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In memory of my sister, Dr Clare Burton, a leader in 
Australia’s struggle for gender equity in the workforce. 
Mary Gaudron and Clare Burton were sisters in the 

fi ght for recognition of women’s worth.
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FOREWORD

The Hon. Michael Kirby AC CMG

Mary Gaudron is a bright star of the Australian legal fi rmament. 
Because of her role as the fi rst woman Justice of the High Court of 
Australia she is assured of her place in the nation’s history. So with 
her work in the law, before and after she took her seat on the Court. 
So with her remarkable personality and character, demonstrated in 
the decades of her public life.

We have it on the authority of this book that Mary Gaudron 
has a horror of biographies, believing that some events in life 
belong in the past and should be left there, undisturbed by prying 
eyes. Yet hers is a story that demands the telling. Judicial biography 
in Australia is a neglected genre. In Mary Gaudron’s case, Pamela 
Burton has done well to repair this neglect. 

Reading these pages, I learned much about the life and motive 
forces of Mary Gaudron that I did not previously know. And this is 
so although I would claim to have been an acquaintance, colleague 
and ultimately a friend, over virtually our entire lives in the law. 
The early years demonstrate how life hangs by a thread, depending 
upon strange events that appear to happen by chance. 

In the young Mary’s case, inspiration for the public life that 
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from moree to mabox

was to unfold may have been given an energetic start in her imagi-
nation by the fortuitous events of her ‘dawdling round town’ in 
Moree, New South Wales, when she came upon the then Labor 
Party leader, Dr. H. V. Evatt (a past Justice of the High Court). 
He was addressing her father’s friends in the street, urging them to 
vote ‘no’ in the 1951 referendum on communism. An interchange 
with Evatt led to his posting the young girl a copy of the Australian 
Constitution, whose interpretation was later to become one of 
her main judicial responsibilities. Decades later she remembered 
the arrival of the envelope from Evatt, boldly marked ‘OHMS’, 
bringing the booklet to her humble parental home.

The inspiration of wonderful and strong women teachers in 
the convent school in Moree inspired her to make the most of her 
manifest abilities. Sister Vianney, then one of the infl uential Mercy 
nuns, got it right when she explained why Mary was a ‘delight to 
teach’. She was ‘enthusiastic, attentive, observant, studious, caring 
and alert’. Yet would these gifts have come to the fore if she had 
not applied for, and received, a bursary to pay the school fees that 
her father, a railway fettler, could never have afforded? Would she 
have stayed in education to win a Commonwealth scholarship 
to university, but for the inspiration, and urging, of wonderful 
teachers?

As the author points out, there is a kind of irony in the fact 
that the nuns of Mary Gaudron’s childhood encouraged the quick-
witted pupil in their care to make the best of her abilities; to 
question everything; and even to challenge (and mostly to reject) 
the religious doctrines that underpinned their Faith. As a young 
girl, she boldly wrote an essay to prove that God did not exist. 
And when, on the other side of town, she had a chance to take on 
the boys at the De La Salle College, she knew at once that she had 
a talent in public speaking and advocacy. The path ahead of her 
began to become clear. 

Mary Gaudron and I were fortunate to enter Sydney University 
in the same decade, when there were many creative students and a 
number of highly infl uential law teachers. Mary Gaudron resented 
the way her teachers addressed the classroom as ‘Gentlemen’. It was 
something I did not even notice. In truth, in those days, there were 
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foreword xi

very few women. Her skills in analysis and her inclination to audacity 
quickly marked her out. The competing infl uences for her concep-
tions of law, provided successively by Julius Stone, Frank Hutley 
and Bill Morison were to lay the ground for her judicial philosophy, 
which it is a main purpose of this book to explore and explain. 

Mary Gaudron demonstrated to fellow students and teachers 
alike the special quality of fearlessness that was necessary, espe-
cially in those hostile days, for a woman to stand out in the law. 
Repeatedly, she confronted the chauvinism of the judiciary and 
legal profession of that time, earning for herself the label of ‘Mary 
the Merciless’. The same spirit often made her relationships tur-
bulent. In a professional group dynamic, which was then even 
more conformist than it is today, she was remarkable for being 
unrestrained and unself-conscious when so many others (including 
myself ) were well and truly buttoned-up. She was fun (most of 
the time), histrionic, often egocentric, given to tantrums (many 
strategic) and quite a personality. None of this fi tted into the then 
general expectation of how a young woman should behave in the 
world of Australian law. 

Nevertheless, it was these very qualities that quickly got Mary 
Gaudron noticed in the circles that mattered. What her intellectual 
brilliance and University Medal in Law had not immediately done, 
her feistiness, mixed with a warm and humorous personality, began 
to break the ice of frigid social expectations. By chance events 
(including terrifying last-minute abandonments by QC leaders), 
she secured opportunities in appellate advocacy where her intellect 
could shine and be noticed. And shine it did. Union leader Clyde 
Cameron, who would later become one of Gough Whitlam’s 
ministers, saw her capacity in protracted litigation involving a 
union colleague. Later, following her brilliant success as counsel 
for the Commonwealth in the Equal Pay Case of 1975, he sought 
to persuade the Whitlam Cabinet to appoint Mary Gaudron at 
thirty-one to the Arbitration Commission. His praise of her talents 
ultimately led Whitlam to exclaim: ‘Next, you will tell me that she 
was born in a bloody manger’. But appointed she was.

The troubled and difficult years that the young Mary 
Gaudron experienced fi rst as a deputy president of the Australian 
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Conciliation and Arbitration Commission and then as Solicitor-
General of New South Wales, are not glossed over in this book. 
In the former, she emerges from her resignation as a judge to be 
a person of very strong principles. In the latter, she demonstrated, 
as her departmental head declared, impeccable professionalism and 
perfect knowledge about the applicable law. 

When Lionel Murphy was dying of a cancer probably aggra-
vated by his long ordeal under criminal accusations ultimately 
rejected by a jury, he exclaimed that what was needed in the Justice 
of the High Court who would replace him, was ‘a keen mind and 
a good heart’. Following his death, Mary Gaudron and I spoke at 
Justice Murphy’s memorial service in the Sydney Town Hall. Her 
speech, typically, approached the subject laterally and with great 
insight into Lionel and the moment. It therefore came as no real 
surprise that the call to take Murphy’s seat went to Gaudron. 

Present at her welcome to the High Court was Dame Roma 
Mitchell, her predecessor in the struggle for women’s equality in 
the Australian legal profession and judiciary. The Moree Champion 
reproduced a circled photograph from the convent school days 
declaring that the decision that brought the young Mary to the High 
Court bench was one that had been effectively made ‘years ago’.

The largest part of From Moree to Mabo is devoted to an analysis 
of the leading cases in which Mary Gaudron participated whilst a 
Justice of the High Court. The record demonstrates the confi dence 
which she displayed in her own intellectual abilities and the large 
reserves of emotional energy upon which she could always call. It 
is not for me to comment on the many decisions that are analysed 
here. A large number of them after 1996 were written in cases in 
which I also participated. Some of them we wrote jointly together. 

As has become customary in recent times, the author puzzles 
over the labels that media and some other commentators are pleased 
to assign to judges, according to whether they are to be considered 
‘black letter lawyers’ or ‘judicial activists’. Not every judge accepts 
that dichotomy or the particular label attributed to a judge’s work. 
Sometimes the labels represent little more than code language, 
designed to refl ect approval or disapproval of particular judicial 
conclusions; modes of reasoning; references to past authority; or 
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invocation of policy and principle as well as precedent in fulfi lling 
the judicial task. 

The discussion of the constitutional validity of the cross-
vesting legislation in the High Court in Re Wakim (where Justice 
Gaudron and I differed) may not, as suggested, show her ‘legalism’ 
in contrast to my suggested ‘activism’. Rather it may show, in that 
case as in others, our respective conceptions of where our notions 
of ‘legalism’ differentially led us. In our judicial system, judges are 
obliged to provide reasons for their decisions. Those reasons display 
for all to see the grounds and arguments that the judge invokes 
to support the orders to which he or she ultimately comes. Chief 
Justice Brennan is quoted, correctly in my view, as disclaiming 
the label of ‘activism’ when assigned to the High Court during 
the years when Mary Gaudron, Chief Justice Mason and he sat 
together. What was different about those years, he explains, was 
the greater openness of the Mason Court in acknowledging the 
range of considerations that had led it to its reasons. 

These were days in which many important decisions were 
written that had the effect of re-expressing the law of Australia on 
many topics. In virtually all of those decisions, Mary Gaudron was 
a powerful, and usually a concurring, voice. None of the decisions 
of that time was more important than that written in the second 
Mabo Case in 1992. At that moment, the High Court of Australian 
re-expressed the common law of Australia to reverse more than 
a century of earlier judicial holdings that had denied Aboriginal 
Australians title to their traditional lands. Mabo was pronounced 
with the strong participation of Justice Gaudron, before my arrival 
on the High Court. I can take therefore neither praise, nor blame, 
for its conclusions. Critics of its holding still exist in the Australian 
legal profession. However, I believe that future generations will 
say that, along with the Communist Party decision of 1951, and a 
few other notable cases, this was an historic blow for equal justice 
under law in Australia. 

Justice Gaudron’s lifelong commitment to equality and non-
discrimination shine forth in Mabo as in other opinions. What 
democratic parliaments had failed over 150 years to provide, the 
High Court secured in Mabo. If there was particular passion in 
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the language of the joint reasons that Justice Gaudron wrote with 
Justice Deane, it may, in her case, have derived from her early 
years in Moree. Witnessing discrimination and inequality close 
up. Sharing the feelings of injustice and outrage. Writing a new 
chapter in the nation’s legal chronicle. Correcting an unrepaired 
legal wrong.

Mary Gaudron continues to make contributions to the law 
and society. In recent times, her activities have been mainly in 
the fi eld of international law. Yet, through it all, she has remained 
herself. A fi ne technical lawyer who never lost faith in the law. A 
complex personality who achieved professional triumphs whilst 
enjoying the sometimes more elusive successes as wife, mother and 
convivial companion to her select circle of friends.

When Mary Gaudron left the High Court of Australia in 2003, 
things were never quite the same again. It had been a long journey 
from the railway worker’s timber home in Moree to the grand 
building on the lake in Canberra. Suddenly, for us who were left, 
the covert cigarettes were gone. The ready bottle of champagne 
was no more. The convivial laughter was not heard amid the silence. 
The turbulence and occasional tantrums disappeared. In the icy 
stillness of a Canberra night, one yearned for Mary’s deep voice, her 
sense of compassion and convivial humour. There were no more 
Irish songs to astonish dignifi ed guests at lunchtime. The Justices 
drifted back to holding their functions at gentlemen’s clubs which 
did not admit women members, something they would never have 
dared to do in Mary Gaudron’s time. The respectful isolation of 
the individual chambers was restored. A walk across the book-lined 
corridor had never been too diffi cult for ‘Mary the Merciless’.

Great courts need formal, predictable and unerringly polite 
judges with quiet voices and serene personalities. But to fulfi l their 
true greatness, they also need lateral thinkers, people with unusual 
backgrounds who can be noisy, with fi ery tempers and occasional 
minds and tongues to match. It will be a while before there is 
another judge in Australia’s apex court quite like Mary Gaudron.

Michael Kirby
August 2010
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In 1951, as now, few Australians possessed a copy of the Australian 
Constitution. Fewer still had read it even as they came to vote 
at a referendum to amend it to outlaw the Communist Party in 
Australia. Mary Genevieve Gaudron, a child in the outback New 
South Wales town of Moree, however, obtained one and cherished 
it. But she was much too young to vote. 

Mary Gaudron, the fi rst woman to become a justice of the 
High Court of Australia, was only eight years old when she met 
Herbert Vere Evatt, leader of the Australian Labor Party. It was 
early September 1951. Dust swirled around the dry streets of 
Moree. Evatt, known as ‘the Doc’ or ‘Bert’ Evatt, had been leader 
of the ALP for the few months since Ben Chifl ey’s death in June of 
that year. Evatt was campaigning to persuade people to vote ‘No’ 
in this referendum. If passed, the Menzies Government intended 
to ban the Communist Party of Australia and criminalise advocacy 
of communism.1 Evatt saw this as an attack on the fundamental 
right of freedom of speech. 

A crowd assembled in Jellicoe Park, Moree, to listen to the 
Doc. He was speaking from the back of a blue Holden utility. The 

THE EVATT CONNECTION

Prologue
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man can be imagined bellowing into the loudhailer gripped tightly 
in his right hand, his left hand alternating between gesturing 
emphatically and pushing back the undisciplined lock of hair that 
fell over his forehead; he would occasionally remove his round, 
tortoiseshell-framed glasses to wipe his brow. He had a down-to-
earth air that appealed to working men and women. His voice was 
strong and his message intense. 

In the days before, Evatt had addressed crowds in many New 
South Wales country towns and had visited workplaces and talked 
to unionists who had set up ‘Vote No’ committees. In particular, 
Evatt addressed a meeting of fi ve hundred Eveleigh railway workers 
in Redfern.2 From the rousing reception he received there, he 
measured the support he could draw from railway union members 
and their families. Moree railway workers were among the crowd 
at Jellicoe Park.

Young Mary Gaudron was, as she puts it, ‘dawdling round 
town’ when she saw a small group of her father’s friends gathered 
around the truck, talking passionately about something called the 
‘Constitution’.3 The young girl absorbed the talk and the exchanges 
that took place between Evatt and his audience. She was curious 
about the repeated references to the ‘Constitution’. 

She put her hand up and attracted the attention of the vis-
iting campaigner. The gentleness in his boyish smile no doubt 
encouraged the question she asked of him: ‘Please sir, what’s a 
Constitution?’4 Mary’s youthful freckled face, framed by braided 
ginger-red hair, could not disguise the adult curiosity shown in 
her blue eyes. Evatt made time for this spirited child. He explained 
that it was the law by which Parliament was governed. She put 
her hand up again and asked, ‘Is it like the Ten Commandments?’ 
Evatt responded, ‘You could call it the Ten Commandments of 
government.’ With this, she asked where she could get a copy. He 
replied, ‘You can write to me, Dr H.V. Evatt, Parliament House, 
Canberra, and I will send you one.’ She did; he kept his word.5

As the locals remember it, Ted Gaudron, Mary’s father, a com-
mitted unionist and Labor Party man, was at Jellicoe Park. Evatt 
accepted an invitation to meet some of the unionists at the Gaudron 
cottage in Morton Street, in the heart of the railway community in 
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East Moree. Twenty or so railway workers assembled in the small 
Gaudron cottage to talk with their hero. 

Evatt’s campaign effort was an overwhelming and unexpected 
success. On 22 September 1951 the referendum was defeated. It 
had been thought that in the anti-communist climate of the Cold 
War, Australians would support the Government’s plans despite the 
more usual tendency to oppose amendments to the Constitution. 

Gaudron treasured the document she received in the mail 
from Evatt. It provided her with a focus. Before she received it, 
however, she went to school and bragged that she was to receive 
her own Constitution, somehow implying that it would be some 
magnifi cent document or ‘two tablets of stone’ perhaps. Gaudron 
recalled years later how, while waiting for the arrival of the docu-
ment, she was teased by the school bully asking every now and 
then, ‘Where’s your Constitution then?’6 When the small pamphlet 
arrived in a brown envelope marked ‘OHMS’, she felt obliged to 
produce it. Her friends mocked her enthusiasm. ‘What are you 
going to do with that?’ they asked. The bully laughed at it being 
‘just a book’, and said, ‘It’s no use to anyone.’ Knowingly, young 
Mary retorted, ‘It’s our Constitution. Lawyers know what to do 
with it.’ He said, ‘You’re not a lawyer.’ Humiliated and backed 
into a corner she declared, ‘Well, that’s what I’m going to be—a 
lawyer.’ She never doubted she could. ‘It made sense…What else 
was one to do?’ she refl ected years later: ‘I didn’t have the talent or 
educational background for anything else. I was ignorant of lots of 
other fi elds. We had never heard of computer science. But I knew 
there were lawyers and I knew what they did.’7

Her encounter with Evatt and her copy of the Constitution 
were pathfi nders to her future. They suggested a direction she 
might not have later considered. As one newspaper version or 
another came back to haunt her, Gaudron had some regrets about 
telling the story of Evatt having inspired her to become a lawyer.8 
Perhaps she believes too much has been made of the childhood 
encounter. Yet when Gaudron became an advocate to be reckoned 
with—one with leftist political leanings and a passion for equality 
and justice—her meeting with Evatt was an obvious event for the 
press to relate, especially as so little else was known about her. She 
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is a private person and, apart from a few such stories, she has largely 
succeeded in keeping her private and family life out of public view. 

Still, she has often told of her meeting with Evatt and con-
fi rmed not only its infl uence on her but the infl uence of the man 
and his thinking as well. The story resurfaced on her appointment 
as a justice of the High Court of Australia. Evatt, after all, had 
been a predecessor on the Court, the fi nal arbiter on interpretation 
of the Australian Constitution, the very document that he had so 
propitiously placed in her hands so many years earlier. The event 
was a ‘watershed experience’ in her life.9

Gaudron particularly admired Evatt’s contribution to the 
formation of the United Nations. He was at the San Francisco 
Conference of 1945 which drew up the United Nations Charter. 
He led Australia’s delegations at the fi rst three sessions of the 
United Nations in 1946, 1947 and 1948. In 1948 Evatt was elected 
President of the United Nations General Assembly and presided 
over the drafting of the landmark Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. Gaudron describes this document as being ‘the emanation 
of his pen’10 and, in an address in 2006 entitled ‘Remembering the 
Universal Declaration and Australia’s human rights record’, that 
it was ‘arguably the most important document ever reduced to 
writing, whether on paper, papyrus, vellum or tablets of stone…’11 

By the time Gaudron embarked on her Arts-Law degree in 
1959, Evatt’s passionate and unpredictable personality had contrib-
uted to the destruction of his political career. In February 1960 
he was appointed Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of NSW 
where he remained for two and a half years before declining health 
compelled his resignation. Gaudron never met Evatt again after the 
day he talked to her from the back of the Holden ute in Jellicoe 
Park, although as a student she attended the Supreme Court to 
watch him preside at a hearing of the Full Court.12

Herbert Vere Evatt died on 2 November 1965. In the same 
year Mary Gaudron completed her law degree at the University 
of Sydney. Like Evatt and his niece, Elizabeth Evatt, who 
would become the fi rst Chief Justice of the Family Court of 
Australia, Gaudron received the University Medal in Law.13 Like 
Evatt, Gaudron became a champion of the rights of society’s most 
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vulnerable and disadvantaged, and saw possibilities for the law to 
be used as a tool to advance social justice. 

Throughout her career, further Evatt associations appeared. She 
mingled with other lawyers in the Evatt family, and like many of 
them and other ‘Labor lawyers’ who excelled in the law, she would 
be recognised by Labor politicians as worthy of judicial appoint-
ment. She worked and appeared in the NSW Supreme Court with 
Evatt’s brother, Clive Evatt, QC, Elizabeth’s father. She spent some 
happy times at the historic Evatt home, Leuralla, at Leura in the 
Blue Mountains, now a toy and railway museum which contains a 
‘Doc Evatt Memorial Room’. Gaudron followed Elizabeth Evatt to 
the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission. In 1980, Gaudron 
delivered a Herbert Vere Evatt Memorial Lecture on the rights and 
dignities of employees.14 

Twenty-two years after Evatt’s death, Gaudron was appointed 
to the High Court of Australia. Evatt had been the youngest 
appointee to the Court. Gaudron, at age forty-four, became its 
third youngest judge. She was ultimately to deliver many signifi -
cant judgments on constitutional cases. One of these was Mabo,15 
remarkable for its passion and powerful reasoning in support of 
justice and land rights for Australian Aborigines. Mary Gaudron 
became a strong advocate against discrimination of all kinds, and 
of human rights generally. Bold as well as brilliant, Gaudron, 
against the odds, joined Evatt in taking an important place in 
Australia’s legal and constitutional history. 

Moree to Mabo.indd   5Moree to Mabo.indd   5 15/09/10   1:36 PM15/09/10   1:36 PM



Palm Sunday family photo 
of Mary Gaudron’s great-
grandmother, Elizabeth Hille 
(centre), great-grandfather 
Johann ‘John’ (right middle row), 
grandfather John ‘Jack’, (top left) 
and his siblings. (Courtesy Peter 
Gaudron.)

The Gaudron cottage, 
Morton Street, Moree, 
New South Wales.

Elizabeth Hille. (Courtesy Peter Gaudron.) Jack Gaudron. (Courtesy Peter Gaudron.)
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Chapter One

HOME GROUND

You have to know from whom and where you come from—
to know where you are going.1 

Rhineland roots
Behind Mary Gaudron’s much-loved holiday cottage in the Loire 
Valley in France is a small and well-kept graveyard. In spring and 
early summer it is alive with colour from freshly laid fl owers. That 
she might have French connections entered the realm of possibility 
when she fi rst came across a family of Gaudrons in this walled, 
well-packed home of the dead so near to her Loire retreat. As she 
pours her guests red wine from the nearby Vouvray vineyard of 
Sylvain Gaudron, Mary tells her fanciful dinner table tale that she 
might be of French descent. The pleasant discovery that the nearby 
vineyard carries both her name and champagne to her taste further 
fed speculation about a French heritage.

Gaudron in fact lays no claim to any of the French Gaudrons 
as an ancestor, though the romantic notion of a French connection 
cannot be ruled out. At the root of the Australian Gaudron family 
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tree were Mary’s father’s great grandparents, Jacob and Appoloniae 
Gaudron, who arrived in Sydney in 1855 as assisted immigrants 
from Oberheimbach in the sometimes French, and sometimes 
German, ruled region of the Rhineland. Shipping records confi rm 
family oral history that they regarded themselves as German.2 
Jacob declared when he arrived in Australia, ‘I left the country as 
a German and I arrive here as a German’.3 Importantly for Mary 
Gaudron’s possible ‘French connection’, one of Jacob’s brothers 
purportedly settled in France. 

At other times Gaudron has declared she is ‘bog Irish’. This is 
easy to accept given her sandy-red hair, freckles, a fi ery temper to 
match, and her strong Catholic background. She claims, however, 
to be ‘only a quarter Irish’.4 On one occasion, when giving a 
speech to a bevy of judges and aspiring lawyers, she described 
herself as ‘a lapsed Irish Catholic chain-smoker’.5 

Being playful about her origins on another occasion, she 
boasted a prestigious legal connection. She suggested to a colleague 
at the Bar that she could be a descendant of Sir Frederick Jordan, 
a former Chief Justice of New South Wales, after whom Frederick 
Jordan Chambers was named.6 Well, why not? After all, the family 
name of her Gaudron grandmother, also Mary, was ‘Jordan’.

Mary Gaudron is an engaging storyteller, whether the stories 
are fanciful or true, and ‘holds court’ with her lively personality at 
dinner parties, or anywhere amongst close friends and colleagues. 
Amongst people she trusts, she is frank about her thoughts, fears 
and beliefs, but she is a private person when it comes to her per-
sonal and family life. Speaking about her childhood is something 
she rarely does. She enjoys life in the present, looks optimistically 
to the future, and prefers not to revisit sadness and sensitive issues 
of the past. 

Yet her childhood and family background are important to 
understanding who Mary Gaudron is, her many faces, her world 
view, how and why she became the fi rst woman to be a justice 
of Australia’s High Court, and what she brought to the role. Her 
‘where do I come from?’ story is a typical Australian immigra-
tion story of hard times and sadness, perseverance, courage and 
success—all descriptions and attributes which equally apply to 
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Mary Gaudron’s life passage—and establishes her working-class 
origins.

Jacob and Appoloniae, with their three children, Johann aged 
nine, Jacob eight, and Susannah three, were passengers on Cateaux 
Wattel’s maiden voyage to Sydney. It was a 941-ton, three-masted 
wooden sailing ship built in 1854.7 It was an eventful journey 
from start to fi nish; one that took its toll on the children. Before 
the ship left the dock, a fi re broke out in the galley where oil had 
spilled. The repairs took some three weeks and the passengers 
had to endure the wait. Once underway the vessel was plagued 
with an outbreak of dysentery from contaminated water; twenty 
infants died at sea.8 Young Susannah and Jacob Gaudron were 
two of those children, and were buried at sea. Only the oldest 
child, Johann, survived the journey.9 He was Mary Gaudron’s 
great-grandfather.

On 9 March 1855 Cateaux Wattel arrived in Sydney Cove.10 
The grieving Gaudrons, together with the other passengers, were 
detained in quarantine for several days because of the death of a 
little girl just days before the ship docked in Sydney. Jacob and 
Appoloniae (known by her easier to pronounce second name, 
Therese) settled in Patrick Plains in the Richmond River area, 
near Singleton. They had two more children, one of whom died 
at seventeen. Their oldest son, Johann, known as ‘John’, married 
a German, Elizabeth Hillë, and in the early 1880s moved to the 
Casino area, a bustling sawmilling and trade locality near Lismore, 
where John became a successful sugar-cane farmer and a pioneer 
of the dairy cattle industry in the region. They had a daughter 
and fi ve sons. Their second son John, known as ‘Jack’, was a 
fi rst generation Australian. He was Mary Gaudron’s grandfather. 
Following the marriages of all of Johann and Elizabeth’s sons, 
a large clan of Casino Gaudrons contributed to the fl ourishing 
Australian branch of the Gaudron family. They became sugar 
cane farmers in the Richmond River area, and cane and banana 
growers in the Lismore, Coffs Harbour and Casino areas. 

Mary Gaudron’s grandfather, Jack, married Mary Ann Jordan 
in 1906. They settled in the river junction town of Coraki, south-
east of Casino. They had thirteen children. The oldest of the eight 
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boys, Edward John Michael Gaudron, was born in 1907. He was 
Mary Gaudron’s father.   

Mary Gaudron never knew her paternal grandmother well. 
In 1940 Grandma Mary was shot by a stray hunting bullet which 
lodged behind her eye, causing serious problems. She spent some 
time at home in a wheelchair and died in hospital in 1945 when 
Mary was two. Grandfather Jack continued to live on the family 
farm with one of his children. Mary visited with her family for 
various Sunday lunch reunions.  

Mary Gaudron’s father, Ted, left school at fourteen to work 
with NSW railways. He obtained work as a fettler, maintaining 
and repairing the wooden railway sleepers. Two brothers, John 
and Alfred, also worked on the railways. The rapidly developing 
NSW railway network provided young boys with the oppor-
tunity of sweeping railway station platforms for pocket money 
and learning about the work of fettlers and engine drivers. Four 
of Ted’s brothers, Peter, Bernie, Joseph and James, later served 
in the Second World War. All came home safely. Ted’s work on 
the railways took him to Moree, an inland town 600 kilometres 
north-west of Sydney.

Moree, New South Wales
Mary Gaudron’s childhood in Moree was an unlikely beginning for 
a High Court justice. She was born into a Catholic working-class 
family and raised in a black and white community uncomfortable 
with its differences. But it gave her a rich education from a young 
age. It exposed her to issues of social and racial inequality and to 
the political and industrial realities of the times. 

Her life as a child was one of contradictions. She lived in a 
volatile household that fl uctuated between love and anger. Her 
family lived in a complex and struggling railway community of 
battlers whose standard of living, however, was so much higher 
than the nearby neglected and signifi cantly poorer indigenous 
community. Furthermore, while racial prejudice divided the 
wider community, Mary as a child had the benefi t of being 
immersed in a section of it that was welded together by union 
solidarity. 

Moree to Mabo.indd   10Moree to Mabo.indd   10 15/09/10   1:36 PM15/09/10   1:36 PM



home ground 11

This childhood provided much for Gaudron to refl ect upon 
when formulating the beliefs and values she lived by. Having 
chosen a career in law, she believed that the use of the law was 
the best means of addressing discriminatory attitudes and injustices 
generally that troubled her. This belief culminated symbolically in 
Mabo, the 1992 landmark case concerning indigenous land rights in 
which she participated as a justice of the High Court.11

The outback NSW town of Moree was settled in the mid-
1800s. Squatters, attracted to the rich black soil and fertile fl ood 
plains, established pastoral runs, and the ‘butcher, baker, and 
candlestick maker’ effect followed the closer European settle-
ment of the region. The predominant crops were wheat, cotton 
and olives; the expansion of cotton in recent years adding large 
stretches of snowy white fi elds in summer to the brown and 
green patchwork landscape. Squatters became sheep graziers and, 
as the wool industry grew, shearers came to the region for work. 
Moree was gazetted as a township in 1862. Rail came to Moree 
in 1897, swelling the population with the work and people it 
attracted.

By the time Mary’s father, Ted, arrived in Moree, there was 
a well-established, relatively poor and mostly white, community 
of railway workers and their families who lived in cottages or tin 
huts, or who camped on the land surrounding the railway yards. 
Socio-economically, the railway community fell between Moree’s 
wealthier pastoralists and business community and the town’s poor 
Aboriginal community, who, dispossessed of their land, fl ed to 
Moree and established settlements there from the early 1920s to 
the late 1960s. Geographically, the wealthier European townsfolk 
lived mainly in ‘West Moree’, north of the river; the railway 
community and an Aboriginal community were situated in East 
Moree, south of the Mehi River which runs through the middle 
of the town.

Ted met Grace Mawkes, ‘Bonnie’ to family and friends, at a 
dance in Moree where Bonnie was working as a clerk. Born in 
Inverell, NSW, Bonnie came to Moree as a child. She grew up 
and went to school there. Bonnie was twenty-four and Ted eleven 
years older when they married in 1942 in Ted’s local church, St 
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John and St Henry Catholic Church, East Moree. They made 
Moree their home. Their fi rst child, Mary Genevieve Gaudron, 
was born into East Moree’s railway community on 5 January 1943.

Ted and Bonnie Gaudron raised their family in 90 (now 306) 
Morton Street, East Moree, an old timber cottage sitting in a line 
of railway workers’ timber and fi bro houses across the road from 
the Moree railway station. They rented the home, purchasing it 
years later in 1960. This was decent housing, a far cry from the 
railway camp of tents, sheds and huts that housed the fettlers and 
other railway workers and their families on the railway land across 
the road, and from the humpies, tin sheds and makeshift homes of 
‘Top Camp’, one of Moree’s larger Aboriginal camps that lay behind 
Morton Street along the banks of the often fl ooding Mehi River.12 

Aboriginal researcher, Noeline Briggs-Smith, known as 
‘Auntie Noeline’, is well placed to describe the living conditions 
in both communities. Three years older than Mary Gaudron, 
Noeline Briggs-Smith was born in Top Camp and lived as a 
child in a dwelling made from fl attened Arnott’s biscuit tins and 
kerosene containers that gave off an offensive odour. When she 
was seven, her family moved into a house in ‘Soapie Row’, so-
called because a soap factory had previously occupied the area.13 
As an adult she lived with her husband in the railway camp. Their 
accommodation was makeshift, comprising a tent and a tin shed 
on land owned partly by the council and partly by NSW railways. 
The railway camp lay uncomfortably between the noisy railway 
line and the smelly cattle trucks that stood overnight beside the 
‘wool appraisal’ shed where sheep fl eece were classed. Noeline 
Briggs-Smith recalls:

Living in the tin huts made out of metal from kerosene cans 
meant living with the smell of kerosene, with the smell of 
cow dung and trying to sleep with the noise of the trains 
shunting at night.14

Mary Gaudron has claimed or, more accurately, boasted, pos-
sibly in typically self-mocking jest, that she was ‘born in a tent in 
the bush where her father was working as a fettler on the railway 
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Top Camp memorial plaque 
on the bank of the Mehi 
River, East Moree, New 
South Wales.

Old Church of St Henry, later 
St Francis Xavier’s primary 
school, Moree East, which 

Mary Gaudron attended. 
(Courtesy Lalie Fletcher.)

Church interior converted to 
school classroom. (Courtesy 
Lalie Fletcher.)
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lines.’15 This would suggest that Ted and Bonnie lived in the 
railway camp before moving into Morton Street across from the 
railway station. One of Gaudron’s teaching nuns recalls that when 
the girl, at age eleven, arrived as a boarder at St Ursula’s College in 
Armidale, she said that the dormitory was her fi rst experience of 
sleeping on a ‘real’ rather than ‘a dirt’ bedroom fl oor.

While many railway families did live in tents and shacks on the 
railway property, the recall of local residents is that the Gaudrons 
did not endure this, the family having moved into their home in 
Morton Street from another rented house in East Moree. Gaudron’s 
mention of ‘dirt fl oors’ can be explained, however, whether or not 
she had spent any part of her early life in a tent. As a child Mary 
slept in a shack at the back of the Morton Street home. The fl oor 
of the front part of the house was timber. The ‘add-on’ shack at the 
back, like other houses with ‘add-on’ living areas at the time, had 
a dirt fl oor. The severe fl oods that caused Morton Street houses to 
install and raise their fl oors occurred in 1955 and 1956, shortly after 
Mary left for Armidale. 

The railway community
In the 1940s and 1950s when Mary Gaudron was growing up, 
there was a spirit in the railway community akin to a sense of 
family that provided social support networks. The railway com-
munity was an entity in itself. Everyone knew each other. It was 
home to McElhone’s pub, the meeting place of the railway workers 
and a stronghold for unionists and Labor Party supporters, located 
at the north end of Morton Street. 

The railway workers, from all accounts, were supportive of 
their Aboriginal neighbours. The proximity of Top Camp to the 
railway community, and the poverty of both communities, meant 
that Aboriginal relations with non-Aborigines in East Moree 
were more congenial than with the white townspeople across the 
river. The railway workers were battlers like the Aborigines and 
empathised with their plight. Most of the few Aborigines who 
obtained work in the area were employed in shearing sheds and 
some as labourers with the railways, and this resulted in some 
mixing of the black and white communities, with Aboriginal 
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railway workers living in tents and huts alongside white railway 
workers. 

Though the pastoralists and West Moree’s townsfolk were 
predominantly conservative, the infl ux of shearers during the 
wool boom in the 1950s and the large railway community and its 
powerful union turned Moree politically into a ‘Labor town’. The 
Moree branch of the Railway Workers’ Union numbered around 
300 in the 1950s—close to a hundred percent of the workers. It 
was led by a strong secretary, Roy Warrener. Mary’s father, Ted, 
was a committed and active unionist.

Non-Aboriginal Sam Sabine, a respected community leader, 
and Aboriginal elder Lyall Munro both attribute the good treat-
ment provided to the workers, black and white alike, to the Union 
and the NSW railway bosses. Both men started out as junior 
porters, or railway ‘call boys’, tasked with waking up Ted Gaudron 
and other steam ‘loco’ engine drivers, and taking notes to them 
about their day’s work before the steam ‘locos’ disappeared in the 
late 1950s. Good railway industrial policy did not, however, ensure 
equal opportunity for Aborigines. The handful of Aborigines 
fortunate enough to obtain work on the railways were given the 
‘shit jobs’ to do—the work of fettlers, laying and maintaining the 
timber sleepers on the tracks.16 Most did not progress. Few became 
porters, or gangers who oversaw the work of the fettlers. Not until 
the late 1950s or early 1960s did an Aborigine, William Duke, 
become an engine driver. Mechanisation soon drove fettlers out of 
work and reduced opportunities for the few Aborigines employed 
there. Some obtained work at the ‘loco depot’. Employment 
opportunities in the town for Aboriginal men were even worse 
outside the railway community.

How did Mary Gaudron picture this? She was born on the 
‘wrong side’ of the railway tracks in a racially divided town in a 
community that was struggling both socially and economically. 
Importantly, however, she did not perceive herself as disadvan-
taged. Mary and her siblings were well-fed, always neatly attired 
and provided with the best education their parents could afford. 
According to a close school friend, their childhood in the railway 
community was happy, safe and carefree.17 Lalie Schmidt has fond 
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memories of playing with Mary in the Gaudrons’ large back yard. 
It butted on to a vacant strip of land, on which Mary’s father 
developed a garden full of vegetables and fl owers. Lalie would sit 
on the swing under the grape vine behind the house watching 
the chickens pecking around while waiting for Mary to fi nish her 
strictly supervised piano practice. 

Lalie and Mary spend many happy hours playing in the local 
spa baths, after which on hot summer days they would buy ice-
creams or cold drinks from Peter Notaris’ café, or look out for 
George Poulis in his white apron pedalling his ice cream cart 
along Morton Street. Clydesdales clopped slowly along Morton 
Street pulling carts of milk, and bringing fresh bread to the 
cottage doors. Ice was delivered to replenish ice chests in the 
cottages which had not yet acquired kerosene refrigerators and 
to the railway camp dwellers. Burt Hand’s nearby corner store 
provided groceries and other goods for the community. This was 
particularly important to the Aboriginal community, who were 
not permitted to shop in West Moree.

Whatever socio-economic disadvantages Mary suffered paled 
into insignifi cance in comparison to the neighbouring commu-
nity of Aborigines who, she observed, were ‘very considerably 
less than equal’.18 Discrimination against Aborigines was much 
more obvious to Gaudron as she grew up than any discrimination 
against women. She was barely conscious of women’s inferior role 
during her childhood in Moree. In working-class families, she says, 
women were often the mainstay, handling the fi nances and organ-
ising the children’s education. It was only at university that she 
began to appreciate that there were ‘special problems for women’.19 
Speaking out years later she observed that, while forty years ago 
an Australian woman had fewer rights than a man, ‘her legal status 
was infi nitely superior to that of Aboriginal Australians’. She noted 
that in New South Wales, ‘there was no guaranteed freedom of 
movement for Aboriginal Australians, and no guaranteed freedom 
for them to communicate with non-Aboriginal Australians’.20 She 
summed up its impact on her: 
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It was impossible—absolutely impossible—not to be aware 
that, in the phrase made famous by George Orwell, some 
people were more equal than others—indeed, signifi cantly 
so.21

Nor did she forget it.

Moree’s dark history
In their High Court judgment in Mabo, Justices Deane and 
Gaudron together described the dispossession of Aboriginal people 
from their land as ‘the darkest aspect of the history of this nation’.22 
Gaudron should know. Living on the doorstep of a community 
of dispossessed indigenous people in Moree, she had witnessed 
the social impact of the dispossession of Aborigines of their land 
and the segregation policies that followed—in short, Moree’s dark 
history.

For some time the written history of Moree, like Moree’s crest, 
refl ected the culture and values of the European settlers of the 
land, ignoring those of the original inhabitants.23 The record was 
signifi cantly corrected by 1999 when three volumes of pictorial 
history, by and about the Aboriginal community, were compiled 
by Briggs-Smith. Her comments reveal what Mary Gaudron 
learned was the case in other parts of Australia from extensive 
research she carried out for the purpose of Mabo:

The early explorers did not know about the way the fi rst 
Australians lived. Their ways of living were so different that 
they couldn’t understand each other. It was the beginning of 
all the misunderstandings between the European newcomers 
and the Aboriginal people who had always lived here, and 
looked at the country and all its land as theirs, because they 
knew it belonged to them.24

Notably, though there is now some acceptance that Moree means 
‘long waterhole’ or ‘spring’,25 the rising sun, originally thought 
to have been the meaning of ‘Moree’, remains the emblem on 
Moree’s crest.26 
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Mary Gaudron (circled), class photo, 1949. (Courtesy Lalie Fletcher.)

Mary Gaudron, Moree, 1950. 
(Courtesy Allan Ross.)

Betty Cutmore, childhood friend of Mary 
Gaudron, 1950. (Courtesy Betty Carter.)
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The township’s non-Aboriginal population in Mary Gaudron’s 
childhood was estimated at somewhere between 5,000 and 6,000.27 
The Kamilaroi people, the second largest indigenous group in 
eastern Australia, had lived extensively across the Moree Plains.28 
The number of Aborigines who settled in Moree is not known. 
Neither they, nor the Torres Strait Islander population, were 
counted in the national census prior to the 1967 amendment to 
the Constitution. In 1965 it was known that the Moree region 
had by far the largest Aboriginal stations in NSW, with more than 
400 residents, but there were estimated to be more in other Moree 
locations, including Top Camp.29 

Throughout her life, Gaudron was troubled about the way 
Australia treated its Aboriginal peoples. In 1998 she stated frankly 
that the racism she saw directed towards indigenous Australians 
while she was growing up shaped her attitude towards all forms 
of discrimination.30 As a child, she witnessed the fact that Moree’s 
Aborigines were not allowed to enter the Town Hall or to use 
public toilets, or other council-controlled buildings.31 In 2005 she 
described what she saw:

Aborigines were not allowed on the bus that travelled from 
East to West Moree, nor in the Municipal swimming pool. 
They were allowed into the picture theatre but only in the 
front rows which were roped off from the rest of the audience. 
Aboriginal children did not go to school like the rest of us, 
although some few received a rudimentary schooling on the 
Mission. And if they were ill, Aboriginal people were treated, 
if at all, in the isolation ward of the local hospital.32

Briggs-Smith confi rms this picture of racial discrimination. 
Aborigines, she writes:

[w]ere not served in hotels, clubs (Aboriginal ex-servicemen 
were served on ANZAC day at the RSL), certain cafés and 
shops. The few clothing shops that did allow them to enter 
did not allow them to try on clothes. They were not allowed 
in hairdressers or barber-shops, to rent houses in town or 
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enter the Bore Baths. Very few worked in town for most of 
the work was acquired by the men in shearing sheds or doing 
property work with cattle and wheat. A few women worked 
in town as domestics in private homes and hotels. The only 
place young women could look forward to a career was in 
nursing at the McMaster Ward.33

Clear rules about black and white rights had been established 
by the European community as soon as settlement commenced, 
and persisted in many country towns of NSW and Queensland 
well into the 1960s.34 In 1883 ‘protection’ of indigenous peoples 
became government policy. It was formalised by the Aborigines 
Protection Act 1909 (NSW) which set up a Board with the power to 
declare reserves and to compel Aboriginal people to live on them. 

It was the impact of these policies on Terry Hie Hie,35 an 
Aboriginal reserve, fi fty kilometres south-east of Moree on the 
Gwydir’s Wee Waa Creek tributary,36 which contributed to the 
settlement of ‘Top Camp’. The Aborigines Protection Board 
started to take Aboriginal and part-Aboriginal children away from 
their parents and place them in institutions.37 Many children were 
removed from their families without parental consent to be trained 
as domestics and labourers in special government institutions set up 
for the purpose. This continued until 1963. 

By 1922 the harshness of the Reserve Manager’s rule and the 
fear of the ‘men on horses’ coming without warning to seize and 
remove their children caused many of Terry Hie Hie’s Aboriginal 
residents to fl ee. Some fl ed to Queensland; some who came to 
Moree established ‘Top Camp’.

For the whole time Mary Gaudron lived in Moree, until as 
late as 1955, the Moree Council enforced a policy of excluding all 
Aborigines from council premises and town baths. An Aboriginal 
couple was barred from hiring the town hall for a wedding recep-
tion. Confl icts became more explicit and intense in the early 1960s. 
Vic Simms, celebrity musician and Aboriginal elder, was enjoying 
a swim in the Moree pool with a group of white Australians with 
whom he was touring. He was asked to leave by the pool manager. 
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The whole group, including singers Col Joye, Peter Allen and Judy 
Stone, left the pool in protest.38 Other similar stories of segregation 
of black and white people and prejudicial council policy provoked 
Charles Perkins, Aboriginal activist and University of Sydney 
graduate, to lead a bus group of university students in protest in 
1965. Amongst other things, the ‘freedom riders’ noisily demanded 
that Aborigines have access to Moree swimming pool. Their 
action led to an eruption of racial tensions because it brought a 
deeper awareness in the Australian community of the lack of rights 
and privileges suffered by Aboriginal people.39 The intervention 
brought some changes in offi cial policy but did not effect great 
change in social practices. Noeline Briggs-Smith sums up:

The saddest part of our past is that the colour bar has put 
Moree, and its district, well behind other Aboriginal com-
munities elsewhere, and in most instances we are still trying 
to catch up.40

 The legacy of these times has left Moree with a lingering 
reputation for continuing racial tension. Briggs-Smith says, 

Sadly, those who live in the Aboriginal community today still 
suffer as a result of the past, and whatever their motives, those 
in local government authority at that time created a part of 
history that is ill-remembered about Moree.41

Home life
Religion was a large infl uence in Mary’s upbringing. Ted and 
Bonnie were practising Catholics, Bonnie having converted to 
Catholicism on marrying Ted. Ted was active in the church com-
munity, befriending the parish priest, Father Lynami O’Reilly. 
In the longer term the family’s strong church connection was 
all-important in Mary’s education. Mary was also infl uenced by 
Ted’s keen interest in social and political matters. Politics was a 
constant topic of discussion in the Gaudron household. Ted had 
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experienced life in the Great Depression and he wanted a better 
deal for workers and for Aborigines. He had visions of an egalitar-
ian Australian society, and he imparted to others his strongly held 
views with a passion. He thought about them and talked about 
them, at work, at the pub, and at home. At one point Ted, a long-
serving Labor Party member, sought preselection for State Labor, 
with the support and encouragement of Father O’Reilly. 

As a child, Mary had thrust upon her every aspect of social 
justice and the injustice that her father associated with Australian 
society’s class and racial prejudices. Ted sat around the family 
kitchen table with his workmates and thumped it passionately 
while expressing his views. He sometimes talked of ‘derailing 
trains’, which scared young Mary.42 His workmates considered 
that Ted took his interest in politics too far.43 On the mention 
of politics, ‘he was up on a box like a shot out of a gun’.44 Some, 
on entering the public bar at the railway community’s ‘local’, 
McElphone Hotel, and seeing Ted talking, would leave and head 
for the saloon. He would approach people to confront them with 
his view that the ‘Government was ruining the country’, and his 
opinions on industrial and union matters and the country’s need 
for Labor Party rule.45 Sometimes his passion for politics turned 
into aggression. ‘You didn’t want to be with him when he had 
been drinking,’ according to one workmate. ‘It took only two or 
three beers before Ted would express his political views forcefully 
to those around him. After a few more, he was capable of stirring 
up trouble.’46 

Ted Gaudron had progressed from his earlier work as a fettler 
to shunting steam engines. Eventually he became an engine driver. 
He spent his entire working life in Moree with the railways. It was 
demanding work, and the drivers had to shovel and stoke the coal 
themselves. It was often hot, and always dirty, work. His ‘Moree 
track’ took him to Armidale, Inverell, the Lindsay Range and 
Brisbane. ‘Sleepovers’ away from home for several days at a time 
were common. 

Ted was out of town when tragedy occurred. Less than two 
years after Mary’s birth, her parents suffered the heartbreak of 
losing their next child, a son, Robert James. ‘Bobbie’, as he was 
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affectionately called, was born in March 1944. He died on 12 
December from respiratory complications at the Moree district 
hospital. It took Ted nearly a day to return to his grieving wife 
in time to bury Bobbie in the Roman Catholic part of the Moree 
Cemetery. Bobbie’s death cast a shadow over Bonnie for the rest 
of her life, and she was, as a consequence, especially protective of 
her children. Two girls followed—Margaret and Kathleen. Bonnie 
rarely let the girls as small children out of the house unaccompa-
nied.47 In 1955, another boy, Paul, was born. 

Mary’s home life both confused and toughened her. Her 
father’s political values and union support were a strong infl u-
ence. But his sometimes violent moods disrupted the household. 
Like most of his railway colleagues at the time, Ted accepted 
the notion that children should be given ‘a clip on the ear when 
they misbehaved’.48 While he would not harm his children, Ted’s 
behaviour was sometimes dangerously violent. He created tension 
because no one ever knew when he would ‘go off ’. After a few 
beers, domestic disruption was expected. He would erupt, take his 
anger out on Bonnie and throw things around in the house, which 
frightened the children.49

Bonnie learned to anticipate his violence, and keep as much 
of it as she could hidden from the children. On one or two occa-
sions, Mary was bundled off to sleep the night at Daisy (‘Nan’) 
Cutmore’s, several doors along the street. Daisy Cutmore was a 
respected Aboriginal woman who worked as a cook in many of 
Moree’s hotels. She purchased her own house in Morton Street in 
1949—the fi rst Aboriginal family to own a house in the railway 
community. Her daughter, Dorothy, and grand-daughter, Betty, 
lived with her. Betty and Mary became good friends. They walked 
to their respective schools together, Mary’s Catholic primary 
school being on the way to the public school Betty attended in the 
early 1950s. 

Gaudron’s friendship with Aboriginal Betty Cutmore 
(now Carter) helped Gaudron to understand the irrationality of 
discrimination on the basis of skin colour. Betty, living in the 
same street as the Gaudrons, felt ‘free’, despite her Aboriginality, 
to ‘knock around’ with Mary as a child. She and Mary swam at 
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the local pool, notorious for its colour ban. Betty claims she was 
never asked to leave, adding, ‘other than when I was kicked out 
in 1960 for wearing a very brief pink bikini’.50 Her experience, 
while shared by some other Aboriginal children, was not typical 
for most Aboriginal children in the community at the time. She 
had the privilege of living with her well-respected grandmother 
in a regular house which may have shielded her from some of the 
prejudice generally experienced by indigenous children. Betty was 
also lighter in skin colour than many of her Aboriginal friends, and 
entering the pool with Mary, she did not appear noticeably ‘black’. 
Briggs-Smith reports that she, too, ‘could sometimes enter the 
baths but my sister who was dark skinned could not and she had to 
wait outside and peer through the fence’.51

The strong and loving female fi gures of Mary Gaudron’s 
mother and grandmother helped to counteract Ted’s instability. 
Bonnie’s formidable mother, Violet Grace Mawkes, the ‘Nan’ 
whom Mary Gaudron talks about as a role model, describing her 
as ‘a woman of great ingenious resourcefulness’,52 lived for a time 
with the Gaudron family and helped to raise the children as they 
came along, freeing Bonnie to go to work. Violet had an imposing 
presence enhanced by her signature black taffeta dress and her grey 
hair pulled back in a bun. Incongruously, she covered her dress 
with a fl oral apron, and wore slippers—in and outdoors. 

Violet had married George Mawkes, a builder two years her 
junior, in Inverell in 1908. They moved to Moree where Bonnie 
went to school. George Mawkes was one of eight children. His 
father, Albert Mawkes, was also an assisted immigrant, having 
arrived in Australia on the vessel Sirocco (2) from Plymouth in 
1864 at age seventeen.53 Violet died in 1957 when Mary was only 
fourteen.54 

Bonnie, like her daughter, Mary, was bright in personality 
and intellect. She excelled at school, having been Dux at the 
Intermediate level of Moree Public School in 1933.55 Untrained, 
but with a talent for fi gures, Bonnie worked as bookkeeper for a 
large general store in the township of Moree. A sound and sensible 
woman, she worked hard to keep the family together throughout 
their diffi culties. Ted, too, was resourceful and intelligent. He was 
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well-built and fi ne looking in a rugged way. He dressed simply and 
had a quiet sense of dignity. In addition to his railway work, Father 
O’Reilly arranged for him to engage in some share farming on a 
small piece of land just outside Moree. There, with the help of the 
farmer and a small tractor, he tended to his plot. 

Despite the unpredictability of Ted’s behaviour he was well-
liked and respected by the railway community and his Aboriginal 
workmates. He participated in community work, including 
volunteer work for St Vincent de Paul, and he introduced like-
minded people to each other, quietly working behind the scenes 
to encourage better community and race relations.56 Later, in 
the 1970s, he helped Lyall Munro establish the Aboriginal Legal 
Service in Moree. At about this time Ted Gaudron sought help 
from Alcoholics Anonymous and played a role in helping others 
with drinking problems. 

In contrast to Ted, Bonnie was calm. She was very well-liked; 
friendly, a chatterbox who enjoyed talking to her neighbours over 
the front gate as they passed to pick up goods from Mr Poulis’ 
small shop, ‘Burroo’s’, next door. But she kept the family’s prob-
lems to herself. Church members came to collect fl owers cut from 
the Gaudrons’ colourful garden, and their children might enter 
the kitchen for a glass of water. Otherwise, Bonnie maintained 
the family’s privacy, and children, other than Mary’s close school 
friends, were not encouraged to visit. 

The Gaudrons were notable in the community for their clever-
ness—the parents and children alike. Ted assisted with the running 
of the Railway Institute Library across the road at the railway station. 
It housed operations and safety manuals, and reading and reference 
books. It was the social hub for railway employees, who held union 
meetings and other activities there.57 The railway workers’ children 
used the library, and it was a welcome resource for parents like 
Bonnie and Ted who keenly oversaw their children’s homework.

Ted loved his children and was ‘immensely proud of his 
daughter, Mary’.58 However, Mary Gaudron did not altogether 
like him and his aggressive behaviour in particular, though she was 
proud of and infl uenced by her father’s sound social values.59 Ted 
was scathing of social distinctions, opposed racial discrimination, 
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and he was a passionate advocate of workers’ rights. He exposed 
her to his political views and gave her an early awareness of the 
impact of politics on social and industrial issues. He did not seek 
credit for his community work, wanting only to see things done. 
He had a strong personality and was proud of being working-class. 
Mary has a similarly complex makeup that includes a forceful and 
volatile personality, emotions that often erupt, pride about her 
social origins, and modesty about her achievements. As a child she 
was forthright, often surprising her teachers and other adults by her 
intelligence and outspokenness. She was mature beyond her years, 
and ‘acted like a little lady’ and never talked about the problems 
at home.60 Here lies the probable origin of her preciously guarded 
family privacy throughout her later public life. 
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