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From her dirt-poor upbringing in Tasmania, Alannah Hill climbed  
to fashion fame in Melbourne and New York, but all the time she was 
hiding dark family secrets. In a raw and emotional interview, she tells 

Juliet Rieden about her confounding love for her cruel mother and why in 
an explosive memoir she has decided to release the shame of her past.

ALANNAH HILL

mother
    All about my

Alannah with her 
mother, Aileen.
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Fashion designer 
Alannah Hill has 

opened up about 
her difficult  

and traumatic 
childhood in her 

new memoir.
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Exclusive interview

A
lannah Hill teases her hair 
into its trademark beehive 
coif, a nest of black curls, 
and puts the final touches 
to her dark smoky eyes, 

thick with kohl. “I’ve been writing this 
book in my head since I was nine years 
old,” she says. You’ll never see Alannah 
au naturel – this is her armour, her game 
face to greet the world and safeguard her 
heart. And as we talk in her velvet clad, 
casually baroque St Kilda apartment, 
casting back to the grisly poverty-stricken 
childhood and adolescence revealed in 
her courageous new memoir Butterfly 
on a Pin, it becomes painfully apparent 
why Alannah, 55, needs that protection. 

Her life story is an extraordinary 
journey of triumph over impossibly sad 
sufferance; of love conquering, despite 
the deep scars it has left behind. “I 
wrote three different versions of 
Butterfly 30 years ago with pseudonyms 
– I called myself Daisy Chain. I always 
dreamt about publishing my story, but  
I knew it would be forbidden. I wasn’t 
ready to face my past. I didn’t want 
anyone to truly know what my 
background was,” Alannah explains, 
speaking publicly for the first time 
about what really went on in her 
hometown of Penguin, where her 
parents ran a milk bar and she and her 
siblings were kept in a two-metre by 
two-metre wooden box and branded 
“no good mongrel bastards” by her 
drunken abusive father.

“I thought if I can be truly honest 
and try to make a connection with the 
reader, this would help me reconnect 
with the little girl that I was, the little 
girl I’d buried years ago,” she adds. 

The book is like a multi-layered blanket 
of stream of consciousness, enveloping 
you in its vivid tales and gallery of 
characters. At times it feels as if you’re 
in a scene from Charles Dickens with 
urchins aplenty and unspeakable 
mendacity behind every door; only  
this is not fiction, it’s incredibly real. 

Alannah is seasoned at masking 
trauma with humour; as she talks, 
especially about her mother, whom I 
soon realise she loves very dearly, she 
breaks into brilliant and hilarious acts 
of mimicry, but every time she is holding 
back the tears and often throughout 

Hill. Jimmy was a huge figure in 
Alannah’s life but not one she connected 
with. “The relationship with my father 
held terror and mistrust. I would hide 
and try to be invisible. I felt he disliked 
me and preferred my sister.”

In her early childhood Jimmy moved 
the family from pillar to post until  
they ended up in the small beachside 
community of Penguin to run a business 
he had purchased – a dingy, lacklustre 
milk bar, where her mum worked all 
hours and her dad was barely to be 
seen. The three boys and the two girls 
in the Hill brood were kept distinctly 
separate and Alannah says she had no 
real sibling bond with her brothers. 

“The milk bar was only two bedrooms 
for seven people. The boys’ bedroom 
was part of the laundry but it was 
sectioned off with a thin curtain,” 
explains Alannah. “It could only fit  
a bunk bed with a single bed against 
the other wall. My parents did not 
encourage any grandiose ideas like 
winning a trophy, appearing in the school 
play, listening to music, or playing 
basketball. There was only negativity.”

LOSING MY DREAMS
Creativity, passion, talent, ambition –
these were dirty words in the Hill 
household. “It was always, ‘You don’t 
rise above your station, don’t have 
dreams, don’t go down the street, you’re 
good for nothing, you’re all just 
nobodies. You’re poor mongrels.’ It was 
so confusing. And the boys didn’t really 
like us girls,” explains Alannah. “The 
two older brothers were angry and 
Dad was very violent towards them.”

One of them, Joseph, had a difficult 
start in life. He was born in what the 
doctors said was a “shocked condition” 
and age three suffered burns to 60 per 
cent of his body when a pot of boiling 
water fell on him. Brother and sister 
had never really spoken and harboured 
a mutual dislike of each other. 
Alannah says he was “perverse and 
unpredictable”, and she avoided him 
at all costs her whole childhood. 

There is a deeply shocking chapter 
early in the book in which Alannah 
describes the day her mother – a manic 
depressive whose “negativity was 
almost award-winning” – explodes in 

our conversation she has to stop and 
compose herself. In the memoir she has 
had to cloak identities for legal reasons 
and tone down some of the circumstances 
she depicts to protect the guilty and the 
innocent, which makes what actually 
made it to the page all the more shocking. 

“I think we all carry secrets, we all 
shudder with shame about things that 
have happened, things we cannot bear 
to talk about from times gone by,” 
says Alannah. “My original idea for 
the book was very different. Originally, 
I wanted compact dynamite chapters 
with my mum’s apocalyptic put downs 
as the chapter titles. Chapters like, ‘You’ll 
never amount to anything, dear’ and, 
‘Girls like YOU can NOT have a baby, 
Lannaaarh’. The chapters would include 
humorous advice on how to overcome 
such extreme negativity.” But in the 

end Alannah decided not to hide and 
bravely opted to dig deep.

“I realise now that my glossy airy-
fairy coffee table book idea would have 
just been me once again glossing over 
my childhood darkness, and only 
flashing a light here and there on the 
pain I was carrying. I used to joke 
about my childhood like I did with my 
mum to cope with her moods. I turned 
Mum into a caricature so I could 
manage my hurt. The things that I 
couldn’t bear or face, the shadows and 
whispers from my past, these were the 
painful memories I had to remember 
and return to in an attempt to uncover 
the truth of who I really was.”

DAILY TERROR
Alannah was the fourth of five siblings 
born to staunch Catholic Aileen and 
her “lying, cheating husband” Jimmy 

hysterical rage when Alannah and 
her sister fight over a doll Alannah 
had found earlier in a dirty puddle. 
“We didn’t have toys so the doll 
was special to me,” she recalls. The 
two girls grab at the doll “like 
Tasmanian devils”, eventually 
pulling it apart, and when their father 
comes in and bellows abuse, Aileen 
sees red and literally tosses both 
daughters against the wall. 

“My sister’s arm cracked,” writes 
Alannah. “Her little wrist flopped  
and her arm stopped moving. I saw 
her pain so clearly, her face tight  
with an indescribable look of fear.” 

Even at these dark tempestuous 
times, Alannah finds empathy for the 
woman who deep down she couldn’t 
help loving. “I sensed that Mum felt 
guilty ... I could feel Mum’s confusion 
and chaos – the realisation that she had 
thrown Bernadette against the wall, 
snapping her arm in two,” she writes.

It wasn’t the only time the children 
were hurt but back in the 1970s, 
Alannah says, the idea of social services 
intervening was unheard of and the Hill 
family limped on, a cauldron of abuse. 

The most pivotal moment of Alannah’s 
childhood occurred on an eight-hour 
train journey from Penguin to Hobart 

when she was 12. She was going to 
stay with her Nan, Aileen’s mum, on a 
one-week holiday and was feeling very 
“special and privileged”. On the train 
journey Alannah was sexually abused 
by a close relative. The attack was 
devious and malicious and is described 
in vivid detail in her memoir. It scarred 
Alannah for life. “The guilt and  
the shame that followed this event 
shattered my faith and trust in people,” 
she tells me. “I became disillusioned 
with life and whatever was left of my 
childhood disappeared.”

Alannah felt dirty and broken. She 
told no one until 15 years later when 
she confided in her sister-in-law, who 
in turn told Alannah’s mum. This could 
and should have been a moment of 
epiphany for mother and daughter, a 
time to bond and heal. But Aileen 
refused to believe it ever happened and 
scolded her daughter for spreading 
gossip. “For me, to not be believed 
was worse than what happened on the 

train,” writes Alannah. From early 
on her parents had castigated her 

for “the look in my eye, the untoward 
look, a wayward look”. They intimated 
that she was to blame for any unwanted 
attention she received. “And I did think 
it was my fault. That’s the terrible  
thing about abuse,” Alannah says. Her 
history with men from this moment 
was very troubled, until she met her 
first real boyfriend some years later.

At 15 she ran away from home, 
moving to Hobart. There she battled 
more abuse and was horrifically raped 
by a local policeman with help from 
another officer. The men, she says, are 
still around and I ask her if she now feels 
able to take action and prosecute. “It 
was Hobart in the 1970s and a lot has 
changed since then for women. We still 
have a long way to go but I feel there is 
more awareness now, especially with the 
#MeToo movement, which has been 
incredible to be part of,” she says. “I 
had no idea how the #MeToo was  
going to hopefully change the world ...  
no idea. If you haven’t been abused ➝  

“I turned  
Mum into a  

caricature so  
I could manage 

my hurt.” 

Clockwise from above: The only known photograph 
of the Hill family; Alannah (with lookalike 
mannequins in a shop window) in 1983; son 
Edward with Aileen; baby Edward with Alannah 
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it’s almost impossible to understand 
there is a part of you that believes you 
are to blame, that it’s all your fault, 
you were chosen because there is 
something wrong with you and you 
must live with the shame forever.  
Now that I’ve written the book I feel, 
(without sounding like a cliché) more 
at ease with myself. I’d been talking 
about my past for years and now I don’t 
feel the urge to ‘go back’ through my 
childhood as much. One of the reasons  
I wrote the book was to face that 
Wednesday night with the policemen 
and to really try to remember why I 
didn’t report it. I wish I had. And that 
is my message to girls, to report and talk 
about it and not hide because perpetrators 
need to be identified to protect others.” 

RELEASING THE SHAME
When Alannah moved to Melbourne 
and forged her incredible career in the 
rag trade, becoming one of our most 
successful designers, she turned her life 
around. She went on to have a son, 
Edward, who is now 16. Throughout  
it all she longed for her mum to finally 
recognise her talent, but it never 
happened. Aileen refused to come  
and celebrate her daughter’s success 
and whenever Alannah called her, she 

continued to belittle her triumphs. 
“I knew instinctively that moving  
to Melbourne was my way of starting 
again, reinventing myself and hiding my 
shamed childhood. I think I knew on a 
fundamental level that my parents were 
damaged, they couldn’t look after us kids 
emotionally and I couldn’t keep living 
with them and the big secret [the sexual 
assault]. When we hold secrets, it creates 
shame, and shame is a great barrier to 
success and living. Feeling ashamed is 
like wearing a veil. Everywhere I went 
I wore the shame veil and I think that 
in writing the book the veil seems to 
have lifted. What was holding me back 
allowed me to release the shame.”

On one of her few visits back to 
Tasmania before her mother died, 

Aileen made an incredible confession. 
“Mum told me she had known all 
along I had been molested on that train 
all those years before.” It was an 
emotional revelation which ended 
with Alannah comforting her mum.

When her mother died, Alannah was 
inconsolable. A Red Cross nurse had 
found Aileen collapsed beside her bed; 
she’d been dead for almost three days. 
“Mum died alone in her smoke-filled 
bedroom. I hadn’t spoken to her for a 
month,” says Alannah. “I’d neglected 
Mum as I felt she had neglected me,” 
she writes. But “I had loved her all 
along and now she was gone.”

Alannah’s business has been through 
its own highs and lows and while she 
says she can never live with a partner, 
she is happy in a relationship and is 
devoted to son Edward. I ask Alannah 
if she now feels free from all that hurt 
and at peace with her mother. “I guess 
I’ll always feel a little sad about the past, 
I freak out if I’m too happy! We all at 
times look in the mirror and believe the 
lies we tell ourselves: that I’m not good 
enough, I’m not clever or wise, I’m too 
emotional, too sensitive, I’m not fooling 
anybody, everybody is going to see 
straight through my mask. We all have 
flaws, but learning to like the person 
staring back at us is often a mountain 
too hard to climb. That’s how I get 
through life, really, understanding that 
we cannot be happy 24 hours a day. 
Happiness for me is around 15 or 20 
minutes a day, two hours tops! The rest 
of the time we’re just bobbing along, 
doing our best. It’s a little like being in 
love. You cannot sustain happiness 
unless you have the down times. The 
down times can be dark, lonely and 
brutal but I think within that darkness 
we can learn about ourselves”

In a poignant letter to her mum at 
the end of her memoir, Alannah tells 
her about the time two years ago she 
came across her Penguin hairdresser, 
Roz, in Melbourne. “Oh Alannah,”  
she said, “your mum just loved you, 
she was so proud of your success,  
it was all she talked about.” AWW

Butterfly on a Pin by Alannah Hill, 
published by Hardie Grant, RRP 
$32.99, is on sale May 1.

“When we hold 
secrets, it creates 

shame, and 
shame is a great 

barrier to success 
and living.” 


