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When I was a teenager I was a pupil at Fort Street High School.  My parents were not well off.  They were not poor actually; we wanted for nothing essential.  But sometimes things were hard.  My mother suffered from intermittent illnesses.  These took her quite frequently to hospital where she required prolonged treatment and time off work.  She was so brave.  She used to worry about the problems caused by her loss of income.  And worry made her illness worse.


On one of these occasions she was admitted to Sydney Hospital by a wonderful dermatologist, Dr Geoffrey Finley.  I have told of our encounter with him elsewhere
.


Because of the financial predicament that our family faced at that particular time, the hospital arranged for my mother to meet the Almoner.  This was the old-fashioned title held at the time by Miss Kate Ogilvie.  No doubt today she would be described as the Chief Social Worker or boring like that.  But the Almoner encapsulated what she was to do.  She gave alms to patients who needed them to support their families or who could not afford the hospital bills.  So that included us.


We were generally able to get by with the hospital bills because my father prudently made sure that were always in the top medical benefits fund.  However, it was a hard road bringing up four children.  I had just completed my final year at school and was looking to go to university.  When my mother met Miss Ogilvie she told her about my university ambitions.  My mother's ambitions became Miss Ogilvie's ambitions.


Miss Ogilvie had two suggestions.  The first was that I should apply for a scholarship to Wesley College in the University of Sydney.  This was a Methodist residential college in the grounds of the University.  It was known for its serious ways.  Unlike the other more rowdy colleges, it was a place of strict teetolalism.  So it suited me fine for that was the tradition I had grown up in.  Although our family were Anglicans, I had attended the Wesley Methodist Church at Concord, near our family home.  I had done this in order to avoid crossing the busy Parramatta Road to attend the Anglican Church of St Andrew in Strathfield.  Upon such trifles hung our religious affiliations.  So I felt quite comfortable with the idea of attending a Methodist University College.  To that time, I had never lived away from home.  The prospect was a tantalising one.  Perhaps  would grow up.  Like all teenagers I felt a longing for love, fun and independence.  I duly lodged my application.  I was interviewed by the austere Master of Wesley College, Dr Bertram Wylie.  Like Kate Ogilvie, Dr Wylie was, a Fellow of the Senate of the University of Sydney.  Indeed, at one time he became the Deputy Chancellor to the perennial Sir Charles Bickerton-Blackburn who held the office of Chancellor from 1941 to 1964.


Miss Ogilvie also advised my mother that I should lodge an application for a university bursary.  At the time university fees were paid under the Commonwealth scholarships scheme which the Chifley government had planned in 1949 and which the Menzies-Fadden government had implemented in 1951.  Because my entry to the university was to be in 1956, my fees would be covered by the federal authorities.  The Commonwealth scholarships provided a very modest living at home allowance for Commonwealth scholars.  But a university bursary would be quite a significant contribution to the family coffers.  So I lodged my application for this too.


I recall meeting Miss Ogilvie at the Sydney University some time in January or February 1956.  I believe that it was the first time that I had ever entered the grounds of the university.  I joined my mother and Miss Ogilvie at lunch in the refectory at the Sydney University Union.  Miss Ogilvie was a large, imposing woman.  She had a strong face and wore rimless glasses.  She tied her hair in a severe fashion, in a kind of bun at the back of her head.  She struck me as very business-like and professional.  She was, in short, a no-nonsense person who therefore warmed to my mother's Ulster ways.  


My mother slipped up to the University from Grace Brothers' Department Store, where she was working at that time.  I remember that the whole scene was very elegant.  Waited tables and waitresses.  This was something I had rarely seen before - never at lunchtime.  I was very proud of my mother, who was a real lady and seemed to fit quite comfortably into this rather grand environment.  But for me it was unfamiliar.  Although I was educated at Fort Street Boys' High School, one of the best public schools in the State, its physical facilities were modest.  They could certainly not have been called grand.  I remember thinking at the time that the university seemed to accord with my conception of an extension of a big private school.


In my Leaving Certificate results at the end of 1955, I had achieved pretty well.  I came first in the State of New South Wales in Modern History and in General Mathematics.  Overall, I received a maximum pass.  In the aggregate, I was placed twenty-fourth in the State and second in my school.  I was therefore well situated for my two applications.


Wesley College had a policy of giving preference in its scholarships to the sons of Methodist Ministers.  Fair enough.  The scholarships were paid for from Methodist collection-plates.  Unfortunately for me, in 1956, such a son materialised and he took priority.  I was never to attend Wesley College.  Indeed, I never attended any college.  I look back on this as a gap in my education and life.  I just continued to live with my parents during university days until, at the grand age of 28, they threw me out of home.  My mother explained that she was becoming afraid that, if I stayed, I would end up a "fuddy duddy".


However, Miss Ogilvie's other scheme came to fruition.  I was awarded a university bursary.  Such bursaries were reserved to students with top academic passes who satisfied a means test.  I think the bursary was worth about £200.  In those days, that was quite a fortune, for us at least.


Often in the years that followed I thought of my first visit to Sydney University and of that lunch in the refectory hall at the Union.  In due course I became President of the Union, President of the Students' Representative Council and Fellow of the Senate elected by the undergraduates.  I look back today on my meal with Miss Ogilvie and can rekindle precisely the feelings of that day.  I think back on her kindness to my mother, my family and me.  She was a very definite woman, I suspect that she thought I was a little pushy and probably too patently ambitious for her liking.  She was not wrong.  She was not the type to allow a youth, fresh out of school, to assert himself excessively. But she liked my mother and presumably she overcame her reservations about me in order to help her.


I am sure that the Almoner of Sydney Hospital did many kind things for many people.  That was the nature of her work.  I am proud to recall her kindness to us nearly fifty years on.  Acts of charity, you see, live on.  They are a manifestation of love.  Acts of unkindness are best forgotten.
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