist. Before his term was up, John asked to be released from his contract.

He remains angry about what happened at the school. ‘I never thought of myself as anything special, never thought of myself as a writer or an actor, but I realised I was a lot brighter than a lot of people who read books.’ John would not accept people in authority telling him what should be done or enforcing rules with no defensible rationale just because they were further up the hierarchy.

AFTRS management agreed with alacrity that John should be released from his contract and he returned to Melbourne to teach at the Caulfield Institute of Technology. There, too, he encountered a senior colleague who would not accept his teaching style. But when his appointment was not renewed the students rebelled, taking up a petition and writing an article in the student newspaper the Naked Wasp; but to no avail. John was not reappointed.

Caulfield did lead to a significant change in John’s life, as he met a new partner. Natalie de Maccus had enrolled as a mature age student and attended John’s tutorials. For Natalie, John stood out from a range of boring lecturers. As she got to know him and saw the breadth of his intellect, it was a matter of personal pride that she never asked him for assistance with her assignments. She graduated with a BA in 1983, left her husband of 25 years and they were divorced on her 50th birthday. Her four children were adults by then.

John moved in with Natalie just as they were both entering middle age. It meant massive changes for each of them. They appeared to be a most unlikely couple. John was an urban creature; he lived with the smog up his nostrils in the clamour of Fitzroy, though where he lived was of little interest to him as long as he had a bed, a television and his books. He used public transport and lived on takeaway food, particularly fish and chips. But he did play competition tennis and cricket into his mid-30s. Natalie lived a suburban lifestyle in the leafy suburb of Hampton. She brought changes to John’s way of life, including ensuring he ate more healthily. They did a lot of things together, sharing interests. Natalie owned her house and car; material possessions had been of no interest to John. She knew nothing about John’s financial situation but she was independent and had her own plans for a full-time job, which she secured with the City of Sandringham. She worked full-time as a welfare officer for the aged, a job that involved counselling, finding care facilities and looking after those who had no families—work that sometimes spilled into the weekends, as she took groups on trips. She did this work for 15 years, retiring in 1996 at age 63.

For the first 10 years Natalie and John lived together, John battled on through a series of part-time jobs. At Swinburne University he was sacked. ‘I screened I Walked with a Zombie, a B Grade movie, when I should have been uplifting the students with “classics”.’3 He did some script assessment for Film Victoria and was a lecturer at the Council for Adult Education. He had been demoted from senior lecturer to lecturer to tutor, and when he applied for a job at Swinburne University he found he had been blacklisted.

So what does an anarchist do when he has been cast out by the institutions he is most qualified to work in, where there are students he wants to teach and who want to learn from him? He finds acting roles. Michael Thornhill, a friend from the Sydney Push, was the first to force John in front of a camera, literally. ‘Get in front of the camera and talk your usual bullshit,’ was the director’s instruction.4

So John played himself. At La Trobe he had also acted himself in an experimental feature film called Yackety Yak, a spoof about the making of a low budget film. Director John Ruane cast him in a leading role in his film Queensland, saying, ‘He was good. Surprisingly so. A large, lumbering, gentle giant of a “Doug”.’5

In 1978 Bob Ellis and Phillip Noyce cast John in a cameo role as the Catholic priest in Newsfront, a performance that David Stratton described as ‘spot-on, funny and chilling in equal proportions’.

As well as acting, John worked unpaid for a decade in the 1980s on public radio as the host of 3RRR’s Film Buff’s Forecast with Paul Harris. Their lively two-hour debate on the week’s upcoming screenings on a Saturday afternoon was a significant influence on the cinema culture. The partnership lasted until a new station manager took over and decided to cut the show back to one hour. In response John and Paul went on strike, but their silence was quickly followed by the clamour of listeners protesting. John and Paul were given the two-hour slot back, but John was ready to move on and decided not to do regular radio programs any more. His relationship with Natalie had become more important.

In the late ’80s, after a decade of writing weekly film reviews for the Age, John resigned over ‘editorial fiddling with my ideas. I made the point that my reviews were organic wholes, and “trimming” them damaged their meaning. The editor of the ‘Green Guide’ told me that readers of the Age were not interested in my organic wholes.’ It was another heavy price John paid for being an independent thinker.

In 1985 John took a job as a receptionist at the Australian Children’s Television Foundation (ACTF). He performed the role like an actor playing a part. His phone manner and voice were glorious to listen to. People would gasp, ‘Who is that answering the phone?’ One of John’s jobs was to open the mail, and he would see the unsolicited scripts sent in by would-be filmmakers, seeking advice and funding. He asked if he could provide comments. He spent hours of his time, offering valuable notes, never discriminating between the work of a teenager and that of an experienced producer.

His role as a receptionist at ACTF may have contributed to the attention he began to receive as the voice of the quintessential Aussie. He hired agent Gary Stewart and began to get sufficient work to make a living from acting in film, television and advertisements and to get more of the recognition he had long deserved.

John has been cast in hundreds of roles: in 2016 he appeared as one of the old stagers who act as a chorus in the pub in the Jack Irish television series. But most often he has been an unpaid helper—working long hours in unimaginable weather, eating terrible food—for disorganised budding directors, reassuring and supporting them.

He also acted on stage. He was first approached to play a caretaker in a production at La Mama. John was uncertain he had the voice for theatre, but director Robert Draffin told him, ‘You’ve got a voice, we’ll find it.’ And he did. John felt at home on stage and he has been offered roles often over the years, including the neighbour Charlie in Death of a Salesman, the lead in the Samuel Beckett one-hander Krapp’s Last Tape, and the role of Vladimir in two productions of Waiting for Godot—‘his toughest stage jobs’. John didn’t go looking for roles, they came to him.

His contribution to the industry was recognised by the Australian Writers’ Guild when they awarded him the Dorothy Crawford Award in 1994. This decision did not follow the rules, which required a recipient to have two hours of screen writing credits, but the guild considered John’s contribution as a script editor deserving. In 2003 the Australian Directors Guild (ADG) also recognised John’s outstanding contribution to the industry with the Cecil Holmes Award. By then he had more than 100 screen credits, including 98 acting roles.

John published a book in 2012 of ‘poems’ called Parallacts (his playful take on parallax, they are each two lines long with two perspectives at work). Two examples:


For the Record

Myth affirms where history must surmise.

If the dead could speak, they’d tell us lies.

Economic Rationalisation

The price of money is falling!

Its value, we presume, is unchanged.



He didn’t write a poem until he was 62 and then they flowed out of him.

John and Natalie settled into a generally stable relationship. Natalie is the driving force in all practical matters: ‘I do everything around the house. I always have. I’m the one that wants it done. John is aware he doesn’t do it.’ The significant difference in her relationship with John and that with her previous husband is that there are intellectual challenges in the life she lives with John; they share an interest in film and books and Natalie goes to see all John’s performances. They considered breaking up at one point but went to partnership counselling. Then they drove around country Victoria considering options for a weekender, and decided on Castlemaine—the historic picture theatre was the locale-clincher. John had no prospect of full-time work but they wanted to be near a train line so he could travel easily to teach, play a role in a film, act on stage, do an advertisement or help someone out with a film project. The jobs still keep coming.

Natalie was interested in the natural world but it was unfamiliar territory to John. They selected a block on which to build a ‘cabagio’, (cabin-cottage-studio) where they could stay at weekends, in the bush on the edge of town. The plan was to build their dream home, but this took years of fighting red tape: the block was in a flame zone and they had to remove 58 trees. Their builder took another three years. ‘Slow was his middle name,’ says Natalie.

Surprisingly, John, the urbanite, developed a ‘taste for life in the bush’. He marvels at the surrounding trees. ‘Every one is different.’ He and Natalie moved to Castlemaine permanently in 2007. Natalie joined the Field Naturalists and was president for two and a half years. She took up Irish dancing in her mid-70s, and at 83 she still drives to Daylesford for a weekly evening class. She and John moved into a new home in 2013, scaling up when most people of their age are scaling down. John has his library and work desk. He grapples with a new computer while Natalie still prefers pen and paper.

She is fit after bowel surgery she had some years ago, but John battles with peripheral neuropathy, narrowing of the arteries, gout and cataracts—‘nothing life threatening’—but Natalie watches his diet as she has done since they met. John’s ailments do not stop his participation in projects. In 2015, at 82, he was in an advertisement for John West salmon where he sat in a rocking boat, blown by a wind machine and was doused with water from a hose and a bucket during multiple takes. In 2016 he acted in a number of short films, gratis, for up-and-coming directors, one where he played a pirate wielding a cutlass along with the stuntmen—gout, dickey knee and arthritis notwithstanding.

John has lost track of how many productions he has participated in, how many film reviews he has done, how many people he has advised and mentored along the way. He is a stirrer, but his contribution to the film and television culture in Australia and to the stage, as well as to hundreds perhaps thousands of individual people, is unique. He and Natalie reinvented their lives and continue to look forward to a full and satisfying time ahead.


Chris Neal
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the music man

One of our most striking memories of Chris Neal is him sitting at his Porta-studio in our lounge room, creating music to words being written on the spot by wordsmith and educator Garth Boomer, who was then suffering from a terminal brain tumour and had only a few months to live. It was a race against time to complete the music and lyrics for Lift Off Live, a stage spinoff from the children’s television series of the same name. Garth loved the creative process—it was so far removed from his life as a senior bureaucrat—and Chris was committed to achieving Garth’s goal with the best possible result. The words and music flowed; Chris and Garth were a stunning creative duo and it was an amazing and emotional experience to watch them work.

Chris Neal is an Australian composer for film and television. He was one of the first to understand the strengths and limitations of the new digital technology of the 1980s and his career has been a journey to find a meaningful balance between significant highlights and disappointments. His life is his music but that was not the original plan.

Chris was born in 1946 into a comfortable and happy family. His mother was head of the Parents & Citizens Association and his father managed the local rugby team. Chris played first-grade rugby for Gordon and his ambition was to become a professional league player. But in 1968, during his second season playing first grade, he suffered a skull fracture. ‘I woke up to an indescribable noise, a massively loud tinnitus which went on to be a lifetime affliction, with a significant psychological effect. I couldn’t walk, couldn’t study, and thought I would go mad. I feel fortunate that I was able to adjust to it early in life.’ Chris regained his balance and music became his salvation.

His parents enjoyed the popular musicals of Gilbert and Sullivan and Rogers and Hammerstein and they understood the value of encouragement. ‘I loved music and learned to play the piano young. My parents possibly gave me too much praise and freedom. I became a bit of a wild boy in my youth, which has informed a search for balance in later life. I’m now a middling type. My early-life turning points arose from that youthful, irrational feeling of indestructibility. Slowly, I have decided that big highs guarantee big lows, so I’ve preferred an even keel in more recent years—decades! The downside is that my plans are rarely clear cut. Procrastination has been a lifetime problem.’

Procrastination seems not to have limited Chris’s creative output. As a teenager, he combined playing rugby with a talent for playing piano. He arranged music gigs with his mates while at high school and university. One of his bands, the Powerhouse, took Sydney by storm. It was an early exponent of soul music, with a brass section added to the standard rock lineup. Chris played guitar and keyboards and wrote all the arrangements. He studied piano, music theory, Indonesian and Malay and comparative religion at university, as well as playing gigs three or four times a week to pay for university and what he calls ‘a wild lifestyle’.

‘After my rugby injury I terminated my uni studies and plunged even deeper into music. I had an intense period of progressive jazz study and practice. I was revelling in the new excitement delivered by the likes of Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly and the eclecticism of the late 1960s. Sydney was alive with music. I remember many gigs around Sydney with my jazz piano trio as well as the absolute joy of playing keys and guitars with the Showmen and the Powerhouse, and my love of song writing and composing grew.’ Chris got his first big break in composing—‘what a journey, what a gift!’—working with the legendary Australian composer Peter Sculthorpe on the score for the joint Anglo-Australian movie, The Age of Consent (1969), which starred Helen Mirren in her first major film role.

Chris’s rugby accident also led to his going, impulsively, to Vietnam to entertain US troops, something he now describes as ‘a mistake in my life, though it was career-adjusting’. He flew all over Vietnam for seven months with a band whose leader ‘was nuts and got into fist fights’. In Saigon Chris helped organise new bands coming in, did intensive rehearsals, wrote the patter for concerts, and watched Filipino bands ‘copy an American show and do it better’. The experience made him think he would like to write a musical himself, an ambition he later fulfilled. His time in Vietnam was arduous. He lost weight from poor nutrition. ‘My only escapes from the tinnitus were performing onstage or hanging around noisy bars in Saigon where the background noise distracted me.’

After returning from Vietnam, Chris did try his hand at writing a musical. He recruited singers and formed a company to stage his work, ‘a hippie, flower-power rock musical called Manchild’, only to find, depressingly, the concept had been pre-empted by the rock musical Hair which was touring Australia.

Chris was undeterred. His brother put up $30,000 to stage Manchild. No venues were available so they had a 600-seat plastic bubble theatre made and erected in the Sydney Showgrounds. Disaster struck in the form of a massive storm that destroyed the bubble, but the front-page story and photos gave them priceless publicity, and Manchild opened to a full house. With the help of ‘a dodgy entrepreneur’ the show toured to Brisbane, Perth and Adelaide. The posters declared: ‘Manchild—Rocking in the footsteps of Hair’. And Manchild smashed box office records in 1972–3. Boosted by that success the group was approached to open at the Metro Theatre in Melbourne and signed up to record an album of the show. Everything was falling into place. However, Chris discovered the promoters had been waiting to secure the smash musical Grease and that Manchild was ‘just on standby’. Grease, not Manchild, went into the Metro. It was a major disappointment.

Chris returned to life in Sydney as a freelance composer. He had met his future wife, Mary, a singer and dancer in the cast of Manchild. Just before their wedding Chris contracted meningitis-encephalitis, and his wife-to-be was told he might die. He lay motionless in a darkened room for weeks before finally pulling through. He describes their wedding photo as ‘weird, with Mary pregnant and me looking like a skeleton’. But by then, with his classical piano training, rock band experience, writing and composing for the musical Manchild, and awareness of the pitfalls of the music business, Chris was well equipped for work in the music industry.

He was an early adopter of new technology. ‘As a young guy, I was the first in Sydney to do recording sessions with a Moog Synthesiser and a Mellotron. Music was changing. Whereas a conductor had been the one to synchronise an orchestra’s sound with film or video, in the ’60s synchronised devices came in. The old click track was being replaced by synch machines, analogue was being replaced by digital.’

Chris recorded a solo rock album called Winds of Isis, which he describes as ‘an epic instrumental outing that developed a small but committed following and remains in demand to this day’. As the technology progressed, another high point was the development of an electronic score for the classic Fritz Lang silent film Metropolis, which ‘played live round Sydney on the first commercially available microprocessor-based digital sequencer (The Roland MC-8 and System 700), but was beaten to an overseas release by a parallel Hollywood project. Another blow, but a learning experience.’

The ’70s saw the introduction of colour television and a commercial boom. Chris composed advertising jingles and music for clients including Sunbeam, Levis, Gilbey’s Gin, Home Journal and radio stations 2UE and 2GB. He did record-production work for bands such as Midnight Oil and ‘engineered for many, including the great, sublime Stéphane Grappelli’.

Chris’s first major reinvention was in 1978 when he ‘took the studio home’. He had been working long hours in a city studio to meet production deadlines. The work was on contract, so there was no steady income stream and completing music scores had taken priority over family life. ‘My oldest son was four. One morning I arrived home, yet again, so late that the family were all getting up and my son seemed to have physically changed from the last time I saw him. I knew something needed to change. I decided to start working from home.’

The shift was complicated. ‘Home studios were unheard of then. Audio equipment was big, heavy and expensive. In the first few years I hired equipment when the commissions came in. I built the facility up gradually until 1985 when I invested a lot of money in a state-of-the-art audiovisual synch studio. I’m pretty sure it was the only one outside of the commercial studios operating at the time, at least in Australia. It was the best thing I could have done. I was working regularly six or seven days a week, yet I was able to stay intimately involved with my family. Our house was a “drop-in” for the local kids, who used to love coming into the studio, which they saw as something special—they’d say, “God, it’s like a jumbo jet!”—but my boys thought it was just another room, like a bedroom or bathroom. It was built in the basement to avoid my work interfering too much with regular family life.’

Thus began a very productive and satisfying two decades in Chris’s life, composing for films, TV series, musicals and his own CDs. Mary was happy to have him working from home and his presence inspired his boys in spite of their protestations. ‘Both boys famously and regularly expressed a desire to do “anything but what dad does”. They both went into music.’

The ’80s was a fertile period. Chris composed the music scores for such feature films as Emerald City (1988), The Nostradamus Kid (1990) and Turtle Beach (1991) starring Nicole Kidman; for television series including Bodyline (1984), The Shiralee (1987) and Pacific Drive (1996–98); and telemovies including The Long Way Home (1985). He enjoyed working for the Australian Children’s Television Foundation, writing scores for three telemovies for the Winners series: Top Kid, Quest Beyond Time and Tarflowers (1985). In Touch the Sun, the ACTF’s bicentennial series, Chris scored Princess Kate and Peter & Pompey (1988). Chris enjoyed the creative team production process of ACTF, writing original songs in partnership with the script writers for series including Lift Off (1992–94), Crash Zone and L’il Elvis Jones and the Truckstoppers. Chris wrote scores, at Patricia’s invitation, for Crash Zone and her final ACTF series Noah and Saskia, in collaboration with his son Braedy.

From the late 1970s to the early 90s, Chris had lots of work. ‘I was spoilt, money was around. The ’80s and ’90s were a creative bubble. We thought it was just the way the industry was.’ But he found the striving for quality of the film industry when it was gearing up in the ’70s and ’80s faded in the ’90s when television became dominated by deal-makers who were indifferent to the creative potential of a quality soundtrack. So Chris’s work became frustrating.

In the early 2000s, Chris turned 50 and work was declining. He felt his career was winding down. He started to lose the urge to write for television. ‘I was churning out soundtracks for episode after episode, with little creative enjoyment.’ He had to attend production meetings where, he says, ‘no one was really interested in the music, no one cared if the music was good or bad, and I felt trapped.’

That feeling coincided with family concerns that precipitated another shift. Chris’s older son Braedy had joined him as an assistant. ‘Can I just sit in and help you out?’ he asked his father in 1992 after finishing year 12. ‘Though he had a high IQ, Braedy rarely studied and had barely passed—underachieving at high school, like his father before him. Braedy was an inspired composer. He had a fantastic ear and it was obvious to me early on that he was gifted and had more than music in his future. But as time went on, he was working with me and waiting for me to find clients, not actively forging his own way. It was a bit cushy, a waste of a huge brain, and our other son Toby was living the life of Riley in our fancy family home with every comfort.’

Adding to Chris’s unease, his father was dying. Chris was in and out of hospitals each day and his mother was becoming overly reliant on him. ‘I felt a driving desire to get out of that place, out of the mould I found myself in. I was not being creative any more, I was on a downhill slide.’ In 2001 Chris and Mary bought a property at Avalon, 37 kilometres north of the city, with a smaller studio—a risky move, since Chris was now 55 and feeling jaundiced.

Chris now views his concern about the family was ‘partly an excuse; it was convenient for me to think that way. Mary was happy in Chatswood and I was dragging her out of her nest. I was so unhappy, I just said, “Let’s go.” I wanted a renewal, an environment I could relate to: trees and water, still city, not country, but far away from the bustle. The old house was huge. We needed to downsize and, by then, the studios and computers etc. were transportable. I thought better days would come again for my music although I did give it up during the transition to this new house. But my mental health was also a factor. My thought processes at the time were erratic and risky. I was fed up with music, fed up with film, and looking for a big shift.’

Before making the move to a new house, Chris and Mary decided to invest and trade in real estate and shares. Chris was wary of the risks, but he devoted full attention to trading every day, for a couple of years. ‘I gave up my career to become a mediocre share trader. Mary’s fiscal instincts were more astute; she helped me a lot in those days. It takes time, effort and discussion. It’s an ongoing learning process. We eventually turned away from active share trading to safer investment strategies.’

Life in the new location was even better than Chris had hoped it would be. The boys did not move with them, which proved very positive for their independence. Chris enjoyed the physical work of renovating and he felt reinvigorated: ‘music just started to pour out of me.’ Mary, on the other hand, took a while to adapt. She took a TAFE course on bookkeeping, picked up a part-time job and then ‘invested herself in the new less urban environment. We were both out of the loop of the workforce, we did our own thing seven days a week.’

Once the downstairs studio renovation was complete, Chris returned to composing. ‘It was Bingo! Music time!’ Their distance from the city meant friends were reluctant to visit and Chris and Mary ‘missed the human contact’, but they were happy.

Chris found new challenges in the way the internet was making the sharing of music files possible. ‘Two things I’ve learnt about new technology: firstly, that it is unavoidable, so why not embrace it and benefit from it? To survive as you get older you have to become more technologically literate, and we’ve done that. On the other hand, I have learnt, from considerable experience, not to be an early adopter. There is always time. Devices and software become friendlier, cheaper and more efficient after the tech-heads and boffins have had their moment in the sun...well, in the dark, as it turns out!’

Now aged 70, Chris says, ‘Retirement doesn’t have meaning for me, I just can’t see it. It’s what you do when you don’t want to do anything. I’ve been through a stage where I hated writing music, so I’ve seen that, I know what retirement looks like. In fact, the film-and-television industry “retired” me in a sense, but that is just with regard to music for the screen. Music for music’s sake is part of my DNA and will always be there. At least, I hope so.’

Chris continued to work recording CDs of his original music, and writing stage musicals with collaborators such as Bob Ellis and producer/director Denny Lawrence. Though Bob Ellis died in September 2016, Chris is still trying to get their work into production: High Time, a musical about the 1979 Luna Park ghost train fire in Sydney, was workshopped with the Victorian College of the Arts in 2016 and is currently being pitched to potential production houses. ‘This occupation is highly speculative and might correctly be called “Dreamin’”. However, we press on, writing, rewriting, workshopping, pitching.’

In 2014, rather than downsizing again, Chris and Mary shifted to a large bush property in Bayview, in part to reduce Mary’s work commute and to move closer to their family. Chris maintains a small studio at the new house, ‘but it is much lower key and I have more emphasis on property maintenance and renovation—a real change. I did attempt to reinvent myself via the employment pages between 2006 and 2009 and learned pretty quickly that the world has little use for a composer, outside of writing tunes.’

Of middle age, he says, ‘that’s a question I have contemplated quite a bit. I can see it in some other folks but find it hard to relate to myself. I’m 70 now and that’s apparently old, or is it middle-aged? My mother at the age of 85 used to say she still felt like 35 and I am now understanding her meaning. Someone who is “middle-aged” to me is someone who is round, grey and happily slowing down. I’m grey, but not round and I seem to be speeding up—or is it just the clock?’

Chris keeps fit, aided by Mary. ‘She loves to cook and constantly researches the latest science regarding healthy eating. She has kept me healthy for 45 years. Prior to meeting Mary, I ate any old shit.’ Chris has always exercised daily, taking up martial arts after his rugby injury. Their new property was run down when they bought it and requires ‘a lot of hard, physical work. Good stuff.’ Chris spends late afternoons ‘tune-smithing in my studio after a sweaty morning, training, then planting, weeding, hacking down some dead branches, chopping them up and mulching them or whatever, in the yard.’ He is currently putting together another CD of his own songs.

‘I enjoy sitting with my grandsons and chatting or walking round the property and drinking in their fascination with the birds, turkeys and “heli-hopters” that fly overhead; dinner and conversation with my wife; playing chess with my son via our iPhones and attending meetings at APRA (Australasian Performing Right Association), concerning the world of my composer colleagues.

‘Work nourishes me. It’s always hard to start, but having started, it’s irreplaceable in life, as far as I can see. Wasting time concerns me. If “waiting” has to be done, at the dentist, or for a concert to start, or for Telstra complaints to answer the phone, then that time is precious. Time to focus.

‘I would like to drink more wine and tequila than common sense allows me and would like fewer aches and pains as I age. Whenever I think I’m still 25, a walk in the street corrects this misconception by reminding me that my age renders me invisible to 95 per cent of the population.’

But there is an upside of ageing for Chris. ‘The myriad problems, issues and heartaches do not weigh as heavily as they once did. Also the joys of family—having other beings around who are more important than I am—supersedes the preciousness of my self-image.’ He has learned to roll with the punches and to accept the realities of moving into later middle age.

‘I value presence of mind, love, compassion, relationships. The giving of and therefore the receiving of affection. Objectivity. Fun. Why? I dunno—I’ve never been any good at explaining myself.’

Chris’s account of his life, from reckless youth to talented musician, to calm observer of life and all its changes, certainly belies that statement.


Anne Gorman

[image: image]

from young widow to wise elder

Anne Gorman is 82, past middle age as we have defined it, but not someone we would describe as old. Reinvention has been a way of life for Anne from childhood, and her decisions and attitude to life in middle age set her up for a fulfilling older age.

Aristotle said, ‘Give me the child until he is seven and I will show you the man.’ Anne Gorman would have proven a challenge for Aristotle. By seven she had suffered major traumas of the kind that have ruined the lives of many, but she proved to be a tough, sensible and pragmatic individual and she grew up to be a strong matriarch, a successful businesswoman and an innovator in multiple fields. At 81 she published a memoir, and she is now working on another. She says, ‘I am always reinventing myself. It’s the story of my life.’

Anne was born in Mudgee New South Wales in 1934, the 11th of 13 children. She was forced to navigate a childhood marred by family tragedy, isolation from her parents in a boarding school and the upheaval of World War II. When she was five her mother suffered a nervous breakdown and her father died a year later. Anne was placed in a convent. When her mother came to retrieve her after a year, Anne did not recognise her, but she relished the thought of ‘getting out’ even if it was with the wrong mother. Little did she know then that her mother would become her most important influence.

Anne’s ancestors were among the earliest Irish Catholic settlers in New South Wales and, on her mother’s side at least, came from ‘prodigiously fertile’ stock. Her mother was the ninth of 11 children in a successful business family. Her grandfather Tom Donovan was a pub licensee and a respected community leader. Her grandmother was a strict disciplinarian and fussy homemaker. Education was regarded as a priority for all the children, girls included, which was unusual at that time in Australia where most women grew up to understand their role was to be wives and mothers while the men ran the show.

Anne’s father, Iva John Austin, was an entrepreneur who made his first fortune in early automobiles and aviation in Mudgee. Later, he set up a business in Sydney making carpet underfelt and other textiles. When his wife became ill, running the factory and managing a large young family were more than he could handle. But at the age of five, Anne could not understand why she was being sent away from home and why her father stopped coming to see her. The isolation in the convent boarding school was distressing. She was unaware her father’s health was failing when, at age six, she was taken by her older brother to see her dad in hospital. Anne remembers the hearty rendition she gave him of the famous Irish ballad ‘Danny Boy’, which brought tears to his eyes. ‘I climbed onto his bed and hugged and kissed him, weeping too, though I didn’t exactly know why.’ It was the last time she would see him. After his death Anne shed tears for her daddy: ‘I cried them quietly in the privacy of the night for months, until there were no more tears to shed and getting on with life was the only option.’

Anne believes she was born with natural resilience. She wrote in her memoir, ‘perhaps as a consequence of these early traumas, I discovered at six something that followed me through my entire life: a vague notion that everything would always be all right and that I had the strength to make it so.’1

When confronted with the reality of her husband’s death, Anne’s mother, Christina, took charge, defying the expectations of the time by running the family business. She had seven children still needing fees for their Catholic schooling and she intended to make sure they would all receive a sound education. She demonstrated vision and business acumen, working into her 70s, providing a role model Anne would look to in her difficult times ahead.

The family settled down into a cohesive working team under Christina’s leadership but World War II led to further upheaval, with the children evacuated to a convent boarding school in Katoomba, a very cold refuge, away from any bomb threat Sydney might face. Anne feared her mother was getting rid of her children, and once again her life went on hold. But she coped—with chilblains, slushy food and the sudden death of a friend—until the family was reunited.

When the US fleet arrived, Christina felt the threat of invasion was over and the family was reunited in Sydney. Anne now enjoyed life with her mother and siblings, except for a predatory older brother who, when she was about eight, would seek her out to try to sexually molest her. At confession, when she sought understanding from the priest, she was told she was ‘a naughty girl’. But, resilient in nature, Anne learnt to stand up to her brother and to protect her younger sister, while she kept quiet about what was happening so as not to upset her mother. When she finally called her brother to account years later for abuse, he said, ‘Oh, that was just a bit of fun.’ Only late in life did she learn that her older sister experienced similar abuse from another older brother. Such behaviour in large families, Anne believes, must have been common but was always kept under wraps.

Anne received a sound education, first at an elite secondary Catholic school and then at the University of Sydney where she earned a Bachelor of Arts and a Master of Medical Social Work. Few women were so qualified in the mid-1950s. Anne began her professional life as a medical social worker in a large Sydney metropolitan hospital.

Perhaps not surprisingly, having missed her father growing up, in 1957 at age 23 Anne married a man 11 years her senior, changing careers to become a country wife. Bruce Gorman was the scion of a well-known farming family in the Riverina, who ran Fairfield, an 800-hectare sheep and wheat property close to the small village of Yerong Creek. Anne, who had grown up a city girl, had to adapt to the lifestyle demands of the rural establishment. For a time it was an idyllic life and a great place to raise a family, but things changed dramatically when Bruce was diagnosed with terminal cancer in 1967. Anne was 33 and the mother of five children. She was forced to think about life as a single mother and the responsibilities she would have to carry. She began to use contraception and looked to extend her interests beyond the property; she rethought Catholicism altogether, and stopped going to church.

Anne convinced the Wagga City Council to set up a position of social worker, and she was appointed to it half-time. Two years later, in 1969, she became a lecturer in the newly established college of advanced education in Wagga where she taught until changing politics brought bigger opportunities her way. The Whitlam government came to power in 1972 and shook the country awake. The election was held just four months before Bruce succumbed to the cancer he had fought for six years. Anne grieved for the man she loved but planned for her future with her children. ‘In my naivety, I could never have imagined the possibilities that lay ahead or the risks of going solo, without the steadying and consoling hand of a loving partner and a bolthole to hide in when things went wrong.’

Fortunately her tough upbringing, the role model her mother had provided her and the fact that she had known for some years she would be widowed helped Anne face her challenges. The farm became her first, but by no means last, experience of running a medium-size business. ‘As a 39-year-old widow with five children under the age of 15 to care for, I was looking down the barrel of developing a meaningful career. I had to be on top of things. My mother had coped; I would cope.’

Anne had begun to work for the Labor Party in the federal seat of Farrar, and only weeks after her husband’s death she received an invitation to stand for preselection as a Labor Senator for New South Wales. Her campaigning gave her a public profile and she went from being a little-known farmer’s widow to a national figure for a time. Although she wasn’t elected, there followed offers of employment and board appointments, including a position on the Cities’ Commission, which led to an offer of a position as social planner for the Albury-Wodonga Development Corporation (AWDC). Albury-Wodonga was one of several growth centres on the new government’s decentralisation agenda. Anne took her daughter Rebecca with her and the other children (Alex, Austin, Vanessa and Henry) went to boarding school.

Still juggling the care of her children and understanding too well the importance of the childcare issue, she joined the Labor Women’s Childcare Group and became active, lobbying politicians to fund childcare for working women and attending two federal conferences in that role. After two years in the position at the AWDC she resigned to take up the appointment as director of the Family and Children’s Services Agency following the election of Neville Wran’s Labor government in New South Wales in 1975. Wran had promised to establish a network of childcare facilities across the state, as these services were embarrassingly deficient in comparison with other states.

The Family and Children’s Services Agency reported directly to Rex Jackson, the Minister for Youth and Community Services. With the help of the Labor Women’s Childcare Group and her own drive and vision, Anne implemented some of the most innovative policies for families and children seen in Australia at that time.

On returning to Sydney to take up the new position, Anne bought a five-bedroom house on the school bus route. Her children were doing well with their schooling and keeping an eye on one another, alerting Anne to any worries. By then, Alex was away in the USA on a Rotary scholarship and the other four were day pupils.

The year 1979 was the United Nations’ International Year of the Child (IYC) and Anne was asked to take responsibility for the campaign in Australia. She led a delegation to Moscow for an IYC conference and, 12 months later, travelled on a six-week fellowship from the US Children’s Defence Fund to study childcare policies in the USA. On that occasion her sister Joan moved into her home to take care of the children. Anne returned and played a part in the successful lobbying to establish the Australian Children’s Television Foundation.

In recognition of her achievements in her children’s policy roles, Anne was appointed assistant director of the Department of Community Services in 1982. But for a number of reasons she was unhappy in that role. For years she had been dealing with sexual harassment from a government minister who made life difficult for various female staff. She couldn’t stand working for him but these were the days before legislation made such behaviour illegal. She was also exhausted by trying to achieve everything she undertook to the best of her ability while still overseeing the family’s needs. She had long-service leave due and decided to take it and think through her next career move. She wanted and needed to continue working as she still had children to support.

After a rest and a thorough review of her position following a very busy decade, Anne decided she would not return to the department. Instead, at 49, she would start a consultancy practice in organisational development. The farm was still providing an income so she would have financial support while she built a new business. So, relieved with her decision, Anne resigned from the New South Wales Public Service in 1983 and registered the name Social Impacts Pty Ltd as a company. Her career as a consultant began by developing ideas for public- and private-sector clients in social impact assessment, organisational change and social research. She had much experience to draw on and extensive networks. ‘Although the life of a consultant is often stressful—the clients are sometimes slow payers, and the work put into securing assignments is often wasted in the cut and thrust of competitive submission writing—at least I was the master of my own fate.’

Within a year she had begun to get a steady flow of assignments, mostly from the federal public service. She worked with a small group of independent consultants who had complementary skills to her own, which gave her the capacity to pitch for larger contracts. Her company grew in size and she was able to rent offices and employ staff. During this time she met Michael Ward who became her partner in life and business. Anne was carving out a new career and lifestyle in her 50s.

In 1984, after a drought, bushfires, dust storms and a locust plague, and with equipment wearing out and requiring heavy capital investment, Anne decided to sell the Riverina property. Her life and career were now in Sydney. The farm, which had been run by a manager, had supported Anne through her transitions, but the children were growing up and it had become an expensive holiday place, no longer generating enough income to justify keeping it on.

The consultancy was doing well, and in 1986 Anne’s company won a $5-million federal contract to promote the government’s Disability Reform Package. It was a coup; however some powerful public servants undermined the project from the start, claiming the consultancy was usurping their own roles. The bureaucrats delayed payment of fees and then stopped paying them altogether. This forced Anne’s company into voluntary administration and the tensions created led to her partner Michael becoming physically violent towards her; their partnership came to an end. It was another critical turning point in Anne’s life. ‘At the end, at 53, I had lost a lot of money and split from a business and personal partnership.’

Anne considered what to do next. She dabbled in the idea of starting up an Indian jewellery business, then cosmetic marketing. ‘How stupid was I?’ she now says. But such thinking led her to understanding that she should stay with what she knew best. She formed another company called Corporate Impacts Consulting and in the years that followed worked with some of the biggest consulting firms in the world, designing organisational change programs.

In 1998 she met John Matthews, an American, who had experience as an executive coach. He became a friend, and Anne seized another opportunity. ‘A light went on in my head. I thought this is a new business and no one is doing it.’ This time she would transfer what she had learned throughout her years in consulting to the emerging field of executive coaching, and she and John went into the training business. Anne was 66 years old. Together they established the Australian Institute of Executive Coaching.

Over the next few years, the institute trained and accredited more than 3000 executive coaches, among them managers and leaders in corporate environments who practised their skills throughout the world. Companies sent their HR managers to do the course, and Anne and John identified the best and the smartest of them to join a group of trainers. It was a highly successful business. In recognition of her achievements, Anne was awarded the Australian Prime Minister’s Centenary Award for Business Leadership in 2000.

In April 2003, a British couple approached Anne and John asking to join the company as partners and provide equity capital. Just over a year later, the couple put the company into voluntary administration, despite the fact that it was not insolvent. They then bought the company from the liquidators, dismissed Anne, took over the assets and refused to pay compensation. Anne felt betrayed by John who aligned himself with the new partners. She lost money and decided to go to court to retrieve her losses. It took four years to achieve a final decision, during which time the case became ‘just another project’ in Anne’s mind; she had learned to treat setbacks with equanimity. With the help of her son-in-law, a very able senior barrister, she won the case, receiving full compensation for her loss with all costs awarded against the defendant. But she did not return to the business.

Free once again to go her own way, Anne took on two chairmanships in the not-for-profit sector: Gunawirra, an organisation dedicated to the early education of very young and vulnerable Aboriginal children, and the Catholic Commission for Employment Relations, an organisation advising Catholic schools and other Catholic employers on the employment needs of their workplaces. During 2013, Anne established the website job-satisfaction-resources.com as a way, in semi-retirement, for her to share her professional experiences with a wider audience.

Anne says of herself: ‘I am resilient, optimistic, caring, flexible, energetic, bossy—what you see is what you get. Sometimes I was seen as unkind, but mostly as helpful and responsive to calls for help. I was always driven to achieve objectives. I wanted to do meaningful work that made a difference—this is important to me. I rediscovered my sexuality after my husband died and I had a few relationships before I found myself in a truly meaningful one that after a long time was destined to end. My relationship with Michael was probably formed on the rebound from that.

‘I have never thought much about being “old”. I make sure that I set time aside for writing every day. I live alone and enjoy being alone. But I have a spare room and it is often occupied by various friends or family members who live out of town. They are always welcome. I share with my niece and another sister the role of caring for a sister who, at 90, has dementia and still lives independently in her home with the support of care-givers. I did the same for my eldest sister, Phil, after her husband died, until her death at 94 about six years ago. I have a close relationship with all my children and their families.’

Anne has coped with her tragedies and triumphs largely alone. However, central to her life has been the practice of meditation. This gave her a way of constructing the world that differed from the model provided by her conservative Catholic background.

‘When I started to meditate back in 1983 I was drawn to an Indian tradition with ancient roots in Vedanta and Kashmir Saivism from which also arises Buddhism, various forms of Yoga, and Hindu traditions and practices. The most important principle of meditation for me was, and is, a sense of heightened awareness in a process of knowing myself. I have found that whatever is going on around me, I can step back and view the world from a detached perspective, and learn from it rather than becoming emotionally caught up in it. I have no idea how this happens but just the daily practice of meditation brings with it the reward of tranquility.’

While her children thought her interest in Indian traditions (including the presence of a guru in her life) was weird at first, three of them now experience the benefits of meditation for themselves. Anne has stepped down from all but one board position, volunteering her time as a board member for an Indian charity supporting the indigenous population in a number of villages in the Tanzar Valley near Mumbai.

What she values most at 82 years of age is ‘love, friendship and a life of the spirit. They are the essence of a joyful life. I do not get upset any more. I’m very lucky, really.’ Anne has navigated personal tragedy, focused her career, taken risks, seized opportunities, experienced betrayal and reinvented herself several times, and she continues to live a rich, interesting and successful life.

Her decision to re-imagine her life at the beginning of her middle years, moving from public servant to private businesswoman, showed courage and gave Anne new challenges and satisfying experiences that have sustained her into her 80s.


David Crockett
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‘never let a good opportunity go begging’

If you walk into a crowded room and hear laughter coming from a group gathered round a tall man with a happy smile—chances are it’s David Crockett and he has just delivered a one-liner, a quick play on words or a cheeky take on someone’s foibles.

At age 72, he’s strong, fit, well-informed and interested in everyone’s story. An ex-footballer who nearly made it into Richmond’s VFL team (injury in the seconds and being ‘a six foot one, ten-stone beanpole’ ruled him out) he’s been engaged in cricket, canoeing, scuba diving, fishing and tennis and he has a passion for solo wilderness hiking. ‘I love the solitude, the magnificence of the bush and the challenge to be overcome.’ But he’s by no means a loner, having joined more organisations than most people have in a lifetime, ranging from school parents’ and sports’ committees to the RSL, the Warrandyte Arts Association, the Australian Dental Association Finance Committee and the American Society of Oral Medicine.

David is a professional whose life has been a constant search for ways to contribute and do something new. Not for him the routine grind of the same job year in year out, without some extra challenge to keep his brain ticking and his body active. He has been a dental surgeon, an army officer, a dental specialist and an industry consultant. ‘I ran my own business for 21 years and acted as an independent contractor/consultant for a further 15 years. I was always in charge of my own destiny, even in the army. I never think about being old despite what the mirror and my body tell me. Youthfulness is something inside that is what you do, not what you are.’ David’s middle-age years have seen him reinvent himself many times over in an active life of work, family and civic contribution. He says that if he were an animal he’d be an otter because they play all day, but David also builds and rebuilds. His is a life well lived.

David was born in 1944. He grew up in outer suburban Ringwood, surrounded by orchards. His friends were the sons and daughters of refugees settling in postwar Australia—Poles, Dutch, Czechs, English and Ceylonese. ‘I accepted them as Australian and never thought of them as foreigners, a philosophy to which I still ascribe.’ His own father was an American sailor ‘from the Bible Belt’, who was wounded and sent to Australia as a naval attaché and married in a whirlwind romance in 1942. In later years David traced his father’s family back several generations to 1580. ‘We found an American Indian bloodline, an incidental DNA finding. I had a sudden interest in people’s scalps!’ He has become an American Civil War buff and found his great-grandfather was a ‘fifer’ who played as the troops charged at Gettysburg, one of 37 survivors of the 275 troops of the 16th Maine Volunteer Infantry Regiment’. His own father assumed they were descended from the much-mocked Davy Crockett of the Alamo—David has had to put up with constant comments on his name—but this was not the case. ‘Once, we located the grave and ‘old shed’ of my great-grandfather. I told the current owners, “I think you owe me 320 years’ rent for this place!”’

David’s father suffered war neurosis, became an alcoholic and a heavy smoker. He describes his mother as distant. ‘Both of them were very insular, extremely conservative—try redneck—and extraordinarily racially biased.’ David’s father struggled to find jobs and stay in them, and his mother made ends meet as a seamstress, also making and repairing many of the clothes the family wore. They did not like music, and when David bought himself a guitar he had to play it under the house. Much of David’s later drive, he says, stems from a reaction to their lack of interest in personal relationships and community activities.

David says his childhood was ‘not unhappy’ but he ‘felt starved of affection’ and found his enjoyment outside home. The children were never taken on holidays or family outings, but his uncle Bob would drive down from New South Wales and take him back for a holiday with his cousins. ‘Bob taught me the value of an outrageous sense of humour in all things. He considered me the son he never had. Once, he got me to steer the car while he put both hands out the window and yelled at passing cars, “Look, no hands!” When I left to serve in Vietnam, it was Uncle Bob who waved me off on the plane.’ Another uncle, George, was gay. ‘He taught me the value of humility and tolerance, and my uncle Don taught me how to swear and use a hammer.’

David’s year 11 and 12 chemistry teacher recognised his talent and encouraged him to focus less on sports and more on his studies. ‘He was one of the few teachers who had students round at his house to discuss chemistry over a beer. He took the mystery out of being a teacher.’ David continues to be grateful for the guidance of his role models.

He describes his final two years at Ringwood High as extraordinary, because of his fellow students and the commitment and humanity of the teachers. He excelled in all of the school sporting teams and was very popular. Much later he heard that his old chemistry teacher was feeling depressed so he wrote him a letter. ‘I told him he had helped me to shape my life and reach a level of proficiency that allowed my entry into the Faculty of Dentistry at the University of Melbourne. The move to university gave me a sense of freedom I had not felt before.’ But David’s social life and sports, ‘in the time of the Beatles, fast Volkswagens and plenty of parties’ meant having to repeat first year. He knuckled down and applied for an army scholarship because his parents could not afford the university fees. At the end of second year David met Cheryl. They married while he was still a student, and she was two months pregnant when he sat his final exams.

This marriage partnership has proved defining in David’s life. Cheryl too has reinvented her life in the middle years and every decision they have made has been made together. David comments, ‘Be aware that Cheryl and I consider ourselves a great match. I’m half full and she is half empty. That way we always get a balanced view.’ David sums up the ingredients of a long and successful life as: ‘moderation in all aspects of your life—emotion, fitness, positive attitudes towards others. Most important is the partner who is with you throughout life. And that is Cheryl. At 72, my life is still before me rolling towards the unknown with expectation of greater, more challenging and more enjoyable times to come.’ He acknowledges that many other people have not been so fortunate.

Because of his military scholarship, the early part of that partnership was interrupted by David’s year of service in Vietnam. ‘I graduated straight into the armed forces. Cheryl and I leased a flat in Mont Albert and I went off for military training. I was posted to Balcombe Army Camp and then on active service overseas when my son was 15 months old.’ In Vietnam David moved with the troops of an Australian infantry battalion and ‘never fired a shot in anger’. But he saw men shot and killed, and was involved in battles—‘The Aussie troops actively patrolled, unlike the Yanks’—and more than once had to duck for cover as shells exploded over Nui Dat or his patrol came under ambush. One of his dentist mates, who was somewhat obese, refused to squeeze into a foxhole and sat drinking a beer until a shell bounced around his tent and he bolted for cover. David spent two weeks at Long Bin, working in the US training hospital, where surgeons behaved like those in the TV show Mash, one of them wearing a white T-shirt with Donald Duck on the front.

While reluctant to go into details, David says of his Vietnam experience, ‘There are good and bad memories, however I am not a person who carries baggage or who dwells in the past. I still remember the year away in clear definition. It was a privilege to have been there despite the opposition at home. The protesters were entitled to their views as I was entitled to mine. The belated recognition of the service of the Australian Army in Vietnam was somewhat galling, but also slightly amusing when Paul Keating provided our welcome home in 1996, 23 years later. C’est la vie. I still get misty eyed on Anzac Day when I attend a service and think of those who did not make it back. In retrospect, it is clear that it was a mistake for America and its allies to jump into an Indo-China war that was ended with neither victory nor satisfaction. Of course, it is easy to be wise after the event. However, the Americans never seem to learn from their mistakes.’ That account is typical of David’s ability to put the past into perspective and move on.

On his return from Vietnam, David was posted to Townsville, where he enjoyed fishing and diving off Magnetic Island. ‘But Cheryl hated it because of the humidity, the lack of privacy in the army’s little houses and the disgusting cane toads—which meant officers often piggy-backed their wives along streets full of them.’ They were, luckily, not invited to a ‘fish-bake’ party where every guest ended up in hospital after eating coral trout infected with cane toad hallucinogens. On his discharge from military service, they had to clean everything on the property and David disposed of his compost heap by pouring petrol on it. ‘It wouldn’t light, so I poured on more petrol, lit another match, and the whole thing exploded over the surrounding ten properties.’ He says, ‘Life’s been a series of slapstick situations and we’ve enjoyed the lot.’

David was discharged in 1972. ‘I bought into a dental surgery at Bayswater and established myself.’ Their daughter Kylie was born in 1973. David and Cheryl built their first house in Heathmont, and took annual holidays with the children in Queensland. Their third child Robin was born in 1977. David’s partnership business was thriving. ‘But having spent time as a prefect at school, captain of a football team, president of the school ex-students’ society, then an officer in the army, I felt I was a leader and was not of a mind to fall into second place behind anyone. I wanted to make my own destiny. Cheryl trusted me to make my own decisions and see them through.’ David and Cheryl started their own practice in Croydon. ‘Cheryl did all the reception, accountancy, furnishing the practice, and organising reciprocal arrangements for childminding with the dental nurses, as well as supporting me morally, academically and financially at times when it was difficult to see the road ahead.’ This practice was also a success.

But by 1980, both David and Cheryl were looking for something extra in their lives and somewhere less suburban to allow their children greater freedom and independence. They bought an old limestone house on two hectares of bushland on the Yarra River and moved the family there.

‘This was a real tree change. It was meant to give the children more space, a country environment and a chance to join in the varied artistic and sporting activities of the Warrandyte community. I joined Apex and the RSL and I played cricket on summer Saturdays. We developed the block with gardens, vegetables and a chicken run. We swam, canoed and fished the Yarra River, which was on our doorstep. The whole family enjoyed growing veggies, having a horse stable, tending the chooks, watching koalas mate on the front lawn and dodging the snakes. We lived there for 14 years, in a good community with a babysitting club and play groups.’ Cheryl became involved in the primary school council, and in 1982 she was accepted as a mature-age student at La Trobe University. She and David were both immersed in community life in Warrandyte and in their studies—Cheryl completed an honours degree in history in 1988 and a PhD in 1990.

But by 1986, David felt, ‘I had been always on the go and possibly having an early life crisis at age 42. I had run the race of dentistry; it was like Groundhog Day. I asked myself, “Why am I sitting in the same surgery, every day, doing the same procedures for the same people? There has to be more to it.”’ Always wanting to learn more, he started a four-year part-time Masters in Oral Medicine and Oral Pathology while still running the surgery. In 1987, he sold the Croydon practice and started another closer to home (in Park Orchards) sharing premises with a doctor. He continued to study, gaining his Masters in 1988 and becoming a fellow of the Royal Australian College of Dental Surgeons in 1996. It was hard starting off a specialty, and he and Cheryl were ‘a bit cash poor’, but he felt he had moved ‘twenty giant steps up’, with work at the Children’s Hospital, the Peter McCallum Cancer Centre, and in forensic dentistry, where ‘I always saw the funny side’, as well as some unpaid work for the Coroners Court.

In the middle of these busy years, 1992–93, a traumatic car accident challenged their ‘perhaps complacent’ lifestyle. Their attempt to subdivide their land was met with strong opposition. And the threat of bushfires was worrying, particularly for Cheryl, as the only road out was over a narrow bridge. A huge bushfire in 1991 confirmed those fears: ‘Cheryl had to stop watching Dr Zhivago, pack the kids, dogs, cats in the car and was first across the bridge, with trees and bins flying everywhere.’ David was at an RSL meeting and stumbled back into his empty house panicked by their absence and the ferocity of the weather.

‘In 1995, after 15 years on the river, it was time for a sea change. By this time in our married life we had moved seven times and had, at various times, purchased ten different properties. I sold my Park Orchards practice and began operating as an itinerant specialist from several locations.’ Their options were wide open. David and Cheryl bought a unit in Kew to live in and a holiday house in Blairgowrie. They bought another investment property in Sandy Bay, in Tasmania. ‘We toyed with the idea of moving south. It was time that we started to think about provisioning ourselves for retirement. Living in a townhouse in the ‘Willsmere’ estate in Kew was not my cup of tea, and it was made more difficult by fractious neighbours with teenage kids.’ That was an experience shared by many middle-agers who decide to downsize. The gardens, pool, gym and library could not compensate for the lack of space and the interference from a corporate body.

At the time, land on the Mornington Peninsula was very cheap, and they built a second house there which they converted into a Hospitality Award-winning ‘Bed and Basket’ place. Buoyed by its success, they sold the Tasmanian property and built another B&B. It was a busy and satisfying time, maintaining the B&Bs while David operated from several local surgeries. ‘The B&Bs were a bit of fun and we adopted the attitude that it was another challenge.’ At the time, the idea of a ‘basket’ of food in the room and milk in the fridge was innovative, giving guests greater flexibility and privacy than a traditional bed and breakfast. They also targeted two customer groups that were not being catered to, putting in wheelchair access and marketing to the growing gay clientele. ‘Cheryl taught me how to clean a house. We could do a B&B in two hours.’

For many people, a move out of full-time professional practice into a B&B venture would have set the tone and pace for a slower life, but for David and Cheryl new challenges beckoned. In the late 1990s, their children were all travelling and working overseas. Cheryl noticed an advertisement for an adviser to the health insurance industry, and David applied and got the job. He undertook another Masters degree in Health Services at Charles Sturt University to enhance his consultancy skills.

It was a busy life, and David acknowledges that, ‘after a couple of years, a combination of burnout, personal relationships issues and professional frustration in my new job led to a sort of breakdown’. The travel between the city and Blairgowrie was becoming tiresome. ‘The local council started interfering (with the B&Bs) by imposing rules around bookings, so we initiated the exit clause in the business plan, sold up and put the money into superannuation.’ Cheryl had decided an academic life was not for her, preferring writing and research to lecturing. She decided to do a Masters in Public History at Monash University and began working as a freelance professional historian. David was still a highly paid consultant in the health insurance industry but, in 2004, when they wanted to reduce his hours, ‘I told them where they could “stick it” before I ceremoniously departed.’ He needed time to reinvent himself again. When asked if this made him decide never to work for anyone else ever again, he said, ‘No. Only bloody insurance companies; they’re the worst!’

Thus, at age 60, after several periods of burning the candle at both ends, both of them moved into what is formally called ‘retirement’. David quit his practice and Cheryl thought, ‘I’m not working if he’s not working’. They held a big party to celebrate finishing and David says he thought, ‘Oh shit, what happens next?’ They went ‘straight into retirement with a trip to America to start the search for my family heritage. I had no ambition to reapply for dental services or consultancy.’ By 2005 they had sold their properties and bought a house near the beach on the Mornington Peninsula. They completely renovated it and developed an extensive garden, which they are now in the process of ‘downsizing to a more manageable level’. They have travelled regularly, at first every year to Scotland to visit their oldest son and his family. Childminding grandchildren has absorbed much of Cheryl’s time (not so much of David’s), as it has for many grandparents in today’s busy world. They spent five months in Scotland on one trip helping with their first grandson; they housed their daughter and family while her house was being renovated; and Cheryl travelled by train three days a week for two years to look after her grandchildren until they went to school. But life did not end, and has not been just travel, childcare and leisure activities.

David and Cheryl have both shifted gears and built new interests for the second half of life. David reckons ‘I have the motor in fourth gear. Cheryl generally runs in second gear.’ But Cheryl has since written five commissioned books, including histories of Doncare, the Victorian Baby Health Centres, the Queen Elizabeth Hospital and the Portsea Golf Club, as well as a history of haemophilia in Australia. She is now researching her own family history.

David says, ‘I know that I have reinvented myself. I branched out into a number of areas that I simply did not have time for when I was working. My need to continue to learn is reflected in the books I read, the online courses that I take and the TV programs that I watch on the ABC and SBS.’ He has used the online Coursera system to study a variety of subjects ranging from human physiology and genetics to human evolution, gastronomy, forensic science, the Magna Carta, tropical parasitology and dental medicine, and gained top marks in them all. Middle age freed him to study for interest, not just for a formal qualification.

David served on the board of a not-for-profit sports and leisure club, and drew on his extensive background to write a comprehensive occupational health and safety manual. His expertise and wide experience is called on in many ways by ‘friends and acquaintances who throw up the odd question to be answered’.

David has returned to an earlier interest in drama and writing. ‘I had trodden the boards in amateur theatricals, written melodramas and some very rude scripts for the Dental Follies at university, and directed amateur plays at Warrandyte.’ He took another online course, this time in advanced fiction writing from ed2go in California. ‘I now spend time each week writing my four current novels which I plan to put on a website when they’re finished.’ When asked why he has four novels on the go simultaneously he says, ‘I dream up scenarios all the time; in the shower I think of an ending and have to write it down. I have a fertile imagination. How better to express it than in the written word?’ He sees friends regularly. ‘We meet at a French cafe where we solve the problems of the world. Social contacts are important to me.’ David remains a member of Probus and the local Community House. He and Cheryl love travel and the company of friends, who join them at home and abroad.

Like many others in later middle age, both David and Cheryl have had their medical problems, but they don’t let them get them down. David is a volunteer in two ongoing longitudinal clinical studies: one looking at Vitamin D value in late middle age and the other at clinical indicators for various cancer potentials. Cheryl has arthritis but remains physically active and has just (on David’s urging) upgraded her computer system so she can work on converting her PhD thesis on women in the Depression into a manuscript for a book.

David’s observation is that older people fall into three categories regarding sickness and the prospect of death: ‘deniers, who think “It will never happen to me”, so then they are shattered when it does; pragmatists [like him], who just deal with it and get on with their lives; and victims, who think, “Gee, I’m dying, I’m on the way out”, and do nothing about it.’

David plans to do more fishing and scuba diving and to play more golf once a current back problem is resolved. His knowledge of medicine and a conservative second opinion have, at this point, helped him avoid a mistakenly recommended spinal operation. Of the pain, he says, ‘I can walk my way through this’, but he is open to good medical advice if an operation becomes necessary. He expects life ‘will also be tinged with loss, sadness and illness. I will cross each of those hurdles as they come and will develop my own strategy to cope with them. I believe I have always been happy despite a number of issues when we were at a low point. My view is that when you are there, the only way is up.’ He deplores the current media perception that the ageing population is a burden on society.

David continues to contribute. ‘At 72, my life is still before me rolling towards the unknown with an expectation of greater, more challenging and more enjoyable times to come. I never think about being old. Humour is an important part of my makeup. I still get a kick out of doing the outrageous and I believe I am very blessed to be where I am, in the most wonderful country in the world, in the most wonderful company I could desire, with good health, financial security, and all while still retaining a wicked sense of humour.’

On plans for the future, David and Cheryl agree ‘the horizon is getting closer’. They plan more travel, will take their son to the USA when he turns 40 to explore his family origins. ‘David will teach my brother-in-law to fish, and I’m training our dogs to sing opera,’ says Cheryl. Another house move is being contemplated, and David says, ‘My imagination is too vivid to not keep writing.’

David’s overall philosophy, his advice to younger generations is: ‘Live life to the full within the bounds of respect and dignity; never let a good opportunity go begging; keep fit and strong in body and mind; respect those around you regardless of race, colour, origin or creed; find love and dwell within it. Suffice to say, life teaches you lessons from which you can either profit or fail.’


Antanas & Audrone Kesminas
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creative lives in a new culture

Antanas and Audrone Kesminas were Lithuanian World War II child refugees. Antanas was born in 1936, the son of a farmer; Audrone was born in 1941, the daughter of a lawyer. They have built a life in Australia based on their independent professional practice, the joys of children and grandchildren, successive family dogs and playing music together. Adaptability and rolling with the punches have been the keys to success. Like many refugees, however, their life has not been easy.

As the war front advanced into Lithuania in 1944, both Antanas’s and Audrone’s parents, fearing the Russian deportations to Siberia of 1940–41, made the very difficult decision to abandon their homes, their extended families and their friends and flee Lithuania.

Antanas recalls that, in the months before his family fled, the Germans bulldozed deep ditches around their farm between the forest and the River Venta. These ditches were a death trap for snakes, lizards and frogs, and Antanas placed branches in the trenches so the vulnerable creatures could escape, because he had been taught ‘to respect the creatures of nature’. Such values have stayed with him.

The family escaped by horse and cart to the Latvian port of Liepaja, where the Germans confiscated their horses and sent them to the port city’s holding camp. In the constant bombing of the port their assigned ship was sunk, an event, Antanas says, that was ‘foreseen by a fortune-teller’. They eventually got another ship to Königsberg in Poland (present-day Kaliningrad). Antanas remembers it as his first sight of a big city with traffic lights and where he had his first tram ride, but his main memory is of the hunger and lack of sleep because of the air raids. He can’t remember how his family ended up trapped, along with many other farming families, in marshlands on the way to Danzig, with their few belongings loaded on carts. Some people set off across the frozen marshes promising to send back a message that the surface ice was strong enough for carts, but none came, so his family fled across the ice alone on foot.

The family trudged across a frozen lake and along crowded roads, where Antanas saw German soldiers discarding uniforms as they ran from the Russian advance. He remembers scrambling frantically to find a pair of boots small enough for his feet. His mother told him to wrap scarfs round his feet so they would stay more firmly in the boots. His family spoke no German but he recalls his mother saying danke to troops who pulled them up onto a truck. After a number of train journeys, they spent ‘a terrible time in a labour camp with Polish prisoners, gypsies and other Balts’.

There were frequent train journeys, sometimes away from the front, other times towards it, as he and his parents would jump trains not knowing their destination. He remembers the constant noise of bombing night and day, the rough games played by boys in the camps, and the winter in the camps where their parents were expected, pointlessly, to dig ditches in the frozen ground. It was one of the worst European winters in living memory. Then, in the spring of 1945, Antanas was swimming in a stream with other children one day when one of the parents came and told them the war had ended.

His wartime experience as a young boy left an enduring impression on Antanas which meant that later in life, when things went wrong, he never despaired. ‘Nothing could ever be as bad as what our family had been through.’ His sons sometimes joke about his constant retelling of wartime stories when they were growing up. Both Antanas and Audrone say it’s important for their family to know their roots and to appreciate the life they have been able to build in Australia.

Audrone’s experience was similar. Her family fled in 1944 by train, along with a large number of refugees, to Germany when she was just three years old and her sister, Jurate, only nine months. They were transported from one displaced person’s camp to another, often at short notice and by night. She started school in a DP camp, where she learned to read, write and do arithmetic in Lithuanian. When Australia finally decided to accept family migrations, Audrone’s family was transported to Naples and then to Melbourne on the ship General Black. Audrone hated the many medical appointments and inoculations, but she enjoyed the trip with children of many nationalities and being given a two-shilling piece by one of the crew on the ship’s arrival. It stuck in her mind as a talisman of a better life to come.

Both families ended up at Bonegilla migrant camp in Victoria in 1949. The fathers were assigned work and had to live separated from their families. The families coped as best they could. Antanas’s mother and other women with children under 15 years were then sent to a former prisoner of war camp at Cowra in New South Wales, before his mother and sisters were given jobs as domestics and nursing aides at the Beechworth mental hospital in Victoria. Then they were relocated again to Somers Camp as their fathers were working on contract at Balcombe Army Camp on the Mornington Peninsula. Antanas remembers Somers fondly. ‘It was a Treasure Island with sandy beaches, tea-trees and, especially, no school.’ With his first monthly wage, Antanas’s father bicycled to Mornington and put a £5 deposit on a block of land and, finally, the family was reunited. ‘We became part of a colony of Lithuanians in Alice St, Mornington.’

Audrone’s family stayed at Bonegilla for a few months, until her father was posted to nearby Bandiana Army Camp. Her mother worked as a domestic and Audrone and her sister, at age eight and five, were accepted as boarders at the Brigidine Convent in Beechworth. Because the nuns could not keep them there during school holidays, Audrone’s mother took a job cooking breakfast at the Commercial Hotel in Beechworth, rooming there with the children. Her father visited every second weekend on a pushbike. He finally got a job at the local tannery and her mother moved to work at the Beechworth mental hospital. That two-year period is a pleasant memory for Audrone.

After two years the family moved to Melbourne to be closer to the more-established Lithuanian community. They rented houses at Watsonia and then ‘upgraded to Reservoir’, with both her parents working as kitchen hands at Larundel Mental Asylum. It was hard work for her father, a professional man, lugging heavy milk cans and undressed meat. Audrone attended Reservoir Primary School, then Santa Maria College in Northcote. She cannot remember ever having a holiday with her parents, but she did not see life as a hardship because all the refugee kids fared the same. She and her siblings went to a Lithuanian scout camp for two weeks one summer, and they enjoyed the national dancing and other activities.

When Antanas’s family settled in Mornington, his future was unclear. He struggled with English at school, until one day at Somers he stood out from his peers at a group interview for entry into Frankston High. The group was asked to name a piece of furniture the instructor pointed at. Some said it was a chair, others a stool. Antanas piped up and said, ‘No it’s not, it’s a bench!’ He was accepted into what proved to be a tough but inspiring school while his mates stayed at primary school. Though he failed most subjects in his third and fourth years at high school, he had improved his English through reading books from the local library about the Boer War and electronics, as well as Indian romances and ‘lots of comics’.

An apprenticeship had been lined up for Antanas by his father, but Antanas said, ‘No, I’m not going to be an electrician, I’m into electronics.’ He didn’t want to leave school. ‘That was my lifeline.’ He was good at chemistry and had an enthusiastic English literature teacher who gave him a taste for Shakespeare and encouraged him to write poetry. He completed year 11 and part of year 12 at Frankston High.

In retrospect, Antanas says, his attitude to study served him well and he passed it on to his three sons: ‘Don’t cram your brain, everything should be normal, don’t knock yourself out.’ He dropped chemistry and did only four final-year subjects, passing English expression, English literature and history, but failing physics.

Antanas says he had no idea what he wanted to do after finishing school, but he loved drawing and thought he might become an artist or a writer. He helped design the house the family was building and got blisters digging a huge hole in the backyard for a swimming pool. He made a bit of pocket money doing gardening and tax returns for members of the small Lithuanian community at Mornington.

His father saw that Antanas had talent and wanted him to make his mark in the new country. He pushed him in the direction of medicine. As Antanas’s own son Romas (Romi) now puts it, ‘Like every migrant father, he saw having a doctor son as a proof of success; and Dad’s sister had a book on anatomy that was supposed to help.’ But Antanas claims he had a poor memory for anatomical (or any other) detail and was more interested in art, a pursuit his father thought would leave him ‘begging in the streets’. Fortunately a diploma in architecture sounded acceptable and a Latvian friend (who admired Antanas’s poster designs for a dance party) was studying architecture at the Working Men’s College (later renamed RMIT) and encouraged him to enrol, which he did, in 1956.

Antanas met Audrone through the lively, music-oriented and supportive Lithuanian community when Audrone was working at the State Electricity Commission (SEC). They married in 1964, when she was 23 and he was 28. Antanas made their wedding rings during his silver-smithing course at RMIT. They subsequently had three sons.

RMIT was short of staff and Antanas’s design talent led to his being asked to teach. He began tutoring and lecturing in building construction and building design. Once he started teaching the course, he realised he was not struggling, that he was good at it. As a lecturer he could enrol in any subject he wanted, without fees, so he took courses in painting, welding, jewellery-making and photography, all of which broadened his skill set and have been useful in his later work. Antanas values the ‘crossover techniques’ he developed, based on the Bauhaus School in Germany. He was at RMIT for three years full-time and three years part-time, with some part-time work with a private architecture firm supplementing his income in his final two years.

Antanas graduated with honours in his Diploma of Architecture and was nominated by RMIT for the silver medal for best student architect from across Australia in the Australian Graduation Prize in Architecture. A neighbour was to courier all the drawings to Sydney for judging but, as fate would have it, Antanas’s entry arrived two hours late and, in rigid bureaucratic style, was not included in the judging. When asked if this made him bitter, he said, ‘Not really, life’s full of that sort of mishap. You move on and forget it.’

That philosophy has stood him in good stead through other disappointments. Architect Robin Boyd was so impressed with Antanas’s drawings of Melbourne scenes that he offered him a job. Tiring of lecturing, Antanas jumped at it, but an engineering friend advised him to negotiate a higher salary. Boyd’s firm was offering only £5 a week; Antanas asked for £25. He was told, ‘We’ll think about it’, and he never heard from them again. In typical pragmatic style, Antanas thought, ‘Who cares? I’m still alive. I’ll go and build houses at Mornington. I’ll be outdoors, doing my own thing, and free.’

He says, ‘It was hard to crack full-time lecturing positions at RMIT, and I had no actual in-house office experience, really no official architectural experience to get into an architectural firm.’ Nor did he have the usual private school background or establishment contacts. In 1967, Antanas worked for a short time in a Collins Street architect’s office and then landed a full-time job as design architect at the SEC, where he worked for ten years, a long period of stability. Antanas worked on large projects such as Yallourn West Power Plant, but he disliked ‘the lack of humanity’ in such heavy industrial projects. ‘There was no more human architecture, we were working with engineers and surveyors who had no concept of design as such. I had to do the design presentation work for them, but had no proper title, no recognition, so I became increasingly unhappy.’

Audrone had also worked in an office at the SEC and later at accounting firm Coopers & Lybrand, but she stayed at home while the children were young. She spent some time as a ‘rather scared sales assistant’ at the prestigious Georges Department Store in Melbourne, where socialite women were treated with great deference. She kept up her contacts in the Lithuanian community and encouraged her boys’ schoolwork and wide interests.

Antanas had always enjoyed designing furniture, and he was commissioned to make a suite of office furniture, including hand-crafted tables, bookcases and desks, for a former RMIT colleague’s office. The work was almost done, but the warehouse where the furniture was being stored burnt down one night and there was no insurance. It was another blow but nothing could be done; the project was abandoned.

This, and dissatisfaction with the SEC job, precipitated a change in direction. Antanas doesn’t think of it as a mid-life crisis—‘to him it was ‘just another adventure’—but he bought himself an Alpha Romeo, and ‘let off a bit of steam’. Then, in April 1978, at age 42, he took the family overseas for three months. They visited Lithuania but, because it was still occupied, they could only secure a five-day visa to the capital Vilnius and had to stay in an ‘Intourist Hotel’ where family and friends could visit them only in the lobby. That trip allayed some of their nostalgia for their home country and also proved significant in stimulating their son Danius’s later immersion in making art about transnationality, globalisation and cultural specificity.

Antanas extended his leave to six months and, on their return in 1979, decided on a risky change of lifestyle. He struck out on his own, setting up an architectural practice in his home office in Ivanhoe. Antanas and Audrone had bought the rambling house in the ’60s and it was still their home. The work was at first sporadic, but friends began asking him to do small jobs and his pool of clients grew. Jobs varied from holiday houses to small house additions in Carlton and Collingwood. We are the beneficiary of his creativity: he designed our holiday house at Anglesea, after we were introduced by our neighbours, and has done other work for us since. Antanas finds his architectural work satisfying, depending on the flexibility allowed by his clients. The home practice has allowed both him and Audrone to use their middle years to explore their interests in new ways, particularly with music and helping their sons develop their careers.

Music had always been an important part of Kesminas family life. As a child, Audrone had learned to ‘play the piano without a piano to play on’ at the Beechworth convent, drumming her fingers on a table, following the musical notations. She and Antanas love classical, jazz and contemporary music. They have attended Melbourne Symphony Orchestra concerts for almost 40 years. And their sons learned piano and cello. Their front room is crowded with musical instruments because Antanas collects violins and reconditions them. Like much else in his life, an interest turned to a passion: he bought an antique book on violin making and studied the theory of sound. ‘I needed to learn as much as I could about the secrets of violin making.’

Because of their breadth of interests in the arts, music, immigration and their sons’ school-based activities, their home became a sort of multinational meeting place for many years and its decor reflects that. Audrone and Antanas took in boarders, overseas students studying at La Trobe University, who slept in upstairs bedrooms, ate with the family or cooked their own meals. Antanas drove them to classes in the mornings because there was no accessible public transport. He and Audrone keep in touch with the students and their families and fondly remember times when their neighbours and the students would gather in their home making tempura for about 15 people. Some Brazilian girls who stayed with them, Audrone says, ‘would sleep in late, and often missed the last train home from night-time city outings’, leaving her and Antanas frantic with worry. He’d pick them up from the first morning train and they would just giggle. ‘We’re too old for teenagers now. And I was a bit of a sucker. But it was fun to have them stay with us.’

Audrone was always busy. As well as running a house full of growing young men and boarders, she had a job at the Ivanhoe Eye Clinic, where she has now worked for 35 years. She is an avid walker, and for years would rise at 5 a.m. for an hour’s walk with the dogs, come home for breakfast, then walk again with Antanas for another hour before starting work. The eventual loss of the dogs and a sore ankle has slowed her down, though they both remain fit and active.

Antanas spent time sketching outdoors with his son Danius when he was a young boy. Danius’s work was more free-flowing than his own: ‘I said to him, “You’re an artist, I’m a draftsman.”’ Some of those works still hang on the walls. Their home is full of music and art: a tumbled collection of framed drawings, piles of sheet music, musical instruments, computer screens, architectural design work and models of what became huge artworks designed by Danius. From its crowded Edwardian rooms, the house steps down to storerooms, a machine workshop, small decks laden with models and a potting shed which Audrone rarely uses now because of the spiders.

Their love of music and art led to a sort of renaissance in their middle age. Antanas used his architectural design and building skills to become an active collaborator helping two of his sons advance their careers. The third son pursued an independent career in medicine, but was an enthusiastic supporter of his parents’ new directions.

Danius studied violin and piano and has since developed his music talent together with a radical art practice. He established the rock cover band The Histrionics, the Chinese noise band The Happy Endings and Punkasila, an Indonesian-Australian band of young artists expressing aspects of Indonesian nationhood and social conflict through punk art and music. In 1991 Antanas went to visit Danius in New York where he was involved in a performance art movement, making ‘fire sculptures’, which Jonas Mekas filmed. It brought out the police and the fire brigade, but it also brought out a new focus for Antanas.

He took on the job of helping Danius, now aged 50 and an internationally known performance artist/musician/ sculptor, to turn his creative ideas into finished works. For example, in 2014, at the massive Melbourne Now exhibition, directed by Tony Ellwood of the National Gallery of Victoria and curated by Max Delaney, they exhibited a structure called ‘Gamelan Sisters’. This astonishing work occupied a whole gallery space, and the dramatic wooden structure was built by Tony and some friends on his back porch.

The work was inspired by Danius’s interest in Balinese music and culture. He and Antanas wanted to capture the Indonesian architectural and musical style, modelled on the Gamelan bands, with soaring roofs and screen effects, to invent a completely new instrument. Danius did the initial sketches of a kind of giant grand piano, but, Antanas says, ‘it has a “two sisters” idea, with one instrument complementing the other. Singing is important, a Gamelan band is large, and the tuning is different from Western-style music, so we experimented, wrote musical notations for songs and tunes with multiple threads that were based on musical themes from Indonesia.’

Antanas had to convert the sketches into actual form, with friends Dave Nelson and Rohan Drape, using soaring wooden planks that barely fitted in his home workshop and complex wire strings and hammers that would respond to the computer commands. The final piece was immensely popular with the public as an interactive work, beautiful in its own right, but capable of being ‘played’ by anyone, including children, using the computer touch screens. The musical notations were displayed round the walls as it played. The gallery bought the piece after some negotiation. Antanas and Audrey are both immensely proud of this work.

Antanas’s architectural practice also moved into another phase through another collaboration. His son Romi had studied architecture at RMIT and brought computer design skills to what became their joint practice. It’s been a fruitful partnership, since 2002, with Romi turning Antanas’s concepts into computerised and detailed plans for new buildings and renovations. If Romi is the one approached, he does all the design work, using Antanas as a mentor; if Antanas is commissioned, he does the design and Romi converts it to digital form, correcting and suggesting ideas. They work well together, bouncing ideas off each other. Antanas says, ‘I’m like a consultant, having learned more than just design and having been into construction. I’m still useful and the work gives me contact with other people.’ Romi says of his father, ‘He’s a real mentor. It was a sort of a renewal for him.’

Audrone continues to work at the eye clinic, but spends a lot of time babysitting her grandchildren and she remains involved with the Lithuanian community. She is teaching her grandchildren to speak Lithuanian, always talking to them in her language. She says, ‘They may never speak fluently but hopefully will understand.’ She goes with them to their Lithuanian kindergarten and school. They say to her, ‘Thank you for the new words’, which is enough to please her.

The Kesminas’s third son Gintas (his name is derived from gintaras, the Lithuanian word for ‘amber’) is a doctor, and works as an assistant to several orthopaedic surgeons in the south-east suburbs of Melbourne. Antanas’s father, who had medicine in mind for him, would be proud; most migrant parents wanted their offspring to be more successful than they had the opportunity to be. It’s a story typical of those of many second-generation immigrants—striving, struggling and forging a new life. Their children epitomise the third-generation success story, inspired by two hardworking and creative parents.

Today, Antanas at age 80 and Audrone at age 75 are still both active. They look back on their middle years as sometimes difficult and always challenging. They enjoy their strong cultural links and close family connections. Antanas is thriving with his collaborative work and says of the overgrown back lawn that Audrey wants him to mow, ‘Oh, it can wait, there’s more important things to be done.’ As Romi says of his dad, ‘He’d be happy doing art all the time, it’s in his blood.’
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