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As much as I can hardly believe it – I’ll be 60 next year. I was 
born in the Adelaide Hills, where we lived in thick bushland until 
I was about five years old, then we moved to Canberra. 

My parents rented a house in a suburb called Red Hill. It’s quite 
an affluent part of Canberra now, full of diplomats and wealthy 
people, but not so in those days. They lived there for about 12 
months before building a house in another suburb at the foothills 
of Black Mountain, another very bushy area. And that’s where I 
grew up, Mum and Dad bought a property in 1972, a farm on 
the outskirts of Canberra, which is where I’ve lived since I was 
19 years old.

I was fortunate enough to have parents from that era, that 
generation of “’til death do us part”. So, they’ve stayed together 
for their whole entire lives, I’ve been really fortunate not to have 
a family where there has been a bust up, which so common 
nowadays. I had a pretty good upbringing. My parents worked 
extremely hard for both my sister and me. They were born 
through the Depression, and my Mum lived through the war 
in England, so they had nothing, they started off from scratch. 
Everything they’ve done has been for my sister and me. So yes, 
we had a really good upbringing, really good education, and 
really very sound parents.
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is he!” But I was already dating someone at that 
time, and so was he. It was about another two years 
before we touched base again. We just bumped into 
each other, we were both single at that stage, and 
that was it. We had quite a big difference in age, 
there was a 12-year difference between us. 

Gerry was a professional painter and decorator, 
he also bred horses. We rented a little bungalow 
on a property just down the road from my parents’ 
farm. There wasn’t a dull moment - Gerry was my 
lover and my best friend at the same time. We were 
probably like two mischievous kids, you know, we 
were good partygoers but hard workers too.  

I had never actually pictured myself having children, 
but a few years later – when I was about 36 – we had 
our daughter, C*. I suffered terribly from post-natal 
depression, and when that kicked in, I started thinking 
there was something wrong with the baby. It got to 
the point, about six months after she was born, that I 
admitted us to the Queen Victoria Hospital and spent 
three days there before the nurse said to me, “there’s 
nothing wrong with the baby, you’ve got postnatal 
depression, but we’ve got some medication for you, 
that’ll help fix it.”  

And I said, “no, I’m not taking any medication. You tell 
me I can’t drink beer when I’m pregnant, you tell me 
I can’t smoke cigarettes, I’m not going to be taking 
medication when I’m breastfeeding!” And I said, 
“I’m going to breastfeed until my child decides she 
wants to stop breastfeeding.” So, I just sort of battled 

through for a couple of years. And then, it was like a 
switch went off in my head, and it just disappeared. 
It was pretty tough though, because I became very 
isolated during that time. I wouldn’t let anyone come 
and see us, not even my parents or grandparents. It 
is an interesting disease - I wouldn’t recommend it! I 
did the best I knew how to do at the time, but I worry 
that it meant C* missed out on a lot, and didn’t get 
as many cuddles as she should have. It was hard on 
her too. That’s also largely why we didn’t have any 
more children. People would say, when are you going 
to have another one? Yeah, no. Not after that.

I had kept the sheep for about 20 years until, I think it 
was the second or the third drought that broke me. 

I was pretty much obsessed with my sheep. All my 
sheep looked like they were clones, I had put so 
much money and effort into their breeding and 
care, learning all about them. One of my strongest 
memories from that time in 2019 is when I ended 
up having to shoot most of them because of the 
drought. And it happened so quickly in the end. I 
used to have to cart water and feed every day, and I 
did that for about three years, and then I just couldn’t 
do it anymore. My sheep should have been worth 
about a hundred bucks each, but I was having to sell 
them at the markets for about three dollars each. 
Those I couldn’t sell, I had to just shoot them and 
dump them in the paddocks. You simply can’t have 
stock if you’ve got no water. It absolutely broke me, 
but it was costing too much money to keep them.

It’s a hard world, you know. I’ve 
got a painting here, it’s a really 
pretty painting of a simple little 
farmhouse with big black clouds 
and rain puddles. I used to lie in 
bed and just cry, thinking, when 
is it ever going to rain like that 
again? Just lying there, crying 
“please, can you make it rain?” 

Now, my sister wants to put stock on the farm again, 
but I can’t, I said, “I just can’t.” It has been more than 
four years, but that last drought we had really did my 
head in. I couldn’t deal with that heartache again.

When C* was about a year old, I started to realise 
there was something wrong with Gerry. He thought 
he was fine, so we had this series of arguments 
about it, but I finally convinced him to see a doctor, 
who confirmed he had emphysema, and gave him 
about five years to live. No one used to wear any 
PPE back in those days, and so, as a painter and 
decorator, he had been breathing in all kinds of 
fumes and things for years. And he used to smoke, as 
everyone did back then, as well. 

He died three weeks short of the five-year estimate. 
He was 55 years old. When he died, at that time, a 

As a child, I just loved playing with other kids, and 
also had a great imagination. Both my sister and I 
were super sporty kids, very athletic. I used to train 
six days a week in athletics, in running, I was both a 
long-distance and cross-country runner. I did that 
right up until my teenage years, then later I got into 
competitive netball. And then even later in life, after 
my daughter was born, when I was around 40, I got 
into kickboxing!

I finished school when I was 16, in Year 10. Mum and 
Dad were so determined to give us everything they 
didn’t ever have, and it was quite unfortunate really, 
because they were so busy and so involved with 
creating an empire for their children, they actually 
missed out on a few things. Mum was a school 
teacher, she used to teach English as a second 
language to migrant people, but by the time I was 
12, I couldn’t read, write, or do arithmetic. I was at a 
public school that was not particularly good, so I 
played up a fair bit and therefore, I missed out on 
a lot of education. They then sent me off to Girls’ 
Grammar School, and shipped my sister off to a 
private ladies’ school in Goulburn. I was not a very 
good fit because it was a very surreal environment 
for me, surrounded by people who went to that sort 
of school, with parents who were very, very well off, 
like doctors and dentists and orthodontists and 
diplomats. I didn’t feel that I fitted in at all. So, when I 
got to Year 10, I said, “that’s it, I’ve had enough, I’m not 
going back.”

I chose Tocal Agricultural College instead, in north-
eastern NSW, because it was the furthest away from 
Canberra! It was about an eight-hour drive back in 
those days, and as a typical teenager who was also 
ready for an adventure, I figured that meant my Mum 
wouldn’t be able to jump in the car to come and visit 
me too often. 

I spent 12 months there, but I didn’t get to finish 
because my Mum applied for a job on my behalf 
with the Department of Agriculture. I think they 
were a bit tired of spending money on their kids 
by this stage. I got the job, so they said, “you’re not 
going back to finish college, you’re going to work”. 
I was able to leave that job after 12 months, when 
I successfully applied to commence a horticulture 
apprenticeship. 

I was finally doing what I wanted to do, but it was a 
big drop in income: at 17 years of age, I think I had 
been on $7,500 a year with the department, which 
was a lot in those days. Then I dropped down to 
about $3,000 a year on the apprenticeship. Those 
were truly probably the best years of my life, though. 
It was just being surrounded by people, like-minded 
people, and young people, all studying the same 
thing that we all enjoyed doing.

When I finished my apprenticeship, I travelled for 
about three months and then came back to the 
family. I sat around for about six months before Dad 
then said to me, “look, you’re going to have to get 
a job, we’re not going to keep looking after you, you 

can’t just sit around and do nothing!”. So, I started 
a business called Suzie’s Garden Care, that was in 
1987, and I ran that business until 1999. I also got into 
keeping sheep, and I started building up a flock of 
sheep in 1982. Eventually, I was running about 600 
head of 18 micron fine wool merino sheep from the 
Merriville bloodline, plus 50 crossbreds for breeding 
and feeding the family. I worked really hard and 
supported myself with the income from the livestock 
and also from the gardening business.

Despite the length of my parents’ 
marriage, I never wanted to 
get married. I had no interest 
in that piece of paper at all, I 
just felt that, if you want to be 
with somebody, you’re going 
to be with them, and that piece 
of paper doesn’t keep people 
together. 
That was my whole philosophy in life, though it didn’t 
go down very well with my parents, who always felt 
you should be married to have children. 

I was 28 when I met my partner, Gerry. He was one 
of the groomsmen at my sister’s wedding, and I was 
a bridesmaid, and I just thought, “gee, he’s not bad, 
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given me a huge feeling of safety and security. But it 
was very, very hard and a very frightening time.

We lost Mum in 2021 during lockdown. She suffered a 
fall and was admitted to the hospital. Unfortunately, 
she passed away due to complications arising not 
from the fall, but from a mismanagement of care 
which occurred while the hospital was overwhelmed 
during the pandemic. It was horrible. I wasn’t allowed 
into the hospital to visit her, and I used to drive into 
Canberra across the closed highway border every 
day, and say to the police that I was going to get 
essential supplies. Then I’d see Mum, talking to her 
on the hospital phone while looking at her inside 
through the glass, as she listened on the other 
end of the line. I did this for five months, also while 
juggling caring for Dad, who was by now suffering 
from severe dementia. I have full-time caring 
responsibilities for Dad now as well. He’s still living on 
the farm, he and Mum were adamant they would 
never leave, but it’s a lot of work to look after him out 
there, and it’s almost impossible to get anyone to 
travel out there to help.

A couple of good things have come out of my 
experiences, though. When I was ill after Gerry died, 
C* too was suffering from depression during that 
time as well – because she had lost her Dad – and 
I wanted something that we could do together, to 
lift our mood and find some joy. And funnily enough, 
that thing ended up being kickboxing! It meant we 
were able to be active, it meant having discipline, 
and we found a whole new community of incredible 
people through the sport. I absolutely loved it, it was 

large number of people from our generation were 
dying from emphysema. It was very common. It is 
an awful disease. You just slowly suffocate, because 
you can’t breathe, you literally can’t breathe. There 
was this long period of this constant back and forth 
to hospital; he’d get bad, I’d call the ambulance, wait 
for the ambulance to arrive wondering if this was it, 
if he was going to die. Then they’d get him back on 
track, until it happened again, and repeat. An awful, 
awful disease.

And there I was, starting off on my own again in my 
late 40s. I had gone back to study for a diploma at 
TAFE, but I had taken time off when Gerry was sick. 
When I went to return to my studies, the course 
had changed, and it was going to take five years to 
finish instead of three. On top of everything else, it 
was just too much, and I fell back into a very deep 
depression. And it wasn’t good, I knew that I was very, 
very sick this time.

I was so very, very ill. Honestly, once I lost Gerry, all I 
wanted to do was die. This time, I ended up going 
on medication. Unfortunately, what happened was 
C* effectively became the parent and I became the 
child. She looked after me when I was too mentally 
ill to look after her. During that whole time, I couldn’t 
work, so we survived on Centrelink benefits. With the 
medication, I was able to function enough to do the 
grocery shopping, things like that, but it was a very, 
very hard time.  

That went on for several years, until gradually, my 
brain started to go back to some kind of normality. I 

actually, eventually, took myself off the medication, 
because you become like a zombie, it numbs your 
perception of life. You can’t raucously laugh, or lose 
your temper, or bawl your eyes out. You become 
quite, sort of, zombie-ed out. I really feel I’ve sort 
of screwed up my daughter’s life because of that, 
because of the impact of my illness on her ... but 
sadly, that’s just how it worked out.

By now, I was in my early 50s, and I worked then for 
about five years in and out of contract roles, which 
was killing me, because you never know how long 
the contract is going to last, and you’re constantly 
applying for other jobs just in case, and you’re 
constantly in and out of work, constantly competing, 
always waiting to hear back. There’s no future and 
no security, and you’re living off your savings in the 
downtimes. The stress was awful, and I felt like I 
wasn’t getting any further ahead, I just seemed to be 
going backwards. 

So, one day, I just thought to myself, you know what, 
I’m going to go back and work for myself again. I 
decided to go back to my first love, which of course, 
was gardening and horticulture. I sold my car, and I 
bought a ute. I was looking on the internet for grants, 
to see if I could get some money, and then I found 
this ‘work for women’ grant, I had an interview with this 
lady and they gave me, I think it was, a $500 grant. 
So, I bought a toolbox to go on the back of the ute. 
And that lady said, “I think you’d be really interested 
in these people, they’re called Global Sisters, they will 
probably be able to help you with setting up your 
business,” and she gave me their number.

Working for myself didn’t solve all my problems, 
though. 

We had only ever rented, and 
the feeling of immense fear 
after turning 50, that I was 
potentially heading towards 60 
and becoming homeless was a 
reality. 
The key to that not happening was employment, but 
the obstacles I faced – I was over 50, I had no history 
of credit, I was a low-income earner and I was self-
employed – those four factors were the main issues 
affecting my ability to secure a home. 

I expect they also prevent many other women in 
similar circumstances from securing a home. It 
meant that, despite clawing to save up a deposit, 
I couldn’t find a bank to lend me the money to buy 
a home to live in, because I was seen as too high 
risk. So, I worked my absolute backside off, I worked 
the system and scrambled to find money in every 
way that I could, and I was finally (just) able to buy 
my little unit off the plan. This was largely thanks to 
my very good accountant, and a few very fortunate 
delays in the build that actually really saved me, 
because it meant I had more time to pay. The good 
thing, I guess, is I don’t have to pay back the bank 
and pay back all that interest. I’ve purchased my first 
home and paid in full at the age of 57, and this has 

such a great challenge and gave us both such a 
rush of endorphins. I became an endorphin junkie! 
I was over 40 when I started, and only had to stop 
recently because of a problem with a knee. C* went 
on to become a lightweight Australian national 
champion.

The other good thing I’ve learned is, that I can and 
am still learning! It’s so funny to think I started my 
first gardening business when I was 24 years old, 
and at the age of 54, I was starting all over again. 
I’ve learned so much, about business management, 
advertising and marketing, even social media from 
Global Sisters. When I first connected with Global 
Sisters, they said, “we’re going to do everything on 
the computer,” and I thought, “oh my God, no, I can’t 
do a thing on the computer!” I think a lot of women, 
especially women my age and older, do struggle 
with that, with new technologies. I battled away, 
though. I remember, I didn’t want to do this online 
course that was on offer, because I’m not an online 
person, I’m a hands-on and face-to-face kind of 
person. But then, I was looking at all these different 
women on the screen, and they were all telling their 
stories, and I thought, oh, okay, I’m not the only one 
that feels like this, you know? I’m not the only one 
who’s struggling or who’s having to try and work out 
how to do this, even just work out how to use the 
bloody computer! 

It was really good to know that lots of us are 
struggling, and you’re not alone.

Women over 50 
- jobs and home 
finance
Despite being experienced, qualified and 
motivated to work, I encountered ageism and 
gender bias in job seeking. I had to set up my 
own business to overcome these barriers. The 
government needs to properly incentivise 
employers to engage women over the age of 50.

Legislation is required to prevent 
discriminatory lending practices by banks 
and mortgage brokers towards women. 
Banks should develop home finance products 
tailored for women. Women over 50, self-
employed, or with low income, who may have 
no or poor credit rating but can demonstrate 
an income equal to or above the annual 
Centrelink yearly income support level, should 
have access to affordable housing finance. 

This is essential to ensure these women may 
be given the opportunity to purchase a home. 
By putting a roof over their head and an asset 
for long term economic security in their hands, 
it will prevent more older women becoming 
homeless.

Call to action
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globalsisters.org

https://globalsisters.org/



