
SEVEN WOMEN OF THE 1967 REFERENDUM 

Project for Reconciliation Australia 2007 

Dr Lenore Coltheart 

 

There are many stories worth repeating about the road to the Referendum that removed 
a handful of words from Australia’s Constitution in 1967. Here are the stories of seven 
women that tell how that road was made.  
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Their stories reveal the prominence of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women around 

Australia in a campaign that started in kitchens and local community halls and stretched 

around the world.  

These are not stories of heroines - alongside each of those seven women were many 

other men and women just as closely involved. And all of those depended on hundreds 

of campaigners, who relied on thousands of supporters. In all, 80 000 people signed the 

petition that required Parliament to hold the Referendum. And on 27 May 1967, 5 183 

113 Australians – 90.77% of the voters – made this the most successful Referendum in 

Australia’s history. 

These seven women would be the first to point out that it was not outstanding 

individuals, but everyday people working together that achieved this step to a more just 

Australia. 

Let them tell us how that happened – how they got involved, what they did, whether 

their hopes were realised – and why this is so important for us to know. 
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 SHIRLEY ANDREWS  

6 November 1915 - 15 September 2001 

A dancer in the original Borovansky Ballet, a musician whose passion promoted an 

Australian folk music tradition, a campaigner for Aboriginal rights, and a biochemist - 

Shirley Andrews was a remarkable woman.  

She grew up in Melbourne, graduating with a Bachelor of Science from the University of 

Melbourne in 1937. She worked for the CSIRO and was closely involved in performing 

and studying Australian folk music and dance. She joined the Communist Party and in 

1951 went to the World Youth Festival in Berlin with the Unity Dance Group that also 

included Faith Bandler. They met Jessie Street there, one of the huge Festival’s opening 

speakers. Returning to Australia after six months of travel, Shirley and Faith shared a 

cabin on the ship and also shared the shock of having their passports confiscated on 

their arrival home.  

In 1953 Shirley Andrews was appointed Senior Biochemist at Victoria’s Royal Park 

Psychiatric Hospital in Victoria. The previous year she had become the founding 

secretary of Victoria’s Council for Aboriginal Rights. She dealt with a wide range of 

discrimination cases and was a mine of information on state issues. She was a key 

contact for Jessie Street at the British Anti-Slavery Society and among the Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous campaigners around Australia who forged an effective national 

network. The success of the investigation into living conditions for Aboriginal people that 

Jessie Street undertook in 1957, owed much to Shirley Andrew’s determination and 

research skills. When Jessie Street was back in London, Shirley Andrews completed the 

work of collating and analysing the confusing and complex mix of legislation and 

regulations governing the lives of Indigenous people in each state and the Northern 

Territory.  

With colleagues from the Victorian Referendum campaign committee Stan Davey, Bill 

Onus, Barry Christophers, and Doris Blackburn, Shirley Andrews was a delegate to the 

founding meeting of the Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement (later FCAATSI) in 

February 1958. For the ten years of the Referendum campaign, the energies and 

commitment of the Victorian group inspired committees around Australia – by 1962 the 

Victorians had distributed   10 000 petitions across their state.  

The resounding Referendum victory in 1967 was by no means the end for human rights 

activists like Shirley Andrews. Her work for the advancement of Indigenous people and 

justice for all Australians continued for another three decades – as did her other 

passion, the music and dance traditions of Australia.   
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FAITH (MUSSING) BANDLER  

27 September 1918 – 13 February 2015 

Faith Bandler was born in Tumbulgum on the northern coastal strip of New South Wales. 

Her father, from the island of Ambrym in the south Pacific, had been forcibly brought to 

Australia to work on sugar plantations in north Queensland. Faith Bandler went to school 

in Murwullimbah and at 15 found work using her talents in dressmaking and cooking. 

During the war Faith Bandler and her sister enlisted in the Australian Women's Land 

Army. They spent three years working in farming areas, driving tractors, laying out 

irrigation, pruning acres of trees and picking bushels of grapes and in 1945 when the 

war ended, so did this working life.   

After the war Faith Bandler earned her living as a dressmaker at David Jones Sydney 

store and became part of the city’s artistic and political circles. She thought her real 

education began in these years, when she campaigned for Jessie Street in the 1949 

federal election and when Pearl Gibbs opened her eyes to the very different life of 

Aboriginal people.  Faith Bandler was inspired by the strength, dedication and sense of 

justice of both these women. She worked with Jessie Street again in 1950, when she 

represented the Eureka Youth League at the Australian Peace Congress in Melbourne, 

and also in establishing the NSW branch of the Australia Peace Council. An engaging 

speaker, at a Peace Council fundraiser that May – a musical evening with the theme 

‘Our Friends the Aborigines’ – she titled her talk ‘My Friends the Australians’.  The 

following month she addressed a meeting held to protest US author Howard Fast’s 

gaoling. Her theme was taken from the author’s book Freedom Road, that ‘not only can 

black and white people fight and die together but they can also live and work together’. 

As her biographer Marilyn Lake pointed out, the goal of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

Australians living and working together became a lifelong theme of her speeches and 

writing. 

And not only in words, but in music and dance too. In 1951 Faith Bandler and Shirley 

Andrews were both selected for the Unity Dance Group to perform at the International 

Youth Festival in Berlin. Arranged by Borovansky dancer Margaret Walker, the group’s 

program included ‘The little Aboriginal girl’, an interpretation of a US civil rights poem. 

Faith’s performance was a powerful experience for audiences in Australia and in Berlin. 

Her first chance to travel had just as strong an impact on Faith Bandler – even before 

their ship left Sydney.  The passport of one of the Aboriginal dancers had been stalled 

on a technicality at the last minute and only a protest organised by Pearl Gibbs, with 

waterside workers refusing to work, produced the missing document. A greater shock 

awaited on her arrival home early in 1952. Not only were her recordings of singer Paul 
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Robeson seized, but she and Shirley Andrews had their passports confiscated, 

preventing either from leaving Australia for the next ten years. And there was another 

blow, when she was told by the dressmaking foreman at David Jones that he was not 

allowed to employ her again.   

During the 1950s Faith Bandler was also working closely with Pearl Gibbs and together 

they founded the Australian Aboriginal Fellowship in 1956. The only all-state body at the 

time, the Fellowship was an opportunity for more people to learn about and act on the 

issues receiving wider publicity. It was through the Fellowship that Jack and Jean 

Horner, Anne and Edgar Waters and many others became involved in campaigning for 

Aboriginal rights. And it was the Fellowship that Jessie Street saw as the means to 

achieving the Australia-wide organisation she considered essential.  

In March 1957 Jessie Street called an impromptu meeting Faith Bandler never forgot. 

Instead of her Saturday morning gardening, she was talking about how to change the 

Australian Constitution. First, a petition of 10 000 signatures would require the 

Parliament to hold a Referendum. No matter how reluctant their government was, if 

enough people voted ‘Yes’, the changes would be made. And Jessie Street had the 

changes right there, scribbled on a piece of paper, and a draft petition too. With Brian 

Fitzpatrick’s help, the wording of the proposed Constitutional amendments were 

finalised within a fortnight. So was the final petition. And Jessie Street had persuaded 

Faith Bandler that the Fellowship fundraiser planned in Sydney Town Hall was the 

perfect opportunity to launch the petition. 

On the evening of 29 April 1957 people began arriving at the Town Hall, by car, tram, 

and train, with special buses dropping off people from the Aboriginal community at La 

Perouse. When veteran activist Pastor Doug Nicholls opened proceedings, there was a 

crowd of 1 500, including hundreds of Indigenous people.  There were parliamentarians, 

including Les Haylen and Gordon Bryant who was elected national campaign director, 

Dame Mary Gilmore was an honoured guest, Don McLeod came from West Australia, Bill 

Onus spoke, Harold Blair sang and ‘really lifted people out of their skins’. The 

excitement of that night was forever etched in Faith Bandler’s memory.   

Hundreds of petitions were distributed and the first presented to Parliament two weeks 

later. The required number of signatures, 10 000, was soon reached. No one could have 

guessed that it would take ten years of campaigning before the referendum was held. As 

campaign director for New South Wales, Faith Bandler’s immediate task was to help 

establish a national organisation for the campaign. That took almost a year but in 

February 1958, the Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement was established at a 
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conference in Adelaide. 

Faith Bandler proved an outstanding campaigner. Her eloquence, passion, and gentle 

determination shone everywhere she spoke, at schools, churches, union meetings, local 

clubs, at public meetings large and small, on radio or on television,.  Most significant in 

the development of the Referendum campaign was not her ability to draw people to her, 

but to draw them together. She was an outspoken critic of the implicit segregation still 

practised in schools, hospitals, theatres and playgrounds, a denial of her principle of 

‘black and white living and working together’.  

Fundraising was a constant problem and concerts, fetes, and direct appeals were a 

permanent feature of life for the campaigners. Meetings and conferences were essential 

and usually those furthest away received plane or train fares, while those closest to the 

destination piled into every available vehicle. In the early 1960s travelling to Canberra 

was particularly hard on the more ancient cars, let alone their passengers. Parliament 

House in Canberra was the scene of much lobbying in hallways, as well as the constant 

presentation of completed petitions in the Senate Chamber.  

 
FAITH BANDLER AND GORGON BRYANT (L) WITH PRIME MINISTER HAROLD HOLT, AND DLEGATES INCLUDING  PASTOR 

DOUG NICHOLLS AT PARLIAMENT HOUSE CANBERRA, 1967 NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF AUSTRALIA 

Faith Bandler took part in most of the lobbying and the delegations, including the 

FCAATSI delegation to Prime Minister Robert Menzies on 11 November 1965 to protest 

the government’s failure to respond to the petitions. When Menzies retired two months 

later, the delegation was repeated with his successor, Harold Holt.  

When Parliament finally passed the necessary legislation and announced a date for the 

Referendum, the ‘Vote Yes’ campaign began, with Faith Bandler elected director. On 27 

May 1967, the ‘Yes’ was a resounding one, with 90.77% of voters supporting the 
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Constitutional changes. 

For Faith Bandler, that was just the first step. Her principle of black and white people 

working together was not an end in itself, but a means to a more just society. 
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MARY (CHRISTISON) BENNETT  

18 July 1881- 6 October 1961 

Mary Bennett was born in London and grew up in Australia. Her family ran a north 

Queensland property, Lammermoor, the country of Dalleburra people. In her twenties 

Mary Bennett studied for five years at London’s Royal Academy of Arts. She married in 

1914, remaining in England until her husband died in 1927. That year she had published 

a biography of her father with an account of life at Lammermoor. She had shared her 

father’s interest in Dallebura culture and the people working on Lammermoor and 

included much about the people they knew.  

In 1930 she published her second book, The Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being, 

alleging that enforced employment of Aboriginal girls as domestics was 'akin to slavery' 

and contravened both the League of Nations Covenant and its Anti-Slavery Convention, 

ratified by the federal government in 1926.   

At the end of 1930 Mary Bennett returned to settle permanently in Australia, wanting to 

find work that would benefit Aboriginal people. She settled in West Australia, spending 

time at Gnowangerup in the south-west and at Forrest River. In 1932 she began 

teaching at the primary school at Mount Margaret Mission near Laverton, developing 

new teaching methods and challenging the conservatism of both pastoralists and 

anthropologists. She was soon well known to officials and politicians as an outspoken 

advocate for Aboriginal people suffering under state policies of control, particularly the 

removal of children and the enforced employment of women in domestic service.  

Mary Bennett involved the WA Country Women's Association and the Women's Service 

Guild in the individual cases she fought, connections that made feminist leaders like 

Bessie Rischbieth and Ada Bromham aware of the injustices. As founder of the 

Australian Federation of Women Voters, Bessie Rischbieth made sure its state affiliates 

put Indigenous policy on their agendas and that these issues were reported through 

transnational networks like the International Suffrage Alliance to the Secretariat of the 

League of Nations in Geneva.  

Mary Bennett also had her own direct connections in London, where she had been active 

in British Commonwealth League. When she sent a copy of her paper 'The Aboriginal 

Mother in Western Australia', it was read at the League’s 1933 conference. The cases 

she exposed attracted wide press coverage in Britain and in Australia and Prime Minister 

Joseph Lyons objected to the embarrassment she caused Australia. In June 1933 the 

West Australian government appointed a royal commission to investigate the 

information she provided. The report of that inquiry, headed by HD Moseley, records the 
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experiences and views of Aboriginal people throughout the state, as well as evidence 

submitted by campaigners including Mary Bennett, Bessie Rischbieth and Ada Bromham. 

In 1938 Mary Bennett joined in the Day of Mourning in Sydney, protesting at the celebration 

of the 150th anniversary of the British occupation of New South Wales. The following year she 

was in London at the outbreak of war and remained there until 1950, spending several years 

studying at the University of London. When she returned to Australia she made her home in 

Kalgoorlie. 

 

MARY BENNETT AND STUDENTS, 1930S STATE LIBRARY OF VICTORIA 

From the establishment of Victoria’s Council for Aboriginal Rights in 1951 Mary Bennett 

worked – usually by mail – with Shirley Andrews. She fought individual cases, always 

pointing out the sources in  the bigger picture of the control of Aboriginal lives in West 

Australia. Her sharpest criticisms were for the way ‘departmentalism’ replaced humane 

judgments and for the hypocrisy of state and federal governments. She drew Shirley 

Andrews’attention to the real purpose of the ‘beautifully got-up’ 1957 brochure Our 

Aborigines – ‘such a lot of activity winning golden opinion from the white people’. 

During Jessie Street’s 1957 investigation into living conditions for Aboriginal people, she 

visited Mary Bennett in Kalgoorlie, observing the huge collection of files and papers filling 

every available space in the small house. Another visitor, Sandra Holmes, described arriving 

at the: 

rambling house, not far from the railway line. The verandas were shaded with 

creepers, and pots of flowering geraniums stood by the front door. At the side of 

the house there was the usual big water tank on a stand, and nearby grew 

bushes and a grove of gum trees. Mary Bennett came to the door, an old, black 

dog by her side. Her white hair was tied up in a bun, above a high forehead and 

a thin face…. 



 

 11

That year Mary Bennett, then 75, produced her last publication, Human Rights for 

Australian Aborigines. Ada Bromham, also in her seventies, went to Kalgoorlie to help 

with this booklet, a passionate call to the Australian government to recognise their 

obligations under the United Nations 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The 

following year, 1958, both women met again in Adelaide for the historic founding 

conference of the Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement (later FCAATSI).  

Mary Bennett lived long enough to be an honoured part of the first years of the 

Referendum campaign. She died in her Kalgoorlie home in 1961.  
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ADA BROMHAM  

20 December 1880 - 15 March 1965  

Ada Bromham was born in the town of Gobur in Victoria. When she was thirteen her 

family moved to West Australia, where she attended the Perth Normal School. In 1908 

she joined a partnership to run a drapery store in the suburb of Claremont. A very 

successful businesswoman, she was also active in the West Australian Women’s Service 

Guild and the WA branches of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and the 

Australian Federation of Women Voters. In 1921 she contested the Claremont seat for 

the State Parliament and in 1926 was an Australian delegate to the Paris congress of the 

International Suffrage Alliance, one of the transnational networks linking feminist 

organisations around the world to the League of Nations.  

In 1927 Ada Bromham sold her share of the drapery business and for several years 

worked fulltime on WCTU and Women’s Guild campaigns. In the early 1930s she joined 

Mary Bennett in campaigning against the increasingly restrictive Aboriginal policies in 

West Australia and in 1934 testified to the Moseley Royal Commission on the effects of 

the excessive powers of the state’s Chief Protector of Aborigines.  

In January 1934 Ada Bromham moved to Melbourne to work as national secretary for 

the Woman's Christian Temperance Union and in May, with WCTU colleague Isabel 

McCorkindale, left Australia to attend the World WCTU convention in Stockholm and a 

British Commonwealth League conference in London. The pair travelled through Italy, 

Germany, the USSR and China before returning to Australia. 

When the WCTU headquarters moved to Adelaide in 1937, Ada Bromham moved too 

and in 1941 she stood for the seat of Unley in the South Australian Legislative 

Assembly, her second unsuccessful bid for election to parliament. She was also involved 

in Aboriginal issues in South Australia, with Charles and Phyllis Duguid. 

After the war Ada Bromham worked for the WCTU in Sydney and Melbourne. As the 

Australian representative on the World WCTU council set up to promote the 

advancement of Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders, she lobbied international 

organisations and fought state and federal governments in the campaigns for better 

living conditions and equal legal status. A member of the Chinese-Australian Friendship 

Society, in May 1952 she was a member of a controversial Australian peace delegation 

to Beijing, with China then not recognised by the Australian government.  

Ada Bromham moved to Brisbane with Isabel McCorkindale and both continued to work 

for the WCTU. By 1955 Ada Bromham was devoting an increasing amount of time 

challenging Queensland government Aboriginal policy and served as Queensland 
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correspondent for Jessie Street in London. Ada Bromham had lengthy stays in Kalgoorlie 

helping Mary Bennett prepare Human Rights for Australian Aborigines, published in 

1957. 

Early the following year Queensland still had no state body ready to participate in the 

imminent conference to found a united federal body working for Aboriginal rights. Then 

aged seventy-eight, Ada Bromham summoned a number of Queensland groups to a 

meeting in the YMCA hall in Brisbane’s Edward Street. There the United Council for 

Aboriginal Welfare was formed and on 15 February 1958 she represented the new body 

at the founding meeting of the Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement (later 

FCAATSI), held in her old workplace, the WCTU’s Willard Hall headquarters in Adelaide.  

Ada Bromham returned to Perth in 1959. She continued to work for Aboriginal welfare 

and in the Referendum campaign and produced her book The First Australians and the 

New Australians. She died aged 85 in 1965, two years before the Referendum was 

finally held.  
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PEARL (BROWN) GIBBS  

1901-1983 

Pearl Gibbs was born at Botany Bay in 1901, and grew up near Yass and at Byrock, near 

Bourke in western New South Wales.  At 16 she and her sister began work in Sydney as 

domestic servants. In her twenties Pearl Gibbs supported her three children working as 

a cook in private homes in Sydney’s wealthy suburbs. At the same time she fought to 

improve conditions for young Aboriginal girls still being conscripted into domestic service 

by the state Aborigines Protection Board. She joined the Feminist Club in Sydney, where 

her experiences and her strong views influenced political activists like Jessie Street. 

 

With other Aboriginal activists like Bill Ferguson, Tom Foster and Jack Patten, in 1937 

Pearl Gibbs founded the New South Wales Aborigines’ Progressive Association and was 

secretary from 1938-1940. A gifted speaker, she attracted large crowds in the Sydney 

Domain, gave radio talks and published articles on citizenship rights. She was an 

organiser of the Day of Mourning protest against celebrations of the 150th anniversary of 

the British occupation of Australia. The Aborigines’ Progressive Association held a rally in 

Sydney on 26 January 1938, members wearing formal black dress as a sign of grieving. 

Among non-Indigenous participants in the Day of Mourning was Mary Bennett, who had 

come from West Australia.  

 

On 23 February 1938, Pearl Gibbs made history as a member of the first Aboriginal 

deputation to a prime minister. William Cooper’s Victorian Australian Aborigines’ League 

organised the deputation to Joseph Lyons to ask for federal control of Aboriginal affairs 

– the seed of the Constitutional change achieved thirty years later. Pearl Gibbs was one 

of the campaigners who collected 1814 signatures from Aboriginal people around 

Australia on a petition to King George VI for basic citizenship rights. The Lyons 

government rejected the proposal of the deputation, and declined to forward the 

petition. In July that year Pearl Gibbs wrote to the League of Nations asking for action 

for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory, including the removal of Judge Wells. 

This judge had been the subject of protest by the Anti-Slavery Society in 1934, when he 

had sentenced Yolngu man Dhakiyarr Wirrpanda to death. The international attention to 

the case had forced the successful appeal against the sentence. Such publicity was a 

powerful force, but by 1938 the League of Nations was no longer the powerful 

humanitarian forum it had been.  

 

In public and private, Pearl Gibbs forcefully put the view that Australia’s ‘Aboriginal’ 

problem was in fact a white problem. In the 1940s she and Bill Ferguson made the first 

organised link between state Aboriginal organisations when they established a New 
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South Wales Branch of the Australian Aborigines’ League. After moving to Dubbo, Pearl 

Gibbs set up a Dubbo branch in 1946, serving terms as vice-president and as secretary.  

 

In the early 1950s Pearl Gibbs worked with Shirley Andrews at the Victorian Council for 

Aboriginal Rights and was also an influential member of the management committee of 

the Union of Australian Women. In 1954 she became the first woman member of the 

NSW Aborigines Welfare Board. Her experience in her 3-year term there sharpened her 

criticism of its failure to deal with the realities of Aboriginal lives. In press statements 

she exposed its annual reports as shedding ‘sweetness and light, but not fact’.  

  

In 1956 Pearl Gibbs and Bill Ferguson, with Faith Bandler, Bert Groves and others, 

established the Australia-wide Aboriginal Australian Fellowship, with Jessie Street a 

founding member. But it was Pearl Gibbs who was the driving force, inspiring many 

others and she felt sidelined when Bert Groves was elected founding president. It would 

be hard to name any Australian organisation at the time where women were chosen as 

leaders over men, but the work of women was the major influence in the birth and 

growth of the new Indigenous political bodies. Pearl Gibbs made the point by 

withdrawing from her central role. But when the Fellowship’s intended 1957 fundraiser 

was transformed into the public rally that launched the Referendum campaign on 27 

April 1957, Pearl Gibbs got together with Bert Groves to make sure there was a strong 

Indigenous attendance. They organised special buses to transport people from La 

Perouse to the Sydney Town Hall, not a journey that had merited its own bus route 

before. 

 

Faith Bandler considered Pearl Gibbs among the most powerful influences on her own 

political awareness. They worked together in the long Referendum campaign and at the 

same time Pearl Gibbs was active in the Aboriginal community in Dubbo, setting up the 

first hostel for Aboriginal hospital patients and their families in 1960. She remained 

involved in Aboriginal conferences in New South Wales until 1983, when she died, aged 

82. 
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OODGEROO NOONUCCAL (KATH (RUSKA) WALKER) 

3 November 1920 – 16 September 1993 

Oodgeroo Noonuccal was born on North Stradbroke Island (Minjerribah) in Queensland. 

She left school at 13 to work as a domestic servant in Brisbane and  was 19 when war 

was declared in 1939. After the Australian Women’s Army Service was established two 

years later, she joined up. When the war ended, she supported her two sons working as 

a domestic for employers including Queensland doctors Raphael and Phyllis Cilento 

during the 1950s. 

After the launch of the campaign for a Referendum on removing the discriminatory 

clauses from the Australian Constitution in 1957, a state Aboriginal organisation had 

been hastily established by Ada Bromham so that Queensland could take part in the 

founding conference of the Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement (later FCAATSI) 

in February 1958. The third FCAATSI conference was held in Brisbane, at Easter 1961, 

and after this Oodgeroo Noonuccal rebuilt the Queensland council and served as 

QCAATSI secretary for the next decade. At the same time she published her first two 

books of poetry, We Are Going (1964) and The Dawn is at Hand (1966). 

In Queensland as elsewhere, women’s organisations, churches, students, trades unions, 

and service clubs worked with Indigenous organisations during the 10-year Referendum 

campaign, explaining the issues and circulate petitions in all federal electorates. As well 

as taking an active part in publicising and collecting signatures for the petitions, 

Indigenous leaders like Pastor Don Brady, Ooodgeroo Noonuccal and her son Dennis 

helped forge state and national networks and also developed contacts with Indigenous 

people in other countries. Like Don Brady, Ooodgeroo Noonuccal travelled overseas to 

talk to leaders of other Indigenous movements, finding a stark contrast in how much 

government control was exercised over Indigenous people in Queensland.  Laws and 

regulations affected people’s everyday lives, how and where they lived, where they were 

allowed to travel, what happened to their children, even how much they could own.  

In 1962 Aborigines and Torres Strait islander people won the right to vote for 

representatives in the federal parliament, but Indigenous people in Queensland and 

West Australia were still denied the vote in state elections. When a new law providing 

unequal voting rights for Indigenous people was proposed in 1965, Oodgeroo Noonuccal 

led the protest at representatives who could be no more effective than ‘seat dusters’. 

She declared that a democratic country meant that ‘all people are truly given freedom of 

thought, freedom of choice’.  

Under the Australian Constitution, if 10 000 people requested a Referendum to change 
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the Constitution the Parliament was required to respond. That target had long been 

achieved without any action by Parliament and Oodgeroo Noonuccal took part in 

several deputations to Prime Minister Robert Menzies. At one deputation in 1963, she 

taught a brisk lesson in the realities of Aboriginal lives. When the Prime Minister 

offered the deputation a drink, he was startled by her response that he could be gaoled 

for that gesture in Queensland. 

 

Every week of every Senate sitting, a petition was tabled and when Parliament finally 

passed the necessary legislation early in 1967, 80 000 people had signed. Having won 

the federal vote just five years before, Ooodgeroo Noonuccal like other Indigenous 

people in Queensland was able to vote in the Referendum in May 1967, adding their 

‘Yes!’  to all of those that changed Australia’s Constitution. But for her, like many other 

campaigners, the work of achieving justice for Indigenous Australians had just begun. 

In 1970, Oodgeroo Noonuccal led FCAATSI’s Day of Mourning on the bicentenary of James 

Cook's landing at Botany Bay on 29 April 1970. Echoing the first Day of Mourning protest in 

1938, those taking part wore black to mark the suffering of Indigenous people.  

Awarded an MBE in 1970, in 1988, five years before her death, Oodgeroo Noonuccal 

returned the British honour in protest at the celebration of the bicentenary of the British 

occupation of Australia.  

 



 

 18

JESSIE (LILLINGSTON) STREET  

18 April 1889 – 2 July 1970 

Jessie Street grew up in the Australian bush, at Yulgilbar, the family cattle property on 

the upper Clarence River in northern New South Wales. This is Bundjalung country and 

many of the people lived and worked at Yulgilbar – she always remembered being 

taught to swim by young Bundjalung women. But it was not until the 1930s that she 

first became active in campaigning to advance the conditions and status of Indigenous 

people in Australia.  

In the 1920s women’s organisations based in West Australia publicised the worsening 

situation of Indigenous people under government policies, largely through the work of 

Mary Bennett and Ada Bromham. The Australian Federation of Women Voters, founded 

by West Australian Bessie Rischbieth, linked the West Australian campaign into a 

national network. The influence spread further, through transnational organisations that 

lobbied the League of Nations in Geneva on the status of women in member countries. 

In the 1930s Jessie Street’s United Associations of Women in Sydney joined the 

campaign initiated by the AFWV and when Jessie Street initiated the Australian Women’s 

Charter movement in the 1940s, advancing the status of Indigenous Australians was a 

core principle of the Charter. 

Jessie Street met Faith Bandler through this work and in 1949, when she made her third 

and last bid for a seat in the federal parliament, Faith Bandler was one of her campaign 

workers. Until mid-1950, when Jessie Street left Australia for six years, the two worked 

together establishing the New South Wales branch of the Australian Peace Council. They 

met again the next year, in Berlin, when Jessie Street gave an opening address at the 

International Youth Festival and also in London early in 1952, shortly before Faith 

Bandler returned to Australia. 

In 1954 Jessie Street was living in London and went to hear Charles and Phyllis Duguid 

speak on Aboriginal rights in Australia to the Anti-Slavery Society and the British 

Commonwealth League. The Duguids’ visit introduced Jessie to the long record of both 

groups in campaigning for Indigenous Australians. She was particularly interested in the 

issue Charles Duguid raised about Australia’s obligations under the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights passed by the United Nations six years before. Keen to draw on the 

expertise of Australians, that year the Anti-Slavery Society invited Jessie Street to work 

with them. 

There were separate organisations around Australia working on Indigenous rights and in 

each State and Territory, different laws and policies affected the lives of Indigenous 
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people. During 1955 Jessie Street wove together her contacts, gathering and sending 

information from one group to the others around Australia. In London she put together 

packages of tapes, photographs and publications and sent these to her contacts in 

organisations in Europe and the United States as well as in Britain. At the end of the 

year she presented the Anti-Slavery Society submission on the situation of Indigenous 

Australians to the United Nations 10th General Assembly in New York. She sent full 

reports of events back to the Anti-Slavery Society and also to the growing network of 

contacts in Australia, now including Shirley Andrews and Brian Fitzpatrick in Melbourne; 

Faith Bandler and Pearl Gibbs in Sydney; Ada Bromham in Brisbane and through her, 

Mary Bennett in Kalgoorlie; John Clements in Perth and through him Don McLeod in Port 

Hedland. In this way the extraordinary tapes and reports of Don McLeod made their way 

from the Pindan camps in remote north-western Australia through Jessie Street in 

London, to north America, the UK, Scandinavia, and Europe. 

Australia had enough support to defeat the Anti-Slavery Society submission at the 

United Nations and during 1956 the Society asked Jessie Street to work on an approach 

to the United Nations Sub-Commission for the Prevention of Discrimination and the 

Protection of Minorities. When this was also blocked, they decided to obtain an account 

of public opinion in Australia and a survey of living conditions for Aboriginal people in 

remote areas of Australia. Jessie Street returned to Australia to undertake a survey in 

South Australia, West Australia and the Northern Territory in the winter of 1957.  

But first she lobbied both Prime Minister Robert Menzies and the Minister for Territories 

Paul Hasluck on the need for the federal government to recognise the plight of 

Indigenous people as a national responsibility.  When they responded that Australia’s 

Constitution prevented this, she came up with an audacious proposal – change the 

Constitution! In March 1957 she scribbled out the changes to remove two unjust clauses 

that put Aboriginal people on a different footing from all other Australians. One would 

include Aboriginal people in the Census, the other meant federal government 

responsibility for all Australians. The following Saturday morning she called Bert Groves, 

Faith Bandler and solicitor Christian Jollie-Smith to an impromptu meeting to talk over 

this plan.  

From that small meeting came the national campaign to change the Constitution. The 

Australian Aboriginal Fellowship had booked the Sydney Town Hall for a fund-raising 

meeting on 29 April 1957. This now became the occasion for launching a petition 

requesting the Australian Parliament to hold a Referendum. Sharing the platform with 

Faith Bandler and Jessie Street were Aboriginal activists like Bert Groves, singers Nancy 

Ellis and Harold Blair. Veteran campaigner Doug Nicholls chaired the meeting, a live link 

to the Day of Mourning protest in 1938. Parliamentarian Gordon Bryant took on the role 
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of national organiser of the campaign, with Victoria’s Barry Christophers organising 

distribution of the petitions across every federal electorate. 

During her 1957 visit, Jessie Street also worked closely with organisations working on 

Indigenous issues to forge a united national body, accomplished early the following year with 

the founding of the organisation that became FCAATSI. 

Although 80 000 people signed the petition, it took ten years of campaigning before a 

reluctant federal government finally put the question of changing the Constitution in 

May 1967, receiving a resounding ‘Yes!’ from the people of Australia.  

Jessie Street died three years later, her lasting tribute expressed in Faith Bandler’s 

words ‘if it were not for Jessie Street, we would never have had the 1967 referendum.’ 
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