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00:32 Okay Shirley, we usually start this kind of interview with a bit of background for 
people who are listening to the tape just to find out where you are coming from. What’s your 
full name, Shirley?

It’s Shirley Helen Fitzgerald.

What was your maiden name?

Shirley Helen Fitzgerald.

Okay. When were you born Shirley?

I was born on 10 January 1949.

In Sydney?

No, a long way from Millers Point in a little town called Kingscote on Kangaroo Island 

in South Australia.

Oh really, oh right, so you are South Australian originally. I believe Kangaroo Island is a rather 
nice place.

It is beautiful.

I might see it one day. Now your parents, can you tell me a little bit about them?

01:16 Well the reason I was born there was my father was a school teacher and 

he’d been sent to teach from Adelaide to that school. My parents were both Adelaide 

people. My mother was born in Adelaide, my father was born in Western Australia, 

but they met in Adelaide.

Oh right in the middle of Australia, halfway across. Your father what was he a primary or a 
secondary school teacher?

01:40 He did one of the truncated courses during the war because there was a 

shortage of teachers and he taught at an area school, which meant that he taught 

children of lots of ages. Eventually when I was three they moved back to Adelaide and 

he taught there at Norwood High School as a Latin, English and History teacher. 

Probably when I was about twelve or thirteen he got a job with the Commonwealth 

Education Department and eventually became the Director of Commonwealth 

Education in South Australia.

He had a very rapid rise then. His love of history, he taught History - did you get a kind of 
love of history as well maybe from your father, do you think?

02:32 Well I suppose so. I mean family meal times were always discussions about 

Shakespeare or the French Revolution or something so there was certainly a love of 

inquiry, so yes, I guess that is where it came from.



What religion was the family?

A Protestant breakaway group from the Presbyterian Church which is called 

Churches of Christ. In fact his father, my grandfather, had been a minister in that 

particular church which was probably another force on my development as being 

interested in enquiring into things, because he was a sort of auto-didactic. He hadn’t 

had much formal education, but he’d trained himself and grandma and grandpa’s 

house was always full of poetry and history. A privileged childhood from the 

intellectual point of view I guess.

How many children were there in the family?

03:29 I have an older brother, Peter, and a sister Judith and then there is myself and 

then a younger sister, Bronwyn.

Fairly large family but not for those times I suppose.

About average I think. I was born in 1949, after the war people tended to have 

families of three or four kids I think.

So what do you remember about your childhood, what kind of images do you have?

03:54 Well they always ask me, ‘What’s the first thing you can remember,’ and I 

certainly can remember on Kangaroo Island the great big wind-generator out the 

back of the house and the great big school bus that my father used to drive, and the 

sheep that occasionally got in from the farm next door into the front garden. 

Because the school house was fifty miles out from the town, so that he collected all 

the kids on the way, took them into school, taught them all day and then drove them 

all home again.

That is an extra duty for a school teacher, in those days you had to be everything.

I guess in those days you didn’t get any loading for it either.

Right. So he enjoyed his work, your father?

04:32 Oh yes I think so. I mean I remember certainly the later period when he was 

working for the Commonwealth Education Department he worked with the 

Colombo Plan, which was set up after World War Two, a number of western 

countries I suppose, to bring people to various countries including Australia for 

tertiary education, so our house was always full of people from Indonesia, Thailand, 

Vietnam, whatever, at a time when that probably wasn’t very common in the 1950s in 

Australia, so that was a very interesting sort of family to be living in, to have those 



sorts of influences going on. My mother learnt to cook fried rice and those sorts of 

things before anybody else was doing it just because we constantly had those kinds 

of people coming through the house.

That must have been very interesting for you as well, having a sort of look at their 
multicultural world, was it?

05:32 It never occurred to me that world wasn’t multicultural because when I lived 

in Adelaide I went to a primary school and then particularly the high school in the 

Adelaide Hills and we were on the edge of the city, if you like, in the area where 

there were Italian celery growers. The high school that I went to, I never did the 

figures then but I think if I went back and looked at it now it probably had as many 

European migrants as it had Australian-born, so my friends were people from 

Yugoslavia and Latvia, whatever. We didn’t make much of it there was such a mixture 

that was just how it was. In fact I was very surprised to meet, not too many years 

ago, one of the boys that I’d been at high school with, he was from Yugoslavia I think, 

and he said when he arrived he couldn’t speak any English. I mean I had no idea that 

these people had been through those sorts of struggles because to me it was just 

normal, that is what school was like it was full of all sorts of different people, and so 

was the house.

Tell me a little bit about your mother, what kind of a person was she?

06:46 Well she’s still alive in a nursing home, not a nursing home a retirement 

village, in Adelaide. She was I suppose fairly well educated for her time in that she 

finished high school and worked in a bank until she met my father and then became 

the wife of the teacher, which meant you taught the kids sewing and cooking in the 

one teacher school and that sort of thing. They were both involved in their church. I 

guess she was the quieter of the two, but she is nevertheless a competent, interesting 

person. And she could cook, she can cook better than I can.

That’s a good quality. What about your grandparents? You’ve already spoken about your 
grandfather, who was the minister, anything else you know about your grandparents?

07:40 He is the Irish side of the family and he was the youngest of his family, so he 

was expected to a priest, that was almost the expectation in Irish families in the late 

nineteenth century, so he did, I guess, but he became a Protestant which was a pretty 

big deal from the point of view of his family. Then he became quite radical, he would 

have described himself as a Christian Socialist I suppose in the 1920s, 1930s. In fact 



one of the first churches he went to, the lay board of people that were employing 

him as the minister said, ‘We are a bit worried, we’ve heard you are a bit radical,’ and 

he said, ‘Well how many of you have read Karl Marx’s,,,,,,,’ what is the little book?

Oh the famous one? Das Kapital.

08:37 No, that is the big book, I can’t think of it now, it is a little promotional book 

that Europe is in crisis in 1848 and so on. He said, ‘How many of you have read it,’ 

and of course none of them had, so he said, ‘Why don’t you all go away and read it 

and come back next week and we’ll discuss whether you want to have me as your 

minister or not.’ Of course, when you read it, it is all about social justice and 

equalisation of wealth and so on, so they sort of backed down  

Interesting. A bit of ‘leftie’ I guess. So he instilled some social values in the community do you 
think?

Oh well I hope so, they thought that was his job.

Okay. Now were there any particular events or instances during your childhood that had an 
influence on you, or an impact?

09:34 It was a fairly secure, non-eventful, childhood I guess. I remember the Queen 

coming. My father was a strong Republican and always had been, so I remember as a 

small child feeling that somehow we might be a little bit out of step here because 

everybody else was waving flags and carrying on.

You would have been about five years old at that time when she came.

Yes. We were all given bits of wattle to wave at her at the Showgrounds.

Now school then, what was your school, what were your school years like? Which schools did 
you attend?

10:23 I went to Magill Public School, which as I said was sort of at the edge of 

Adelaide. Magill is famous for the Penfold’s Wineries and that was interesting because 

my family were teetotal. So there we were in the middle of the vineyards, but we 

certainly didn’t let the dreaded demon drink cross our lips. In fact I can remember as 

a small child listening to my grandfather preaching a sermon at a little chapel that had 

a pulpit that wasn’t nailed down, so you could actually move it around and he would 

pick it up at various points in the sermon and plonk it down in a different space and 

say, ‘Fine wine Tintara,’ because the sermon was an anti-liquor sermon. So it was an 

interesting mix of left-wing sort of soft socialist-type politics and reasonably straight-

laced Christian sort of values I suppose. I’m over that now, you can offer me a good 



red any time.

Okay. University, did you attend university and where as that?

11:34 I went to Adelaide University as an undergraduate and I concurrently at the 

same time went to a place called Wattle Park Teachers College. So I trained initially as 

a primary teacher and when I began, primary teaching training was a two-year course 

with an option to go on to a three year and as I went through the process they 

included an option of going on to four years. I think from memory, I might have been 

the first person in South Australia to come out of a four-year primary teacher 

training with an Honours Degree in History, because the normal expectation 

wouldn’t be that you’d have that much university work as well. I packed it in and did 

them both together. I remember one year, very, very funny, when I was racing 

between the university and the college and one minute I’d be doing the history of 

Spanish Imperialism in South America and then I’d be back to the college to do 

textiles and needlework to learn how to do it for the children.

That’s amazing. So you had an interest in history of course, what was it about history that 
appealed to you in those early days, do you think?

12:50 Oh look I have no idea what it was then because it is certainly very, very 

different from what it is now, having practised as an historian for a lot of years. I 

suppose then it was interesting to know about the world, it is interesting to know 

where we’ve come from, those usual sorts of things. I was interested in the place that 

I lived in, I guess, I mean I chose to do my Honours thesis in local history that related 

to Adelaide - I looked at immigration in the nineteenth century, whereas other 

people were going off doing European history, or Asian history or whatever, so it was 

always grounded in knowing my own place I guess. which has come through for the 

rest of my work.

So it was an Honours degree you did at the University of Adelaide in History.

13:43 Yes. After that I got married and moved to Sydney, because that’s where the 

person that I married decided that he would do a PhD at the University of New 

South Wales, so I came here almost by default. I remember the first day arriving here, 

because I’d never been here; I’d been to Perth, I’d been to Melbourne, I’d never been 

to Sydney; and I was fully just twenty-one and we drove into Sydney and by mistake 

got onto the Bridge. The usual story you try not to and you end up on the Bridge 



and crossing over to the north side and I just thought this is the most stunning place, 

so totally different from the flat, dry plains of Adelaide. I’ve been in love with it ever 

since I guess.

We are very happy that you are the city historian. After the initial degree, the Bachelor I 
suppose it would have been, in History did you go and do any further post-graduate study?

14:49 Well when I came to Sydney I taught one year at a primary school, 

Abbotsford Primary, and another year at Dover Heights Girls’ High and I didn’t mind 

the teaching so much, but I guess I was still hankering after a bit of history and those 

were the easy days where the Whitlam Government was providing quite generous 

scholarships to do postgraduate work and I managed to get a Commonwealth 

scholarship, so the third year I was here I went to Macquarie University. Enrolled in a 

Masters which subsequently was changed to a PhD in History.

All right, now we know where you are coming from. So after you got that PhD what were 
you going to do with it? I mean what kind of future did you see?

15:42 Well the PhD was actually in the study of Sydney. I studied Adelaide when I 

was there. I think if you plonked me down in Berlin I’d be looking at Berlin, that’s 

what I do. So it was on social mobility and change in Sydney in the 1870s and 1880s, 

so I’d gone fairly deeply into Sydney in the nineteenth century. But by the time I had 

finished that I was actually living in Armidale, in northern New South Wales, and I did 

a little bit of teaching at the University of New England, I taught Demographic 

History and Australian History, Nineteenth Century, Twentieth Century. I had a 

couple of kids. I lived there actually for fourteen years and it never occurred to me 

that there would be such a thing as a job that was so specifically targeting the history 

of Sydney, I had always imagined that I would either teach in a school or in a 

university and that that teaching would be much more broad ranging. Then out of the 

blue this job was advertised as an historian to the City Council. I was living in 

Armidale and I had a couple of little children, so there was no way that that was 

going to be of interest to me except that about six people sent me the job ad and 

said, ‘This is your job, you have to apply for this,’ because I had done the detailed 

work on Sydney in the PhD and so on. 

17:14 I always tell people, and they don’t quite believe it but it is really true, that I 

came for the interview partly because I thought well it’s a chance for a trip to Sydney, 

because I was always coming to down to Sydney to do research anyway, and I need 



to go to Home Yardage to buy some fabric, and I need to see a few friends, so what’s 

to be lost. But of course at the back of my mind I desperately wanted the job, but I 

had to juggle and work out how to deal with the family issues and the rest of it. 

When I was offered the job I remember I burst into tears, I thought how am I going 

to handle all these family complications, but we worked it out.

Which year was that actually?

1987 - the end of 1987.

Well you were eminently qualified for the job because you had done so much work on 
Sydney. So how did you manage to juggle the family and the job? How did it all work out?

18:10 Oh well I got myself a little flat in Bayswater Road, I thought if you are going 

to write about the city, you should actually live right in the city. Almost as soon as I 

did that they excised that bit of the city and did a boundary change and it went to 

South Sydney. I would spend one week, like five days, there and then both weekends 

and the week in between back in Armidale because there is quite a lot of material in 

the UNE Library including all the Parliamentary Papers and things that I could use. So 

the few days of the fortnight I was in Sydney I just went hammer and tongs doing the 

research and went back home and did the writing and thinking. At that stage I wasn’t 

an employee, I was on a contract, so there was no expectation that I would be there 

every day of the week the way it has turned out now.

So you hadn’t actually finished your degree at the time you got the job, is that right?

No I did my degree at Macquarie. UNE is the university in Armidale and because it is 

a university town I was just saying that there was quite a lot of research material I 

could use there.

Why did you go back to Armidale?

19:22 Because that was where the children were living, that was the family thing. I 

did that commute for, I don’t know, eighteen months or so and then the family all 

came down to Sydney.

You convinced them?

Well it was my turn, you know.

That’s great. So what has been the big challenge so far in being the historian of the City of 
Sydney?

19:50 I suppose the whole job was a challenge in that it isn’t seen as core business 



for local government to have an historian and I think if I feel any success in the job it 

is that it has now got to the point where a lot of people across the whole 

organisation now understand that knowing a bit about history will help them in 

planning work that they are doing. So all sorts of people within the organisation of 

the City of Sydney will be contacting me for historical information for bits and pieces 

of work that they are doing, so that pleases me, that I’ve managed to get a sense of 

history at least into some pockets within the organisation.

Now you wrote a book together with Christopher Keating called Millers Point: the Urban 
Village, I think it was published in 1991, that was quite a major work on Millers Point, so 
you must have thrown yourself into research there, did you?

20:49 Well we call them the ‘little books’. What happened was I was actually 

commissioned by the City of Sydney to write a book for the 150 years of 

incorporation of the city, and that’s what I call the ‘big book’ and it is fairly thick. 

When I started to do it I thought this is too hard, writing a book of great detail 

about the city, even just the inner city area that is the city of Sydney, is so complex 

that I suggested to them that I might trial what we called the ‘little book’. The first 

one was on Chippendale and I went off and just dug deep into one little area of the 

city, and the reason I chose Chippendale was because I knew there was some really 

interesting curly political questions that were going on there. That book sort of had 

such a positive response from the community in Chippendale that I think politically 

people within the Council could see well this was one thing that would work for the 

residents. So subsequently there has been a ‘little book’ on Surry Hills, that Keating 

wrote, and the one that you mentioned on Millers Point and one on Pyrmont and 

Ultimo that I wrote with Hilary Golder. Currently we are just starting doing some 

work on one on the Redfern-Waterloo area, new areas that have come into the city.

That’s interesting. So you call that the ‘little book’.

But yes there was a fair bit of work in it.

Let’s talk a bit about the history of Millers Point, what was the main thrust of that book that 
you wrote firstly, the one on Millers Point: the Urban Village.

22:30 Well I suppose Millers Point…… it is encapsulated in that title of ‘the Urban 

Village’. I mean currently we are being told that we’ve got lots of villages in the city, 

we are being told that we are a city of villages, but that is really an oxymoron in 

terms of urban theory, even if it might be politically a good idea. But Millers Point 



more than any other area of the city was at least for much of its history a very self-

contained sort of an area that did have that village atmosphere to it. It had some very, 

very different qualities politically, and in terms of its built form from any other area in 

the city.

How was it different from the rest of the city?

23:14 Well because it never had a complexity of employment, because the vast 

majority of employment was around the wharves and maritime industries. It had a 

particular type of demographic - it was an area that had a much more complex 

ethnic mix than anywhere else in the city, simply because there were a number of 

men that would come off ships or that were working in the maritime industry that 

decided at some point that they would make Sydney their home and Millers Point 

was the obvious place to live. So one of the very interesting things about Millers 

Point is that if you look at the names of people there you get a lot of European 

names, a lot of Germanic names, names from everywhere, including Asian names from 

the Lascars as they were called, the sailors from South-East Asia, and so on. But at the 

same time you get a very traditional Catholic culture which is coming down through 

the women, this is the way I see it, because they are the core of that community that 

are there constantly, all the time. While the men are off sailing, or working on the 

wharves at Woolloomooloo, Pyrmont, wherever they can get work, it is the women 

that are forming that community and the sort of social ways of bringing up children 

and so on. So it is quite different from say, Surry Hills or Pyrmont or other areas that 

are much more open in terms of the flows of people and activities through them 

because they are not so concentrated on port activities.

But at one time the activities of Millers Point were more artisan, they were maritime but 
there were also a lot of artisans as well. They disappeared over time - what do you think 
made that happen?

25:21 Well I think you can probably conceptualise Millers Point as being in the first 

stage when it was lightly populated and contained a number of fairly wealthy seamen 

and wharfingers, the owners of the wharves the Bettingtons and Munn and the 

people who owned the wharves who are still remembered there in the names of the 

streets, that was a reasonably elite population, almost. At that stage there were trades 

that related to the maritime work, simply because apart from anything else Millers 

Point was not as easy to get to as it is now. There was no Argyle Cut, there was no 



Kent Street, it was a more discrete sort of a community. Then when you move into 

the 1860s and you start to get a build-up of population you also start to get a 

decrease in complexity, I suppose, because people, the artisanal work and so on 

could be done anywhere else within walking distance of the area. So you get a 

gradual decline in social complexity through to the end of the nineteenth century 

when it is routinely being described by people as a slum, but it wasn’t always that 

way.

Do you know something about the pre-European history of Millers Point? The Aboriginal 
occupation period?

26:58 Not really except in general terms of the indigenous, the Gadigal people of 

the Eora tribe that lived in the area of Sydney were fairly sedentary. I mean we often 

assume that indigenous people are nomadic, but there is no need to be nomadic if 

you live next to a rich fish supply and good vegetation, and so on. I’m guessing here - 

it is not my area of expertise, but I think probably Millers Point was not one of the 

preferred places for gatherings simply because it was a little bit cut-off. It was a little 

bit craggy, a little bit rocky, not quite as accessible as areas further round down 

Circular Quay and to the east.

Who was Jack the Miller, after whom Millers Point is named, do you know much about him?

27:56 Well Millers Point is elevated, especially as you move towards the west of it, 

and the first windmill I think was actually put on Observatory Hill, it wasn’t called 

Observatory Hill then it was called Windmill Hill. Jack Leyton was given a land grant 

to the west of Millers Point, the western part of what we now call Millers Point, land 

in fact that has been levelled and turned into wharves now. He had, I think three mills, 

those old wooden mills with the huge sails, so it became known as Millers Point and 

everybody knew that the miller was Jack.

I think the original name was even Jack the Miller’s Point.

I think it is in some of the sources.

He came to a rather sticky end didn’t he.

28:52 In 1826 I think it was he climbed up to adjust the sails on one of the 

windmills on a stormy night, but I think he’d had a little bit too much to drink and fell 

to his death. Not unusual in the early days of the colony, I think, a lot of people coped 

with a fairly harsh life by turning to the bottle.



It must have been quite a source of peace, I suppose. He was twenty feet up a ladder 
apparently when he fell, did you know that?

Yes.

29:33 END OF TAPE MP-FH23 SIDE A

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

29:35 START OF TAPE MP-FH23, SIDE B

So how did that village of Millers Point then take shape, what were the factors that made it 
grow?

29:47 Well it grew a lot more slowly than The Rocks next door and of course there 

is a lot of discussion about whether The Rocks and Millers Point are the same place, 

but of course if you live in Millers Point they are not, they are a very different place. 

But because the area around Dawes Point from where the foot of the Harbour 

Bridge is now going to the west was accessible to boats, ships, and also further round 

into the head of Cockle Bay, which is now called Darling Harbour, the early shipping 

that went there was the whaling ships, so Millers Point had this dramatic sense of 

mystery, I suppose, with the dark-blackened sails of the whalers. The more 

mainstream cargoes would go to Circular Quay. But then gradually over the 

nineteenth century more and more cargo ships were pushed out of the Circular 

Quay area to the east into Woolloomooloo, and to the west into Millers Point, so 

that when the sea industry, the sealing and whaling so on which where important to 

the total economy of the colony up until the 1830s, when they started to be eclipsed 

by wool then eventually the wool clippers too started to use Millers Point.

So the type of houses that were built at Millers Point - can you describe them? For what 
classes were they?

31:28 Well initially some of the houses were very, very fine. I mean the houses that 

were built for the sea captains and the traders, I mean some of them still remain in 

Dalgety Terrace, for instance, quite large houses with views across the water. But 

then you get the smaller housing of the artisans and the labourers, and so on. So you 

actually had initially the whole range from very good housing through to, I suppose, 

the worst that the colony actually managed to develop. Then as the nineteenth 

century progressed those finer houses tended to be sub-divided and turned into 



boarding houses and whatever, and as I said before you got less of a social mix and 

the whole thing became more and more working class. 

32:20 The assumption is that much of the housing was very, very poor and not 

worth conserving, but in fact when we got to the dramatic turn in the history of the 

place, when the Bubonic Plague arrived at the beginning of the twentieth century, a 

lot of that housing that was condemned and considered to be not worth living in 

continued to be lived in. I mean it is very, very difficult to disentangle myth from truth 

about exactly how bad or how good working class housing is. Certainly some of it 

was very poor, some of it is still there.

Let’s talk a little bit more about the Bubonic Plague because it was used as an excuse to 
demolish quite a bit of housing, wasn’t it?

33:10 Well that’s my theory. I mean a lot of people say the Bubonic Plague was a 

blessing, because it got rid of dreadful sub-standard housing, but I do think there’s a 

lot of evidence to indicate that it really was the excuse the government was looking 

for. They had a genuine concern about the state of the wharves, that a lot of the 

wharves were fairly unsanitary, and more importantly, inefficient. The colony, the 

nation; we’d just become a nation; had just gone through a major depression and a 

major collapse in trade and so on, and there was a very strong need on the part of 

the government to involve itself in efficient trading practises and part of that meant 

efficient use of the wharves. In terms of Millers Point it meant getting hold of that 

private wharfage so that it could be redeveloped as more efficient work space. The 

Plague I guess was a godsend because it did give them the excuse to resume, and 

they resumed the wharves and they resumed a certain amount of housing as well.

Apparently they condemned seventy-one properties at that time and demolished twenty-four, 
which actually meant that whole streets disappeared in that time. What was the effect on 
the people then do you think of Millers Point when that happened?

34:40 Well I think there was a lot of anger. Interestingly it still comes down today 

that people who have a sense of the history of the place are very anxious to tell you 

that you’ve got to understand that, ‘we didn’t cause the Plague, the Plague came in on 

the ships and the fleas on the rats, and it had nothing to do with our levels of 

hygiene,’ and so on. I mean Shirley Ball, she was very adamant that when some 

plaques went into the new development down at Walsh Bay, the story boards where 

they tell the history of the area, she poured over the words of the one on the Plague, 



that it had to be carefully worded so that it didn’t imply that there was anything 

wrong with the people of Millers Point that had caused this, because that was the 

way it was being presented in the press. In fact as many people were affected by the 

plague in places like Redfern as they were at Millers Point and that was because some 

of those places actually had wool stores too, and so the wool that was being 

unloaded at Millers Point and transported to somewhere else, as they transport it 

they are also transporting the rat with the flea with the plague. 

35:46 They felt that they had been badly represented in the press and used as a 

scapegoat. Because it was a genuine health problem and because the public health 

practise at the time was to quarantine off that area and to insist that people 

whitewash their houses, and to insist that people who’d been in contact with 

anybody be transported at night, in a boat, to the Quarantine Station over at Manly, 

and so on, it made them feel as if they somehow were a sub-class of the urban 

community, that they were somehow being treated as a problem, whereas the 

problem actually was with the shipping and the wharves,  not necessarily their 

housekeeping.

Interesting. Thanks for that point. So when the First World War broke out in 1914 what 
happened to Millers Point? Did it disrupt trade, the trade patterns, what do you think 
happened then?

36:52 Well a lot of the mercantile ships were commandeered for the war effort. Yes, 

I mean wars obviously disrupt trade completely, you find yourself doing other things. 

You are not necessarily unemployed because of the war, wars actually employ people, 

but in terms of their usuals practises it becomes quite different. Of course that stage 

too was also at the stage where the Sydney Harbour Trust, which had been set up 

after the Plague, was furiously rebuilding Millers Point anyway, so there was a huge 

amount of disruption going on that was partially held up by the war and partially 

what the Trust did was altered because of the war. They had plans for building 

concrete wharves, for instance, that had to be altered and they had to use timber and 

asbestos and so on, they had to use whatever materials they could get, because of 

material shortage during the war, which actually means that they weren’t building at 

the cutting edge of technological excellence I guess. Which means that those huge 

wharves that they did build have come through as an extremely rare heritage suite of 

wharves, because there is really nothing else like it in the world.



Are they the wharves of Walsh Bay you are talking about?

38:26 Yes. The Sydney Harbour Trust. You mentioned before demolishing more 

houses than they condemned, I mean it was a huge engineering undertaking that they 

went into, to completely reconfigure the shape of Pottinger Street and to create the 

new Hickson Road at sea level for the wharves and to introduce that concept that is 

still very clearly there of a two-level entry into the wharves, one from Pottinger 

Street and one from Hickson Road. The plan had been that the large Hickson Road, 

which was new, and was carved out of the rock and so on, would in fact take a rail 

line back to the Darling Harbour goods yards, that bit of the plan never happened. 

But certainly when that work was being done it was looked upon as very exciting, a 

very dramatic, reshaping of that part of the world.

I guess the thrust of all that came from the ship owners, or the wool store owners, to have 
better access and so on?

39:31 No, it came from the government. I mean the government was adamant that 

they needed to make the functioning of the wharves more efficient and that the way 

that they could do that was via the Plague to resume that property. So in fact, those 

wharves became government wharves and that was the function of the Sydney 

Harbour Trust - to control trade within the harbour. So the privately-owned wharves 

slowly became a thing of the past.

So it was a takeover by the government really. We’ve seen that a few times in recent years 
as well. So now the Depression years were pretty significant because they called it ‘The 
Hungry Mile’ in those days, why did it get that name do you think?

40:27 Oh that is a reference to Sussex Street. I think on Sussex Street was the 

headquarters of the Waterside Workers’ Federation, the union, that most of the 

wharf workers belonged to. The ‘Mile’ because there were wharves all up and down 

Darling Harbour and across into Pyrmont, and back into Woolloomooloo and 

whatever, and the way that you got work on those wharves was to turn up for a call-

out in the morning and if your number came up you got a job. If you didn’t you had 

to rush up to the next assembly point and you might walk many times up that 

‘Hungry Mile’ in a day before you managed to get work on a ship. So ‘hungry’ because 

it is the Depression and there’s not enough work around, ‘mile’ because that was a 

fairly barbaric way of apportioning work to wharf labourers.

Did it sort of throw Millers Point into a poverty trap for the people there?



41:34 Well I think for all of the inner suburbs of Sydney the Depression in the 

1930s was a big deal. I mean Australia had as high an unemployment rate as Germany 

and higher than the United States and the very worst of it was in the inner city 

working- class areas. There are lots of stories, there are lots of Millers Point stories, 

about ingenious ways of getting through that period, I mean the obvious one is you 

can go and fish, that is always a good thing if you are on water. But stories of pilfering 

things from the wharves and of people unloading ships, giving people back-handers of 

whatever they could, because there was a sort of an understanding that if we didn’t 

get into this black market economy we are just not going to survive. So a lot of 

ingenious ways of dealing with what was real poverty.

Now the Sydney Harbour Trust was replaced by the Maritime Services Board in 1936. What 
were the repercussions for Millers Point, its housing and maritime infrastructure, by that?

42:50 Well the Maritime Services Board was just a rejig of the Harbour Trust. I 

guess the Harbour Trust had sort of finished its major construction work, it was 

mainly concerned with reconstructing the wharves, and the Maritime Services Board 

was more just to carry on and keep the port humming. I guess the most important 

thing about the MSB was that it was a benign landlord for the people in Millers Point, 

that it didn’t fix their houses up, it didn’t look after them, but it left them alone and it 

ignored them and that was, in a way, the best thing that could have happened from 

some points of view because it meant that people just were allowed to alter their 

houses, put on a lean-to at the back if they needed grandpa to stay over or whatever. 

It almost became that those houses were hereditary. If the Maritime Services Board 

had been more concerned to look after its housing property then you would have 

had to apply and when somebody died there would be lists and it would have been 

done properly and bureaucratically. In fact it was done quite word-of-mouth and if 

somebody died and they had an aunt or somebody else that could take over that 

house it would almost happen automatically. So that actually deepened the sense of 

the place of a village of families who had long-term connections to the place and 

there was almost an expectation that is ‘our house’ whereas of course it wasn’t. 

44:32 Of course they were in some ways a company town, they were working for 

the State, they were employed on the State wharves, they were living in State 

housing, but it wasn’t operating in the way that you would expect it to, it was 



operating more in terms of as I said almost hereditary family housing.

Is there any other place in Sydney like that then. or was it unique?

45:00 Well the Sydney Harbour Trust had built a number of houses in other spots, 

but only here and there, and Millers Point was certainly the most complex and the 

most complete; eight or nine streets of public housing and nothing else, virtually.

Okay. Now when World War Two broke out what effect did that have on the people and the 
trade at Millers Point?

45:33 Well the same thing - there is shipping going on, but it is different. I mean now 

Sydney becomes the main supply point for the Pacific arena of the war, so the ships 

that might have traditionally been bringing in wool might now be taking out jam, 

clothing, munitions, whatever. So I’m not actually sure whether there was a decline in 

shipping, certainly there would have been a change, but I don’t know. What did I say in 

the book?

Well I mean the pattern of shipping changed from wool, definitely, there were less exports 
because it was dangerous to send ships across to England with German U-boats and so on, 
so it was more military ships that came in.

46:33 And also refugees. I mean the Burns Philp Company that had quite a big trade 

in the Pacific was involved in transporting to and from the islands and so on, and 

there were a number of Chinese who were coming into Sydney from there and also 

from Papua-New Guinea ahead of the Japanese invasion into those areas. That 

happened at Millers Point too, I think - quite a lot of Chinese people in Sydney have 

connections with the Millers Point wharves because they were involved in the Pacific 

trade or involved in those refugee movements during World War Two.

Right. Now by the mid-1950s, the post-war period, many of the people living at Millers Point 
started to look at the suburbs, to move out - why do you think that was?

47:32 Well everybody was thinking that way about the city. The city was considered 

to be the worst place to live. I mean people have told me, you know, if you go out 

with a boy and he asks you where you came from and you had to say Millers Point 

you hoped he misheard and thought you said Milsons Point, because it was 

considered the pits to live in this old housing. It was dilapidated housing, it was dirty. I 

mean a lot of the ships are still coal-fired, it had always been a fairly grimy sort of an 

area to live, and it and its neighbour, The Rocks, were considered by many of the 

planners at the time to be something that was just a given that all that would go and 



it would become modern high-rise glitz. A lot of people assumed, as they assumed in 

Pyrmont and Balmain even and all sorts of areas, that these were places to get out of. 

Glebe, where I live, you wouldn’t want to live there if you could possibly move to 

Rooty Hill or somewhere else. So all of those areas were considered working class, 

slums, to be avoided if you possibly could.

Well this brings us of course to the 1970s and the Green Bans and so on. So tell me a little 
bit about the background to that particular situation.

48:49 Well I think it is really the 1960s where the change starts to happen and it 

happens in different places in different cities, but in Sydney it started actually first in 

Paddington and people started to think actually these terrace houses in Paddington 

are not too bad. The Paddington Society was formed and also in the 1960s the Glebe 

Society was formed, so you started to get middle class people saying, ‘Actually we 

don’t think this housing is as crook as we’ve been led to believe that it is. These 

places do have some potential.’ But I don’t think anybody thought that would happen 

with The Rocks. I think people assumed that the people that lived in The Rocks were 

not middle class, they weren’t educated, they didn’t have a point of view, they 

wouldn’t want to be there, they’d all be very glad to leave, and I think people were 

very, very surprised when the Green Bans, that had in fact started in more middle 

class areas; the very first Green Ban in fact was Kellys Bush on the North Shore; to 

find that there were actually ordinary working class people in areas like The Rocks 

and Millers Point who valued the places they lived in. It hadn’t been predicted I think 

by a lot of people.

Was it a sort of arrogant government that just presumed that people would want to move,  
or what? What do you think it was?

50:10 I don’t think the government had caught up with the whole notion of 

heritage. I don’t think the government today really quite understands that there are 

wonderful places in Sydney that are worth saving and preserving and that it is great 

to have layers of housing of different periods and so on. I think people can 

understand that for Prague, they can understand that for Paris, they can understand it 

for all sorts of places much more easily than they can understand it for Sydney, and 

certainly in the 1960s. But getting back to the Green Bans - when it came to The 

Rocks a lot of the initial interest on the part of the union was not so much that 

these were houses that were worth saving, but that these were houses where 



working people lived and that was the point, that you couldn’t push working people 

around. So it was about saving jobs and saving accommodation for people close to 

their jobs, close to the wharves, and so on. It later became more about heritage.

It was the Askin Government in 1968 that set up the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority, 
which was of course to develop all of The Rocks. They hadn’t thought of Millers Point yet, 
had they?

51:25 I don’t think they had really got through to Millers Point, but I’m sure it was 

assumed that that would happen. They did need to have some housing remain, 

because there was still some shipping coming in to the area. Although that is the 

other side of the story, that from the 1970s on despite the fact that they built a 

completely new wharf at the end, where Jack the Miller fell of his windmill and they 

flattened that bit and built a new wharf, even at the time that they are doing that the 

balance of shipping is moving to Port Botany and the ships are getting too large for 

some of that wharfage. So there is the beginning of an understanding that there’s not 

going to be the need for that working population there, but in the 1960s there was 

still quite a lot of wharf work going on, so I guess they weren’t going to attack that 

housing just yet, but I am sure it was in their sights.

So the Green Bans had the effect of stopping the redevelopment of The Rocks and in a way 
do you think they had the same effect on Millers Point?

52:26 Well it didn’t exactly stop the redevelopment of The Rocks, but it slowed it 

down and it made it much more consultative, they had to think about each site as to 

what would go there. I think Millers Point came to be almost seen as a trade-off, that 

we will do some things in The Rocks that are replacing various buildings and turning 

housing into commercial activities and so on, and some of the money that we get 

from that will help to continue to justify paying for keeping Millers Point.

Right, interesting. Now in the 1980s, when the ownership of all the houses was transferred 
from the Maritime Services Board to the Department of Housing, that had a huge impact 
on the people, how do you see that?

53:17 Well it is partly this business that the Department of Housing behaved as a 

bureaucratic housing authority would and just put people in there as their name 

came up on the list and so on. So you got the collapse of that village atmosphere that 

had been generated under the benign neglect, I suppose, if you want to call it that, of 

the MSB that had let families stay there generation after generation. So there was a 

lot of angst that what the government might be doing was moving in people who 



were dysfunctional and unable to care for the places and so on because that would 

give them the justification for selling them. I don’t know that there is any truth in 

that, but certainly the Housing Department had a much more efficient way of 

allocating housing as people’s marbles came up, as it were.

Well there is still a perception among the people that this is what is happening. Some 
people are saying to us that they bringing in dysfunctional families.

They have been saying that for twenty years, yes.

Well that perception is still obviously there. Do you think the Department of Housing has a 
kind of agenda that they are sticking to, some plan perhaps for Millers Point?

54:29 Well the Department of Housing is an arm of government so I guess the 

agenda changes with the colour of the government. I am not sure that I would 

emphatically trust any government in New South Wales not to be looking at this 

jewel, this piece of land with stunning harbour views and breezes; it is elevated, it’s 

wonderful. You can imagine that unless you really do value social complexity and 

heritage and all sorts of things, that I’m not sure many politicians do, it is under 

threat, it is always under threat.

Now after the Department of Housing took over the custodianship of the area it 
commissioned a Heritage Study in 1986 and a Conservation Study in 1987, what do you 
think those studies concluded?

55:29 Well I think Millers Point is an area where the heritage understanding shifted 

from this particular building’s value and this particular value, it shifted away from that 

more to an understanding of the importance of whole precincts. I think what those 

studies concluded was that it wasn’t that there was any particular fantastic building in 

Millers Point. I mean there are some, obviously The Hero of Waterloo has got to be 

kept because it is very, very old and obviously St Brigid’s Church, the little school 

there, it is the oldest Catholic church and all that, but that wasn’t the point. The point 

was that it was the totality of that precinct, it was the complexity of all of that 

housing that had almost miraculously remained for most of the twentieth century. It 

was the relationship to Observatory Hill, it was the relationship to the water, it was 

the trees, it was the streetscapes, it was everything. So even though there may not 

have been any fine, fabulous, wonderful, top-of-the-range heritage properties there it 

was a precinct, the whole of which was of heritage value. I think it was one of the 

places in Australia where heritage thinking first started to move to that kind of way 



of looking at the world.

So it was important in that aspect was it? Interesting. Then in 1988, when the Greiner 
Government came to power, they had a very strong bent on privatisation and perhaps 
selling off the area, the residents got quite a few hints that they were under threat, do you 
know about that period?

57:13 Well they did try to put some of the shops up for sale and you were saying 

some of the houses too, along Kent Street was it or High Street?

Kent Street.

But there was a huge outcry about that and they backed off, didn’t they, but leave it 

lie for a bit more and let a bit more water pass under the bridge and then the 

government will try it again. Currently, it is now a Labor Government, that has in fact 

advertised those flats above the shops in Argyle Street for sale, for vast amounts of 

money.

The State Government at the time also advertised the sale of two hotels, The Hero of 
Waterloo and the Harbourview Hotel, they wanted to sell those off.

Well they did sell them didn’t they? They are now in private hands.

Are they, right. Do the people of Millers Point still feel threatened by change?

58:05 I think they constantly feel threatened because you just have to stand there, 

stand on Observatory Hill, and look at the high-rise looming up behind you and then 

look down at these special little properties in Millers Point and you can see anybody 

who is looking at it from the point of view of urban real estate is going to want to 

get their paws on it. The idea that you can have subsidised housing in the middle of 

your city, which we do in Millers Point, and also in Woolloomooloo and a few other 

places, some of the housing in Pyrmont is still classed as affordable housing, people 

with an interest in keeping a good social mix would say that is how you make a city 

vibrant, that is how you keep it alive, but people who want to make money,  or rich 

people who would like a nice little city pad would always be moving in the other 

direction.

59:05 END OF TAPE MP-FH23, SIDE B
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Some of the more significant impacts on Millers Point in recent years has been the 
redevelopment of the Walsh Bay wharves and of course the conversion of office space into 
high-rise apartments also at Highgate, that apartment block in Kent Street, and another 
couple of apartment blocks, so is this so-called gentrification of Millers Point having an 
impact on the place?

00:36 When I wrote that little book in 1991, or whenever it was, there were some 

maps in there where we showed that there had been hardly any in-fill or change 

post-1930, that there was a considerable amount of nineteenth century form and 

there was a considerable amount of Sydney Harbour Trust building. There had been a 

couple of little intrusions like the dreadful Baby Health Centre that the Council built, 

round behind The Hero of Waterloo, but that basically it was intact. What heritage 

people were saying then was, ‘This is a miracle of survival, leave it.’ But of course from 

the government’s point of view to have all of those wharves that were becoming not 

useful as wharves, to just leave them there and not come up with some adaptive re-

use - they couldn’t do that. What they came up with was a bit more intrusive into the 

fabric than I guess a lot of people would have hoped for. Those finger wharves, I can’t 

remember but I think there was something like forty-eight or fifty-two or that sort 

of number of them built by the Harbour Trust. They went from Dawes Point right 

round into Rozelle Bay, right round Darling Harbour. All of them have been removed, 

except for the one huge one in Woolloomooloo, the great big finger wharf, and the 

Dawes Point ones. The fact that there were five remaining there in Dawes Point, 

intact, was something that a lot of people felt passionately had to be maintained 

because of the world scarcity of that. 

02:26 There are not many ports in the world that actually can take those finger 

wharves, I mean it is more common for wharves to use locks. Don’t ask me to get 

into the details here, but because of the level of the tide, that it doesn’t change so 

much, you can use that sort of finger wharf. New York has got them, I think there is a 

couple of places in South Africa, but they are not all that common and the fact that 

we had five of them altogether, forming like the fingers of a hand was just a fantastic 

heritage resource. The decision of the government to make them pay, I guess, 

involved changing a lot of the bond stores along Hickson Road, where the new 

Sydney Theatre Company premises are and so on. It certainly made it a more vibrant 



area, but there are certainly a lot of people who think that it could have been done 

with a little bit more care given to the heritage considerations. The big stoush, I guess, 

was the one when they decided to remove one of those finger wharves and to 

rebuild it as modern flats. There was a really interesting fracas that went on - I think 

it would have been 1999  - I’m not sure of the date, but that sort of period, where 

the Heritage Council, which is an arm of government, agreed that that wharf could be 

demolished, to rebuild it as apartments. The National Trust argued that that was just 

going against all the heritage understanding of the place. It had a Permanent 

Conservation Order on it and to completely demolish something that has got a 

Permanent Conservation Order on it makes a bit of a mockery of the whole thing. 

04:20 What the government argued was that they were not demolishing the whole 

of it because those five wharves are like the fingers on a hand and they are bound 

together by the on-shore buildings and therefore we are just taking a little bit of it 

away, so we are not pulling down a whole building, we are just pulling down a little bit 

of a complex, which was a bit of an unconvincing argument. The National Trust 

decided that they would actually take the government to court over that, and when 

that case was coming up before the courts, in fact on the day that the hearing was 

about to start, there was a special Cabinet meeting and the Carr Government took 

the control of that area out of the normal planning practices and gave it directly to 

the Minister for Planning to make decisions. Which is what governments have done 

with Sydney from time immemorial - whenever they actually want to do something 

that a lot of people opposing they just take away the normal planning controls and 

give it directly to the Minister. So there is quite a lot of ill-feeling, I think, in the 

heritage community about what was seen as an unnecessary intrusion into a fantastic 

piece of Sydney heritage. It is quite difficult sometimes to make people understand 

that it is, because it is not quaint and it is not nineteenth century and it is not 

sandstone, it is big, brutal, modernistic wharves, but very, very rare in world terms.

Did you play any part in that particular saga?

05:55 Oh yes I agreed to support the National Trust and go in as an expert witness 

and that was not received very kindly, I might say, by my employers. But in the end it 

never got to court. Democracy always pulls itself up short when property values are 

at stake, I think.



Well that must have been the reason there, the property values. How do the people of 
Millers Point look towards those new rather rich cousins of theirs, living on say, Walsh Bay 
Wharf? I mean they are not in the same social demographic sort of strata as they are.

06:45 Well I suppose it is just an indication of the increasing threat to the whole 

area, and in a way it thumbs its nose at the place where they worked. It is very hard 

to know exactly what to do with industrial buildings that are obsolete, but one of the 

things that I think we do need to do is acknowledge that for many people that is 

where they have poured their working lives into and for them to see it turned 

around and see it be made a playground for the rich - it can be quite difficult.

Do you think this is a trend, this sort of gentrification of Millers Point, is it expected to 
accelerate and if so what do you think will be the effect on the precinct?

07:37 Well, we are in the middle of a huge debate in Sydney at the moment about 

the closing down of the working harbour. If the government continues on the route 

that it is going, to say that Sydney Harbour will cease to have a working port 

function, then the kinds of jobs that go along with that, the small jobs, the boat 

builders, the people who have maritime industries in their blood, I suppose, it will 

become more and more difficult for them to survive because all of those pieces of 

land will be seen as high-value real estate. We are in the middle of a discussion about 

that, what to do about Cockatoo Island, what to do about White Bay and so on. I 

guess in a way Dawes Point is finished in that it has been decided - it is now an up-

market entertainment and residential area.

Now there are presently some plans for the redevelopment of the wharves as well when 
Patricks leave there next year. It has been in the paper recently, the five plans have been 
shown. What impact do you think that will have upon Millers Point because they are talking 
about bringing quite a large number of new office workers and residents?

08:56 Well it will have an impact on Millers Point in terms of traffic and congestion 

and all those sorts of things. Again there will be more pressure on the traditional 

population to move them on, get them out, change the whole social mix to 

something that’s more up-market. But it will have an impact too on the whole of 

Sydney, because if we continue to use all our wharf space for that kind of high-rise, 

dense residential/commercial activity again we just lose the complexity of what the 

harbour was all about. One of the things that some people said when the Walsh Bay 

wharves were up for redevelopment was, ‘Why on earth aren’t we thinking of them 

in terms of the ferry wharves?’ Circular Quay is bursting at the gills - it makes sense 



to use the harbour much more efficiently for water transport than we are. The same 

argument is now being raised about Darling Harbour. If we continue to use every 

speck of water-front land for private use then those sorts of infrastructure planning 

things become impossible - you can’t suddenly find space for ferry wharves if it has 

all be sold off. So it has the effect of all of these things, of blanding out what was a 

complex maritime history into I don’t know how you describe it, a mill pond for the 

rich to sail their boats on, I guess.

Some people are saying that Millers Point will become a zoo, a bit like The Rocks. People will 
just virtually wander around and look at the old buildings and see what is left. With 25,000 
new people living on the wharves, which is going to overshadow the 600-odd people living 
there now, they are saying ‘are we becoming a zoo?’  What do you think about that?

11:01 That is one of the good things up to date. Because Patricks have been there 

and because that side of Darling Harbour has been still used for shipping and people 

are living in Millers Point there hasn’t been any reason really for tourists to go much 

beyond the Argyle Cut, so the ‘zoo’ has been The Rocks, if you like, and The Rocks 

has been given over to commercial tourism and so on, and Millers Point has 

remained fairly much a backwater. But yes, as soon as you build a lot of modern ritzy 

stuff on the other side then it is right in the middle, isn’t it.

Will it become more isolated though, more cut off, than it is now?

11:40 It will probably come under a lot more pressure to disappear altogether. I 

mean there are going to be a lot more heritage fights going on there.

To save what remains of Millers Point?

Yes. But the problem is historically we’ve been much better at saving the buildings, 

but not saving them for the kinds of social mix of people that traditionally have lived 

in them. So you might say the prognosis isn’t all that healthy for seeing a long-term 

future for subsidised housing.

So Shirley, what kind of a future do you see for Millers Point?

12:16 Do you want the ‘pigs might fly’ version or the other one? I mean, I just think 

it is so amazing that that little area has remained as intact as it has. They have been 

chipping away at the edges for the last ten years with what they’ve done at Walsh Bay 

and so on, but to have kept that kind of village within a big city that is going high-rise, 

and to have kept so much of its nineteenth century fabric and its early twentieth 

century fabric is just something that we should fight very, very hard for to save. 



Whether we can do that in a real social sense, or whether, as you say it then 

becomes another sort of tourist precinct, is the really hard one.

So could Millers Point become the next Rocks in a way, with people just crawling over it and 
taking photos, buses, tours and things like that?

Yes.

You think that is inevitable?

13:17 I don’t think it is inevitable but I think it is something we’ve got to fight to 

stop, yes.

We actually haven’t spoken about the big landladies’ fight in the 1980s, do you remember 
that, when Shirley Ball was very much involved, and when the Department of Housing 
wanted to take control of the boarding houses in mainly Lower Fort Street, away from the 
people that ran them, and tried to get the tenants to pay their rents directly to them. That 
went on for about eight years in a court battle. We’ve had a few accounts from different 
people involved in that - do you want to add anything to that?

13:57 Well in a sense it’s a story in the past isn’t it, because the whole boarding 

house function has almost disappeared from the urban fabric. But at the time it was a 

very, very complex story and I think there are things in favour of having, I don’t know 

what you’d call them, the grand dames of the boarding houses who were the 

surrogate mothers, or whatever. On the other hand there were quite logical reasons  

as to why that property should have just gone into the public housing mix too. But 

the reality is that increasingly I think housing along Fort Street is now just being sold 

to the wealthy. Is that right?

Not yet, it is still under the control of the Department of Housing and there are still 
boarders living there. They are bringing in people on waiting lists, other Department of 
Housing clients are coming in. But the people of the area are still seeing all the families 
disappear, all that family kind of spirit go, because all these new people are coming in and 
they don’t have the same commitment, they think, to heritage and so on. So it is still up in 
the air, it is an unresolved problem, I think. What sense of place does Millers Point have for 
you Shirley?

15:29 Oh it’s my favourite place. I’m not allowed to say that - as the city historian I 

have to be even-handed about it all, but Observatory Hill on a quiet spring day is just 

perfect. A drink at the Palisades, on the roof, have you been on the roof of the 

Palisades?

No, actually I haven’t, we must do that.

And the little cottages around in Merriman Street, the one side of the street that 



remains at the end, you couldn’t find anywhere better in the world. I mean you can 

see why people look at it and think ‘wow I’ve got to own this’.

We are coming a bit towards the end of my questions and maybe the interview, but do you 
have any final comments, anything else you want to talk about before we end it?

Oh no I think we’ve covered most of it, haven’t we?

Well thank you very much Shirley for the interview.

16:31 Oh I should tell you a story, I should get this on to tape. When that book was 

published it was launched at the Town Hall and a number of the local people from 

Millers Point were invited to the launch, including the publican of The Hero of 

Waterloo. He very generously invited people who wanted to, to go down to the pub 

afterwards and have a drink on the house. I got there a little bit late because I had 

taken a copy of the book into a very old lady in Kent Street who had wanted to 

come to the launch, but she was too sick and she couldn’t come, so I’d taken her a 

copy of the book and had a cup of tea, or whatever. So by the time I got to the pub 

the book had been sitting on the bar for about half-an-hour, so all the locals in the 

bar had had half-an-hour to read it and take it in and be deeply critical of it. One old 

gentleman came up to a group of us that were sitting around he said, ‘Which ones of 

youse wrote this book?’ So Chris Keating and I said, ‘We wrote it,’ and he said, ‘Well 

you’ve tried hard, but you’ve got it all wrong.’ So lest you believe anything I’ve said on 

this tape I just thought I should finish on that note.

Do you remember the gentleman’s name?

No. I think what he really meant was he wasn’t in the index. I often think when you 

write books about local communities you should have at least five blank pages at the 

end where people can tell their own story because there are thousands of stories 

that you can’t tell.

Well, we are adding to your knowledge in this oral history project with the fifty interviews. 
Well thanks a lot Shirley, thank you for the interview.

It was a pleasure.

18:21 END OF TAPE MP-FH24 SIDE A AND END OF INTERVIEW WITH SHIRLEY 

FITZGERALD.


