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From the National President
As the new National President of the Australian War Widows, firstly,
I’d like to say what an honour it is to stand on the shoulders of giants.
Energetic and passionate leaders such as our founder, Jessie Vasey,
a compelling leader with a sharp wit, a regal bearing and compelling
character who commanded respect and passionately represented the
needs women affected by war and by doing so changed the course of
history.
As a woman united by defence service and a widow of war myself,
I know the great burden we carry in our hearts. This stays with
us always because this is our story. It is the story of love; for our
husbands, our brothers, sisters, children, families and love for our
country. It is also a story of change. 1970s singer, Debby Boone, put
it beautifully - “Dreams are the seeds of change. Nothing ever grows
without a seed and nothing ever changes without a dream.”
It is my dream as your new National President, that we work together
to preserve and grow the 75 year legacy Jessie Vasey and those
early pioneers of this organisation worked so hard to create - women
helping women, holding governments accountable and lobbying for
benefits and recognition for its members. I believe more than ever to
grow this vision, we need to find new ways to include all women and
their families who have served or are still serving their country either
in service themselves, or by supporting one who has or is still serving.
May I conclude by encouraging you, a woman united by defence
service, with the continued excerpt from the song sung at the 2019
Honouring Women United by Defence Service Dinner, “…Hand in
hand we stand together, heart to heart we stand as one, stronger
together, making things better, together we’ll light up the world…by
lifting each other we rise, together we’ll light up the world.”
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Photo Front Cover: Crosses are laid at the Field of Remembrance Service at St Andrews Cathedral

We all belong to each other we all need each other and it is in serving
each other, and in sacrificing for our common good that we are finding
our true life.
From the NSW Chair
This is an exciting year for all of us, members, board Directors and
staff as we embark on a historical year, we will honour the past as we
build the future.
With our newly expanded constitution and our focus on developing
more services to support the growing needs of our existing and new
members, we have enjoyed getting to know more of you through
focus groups and better understanding your needs.
We were amazed at the over 600 survey responses we received from
you and the deep insights we gathered through the consultation over
January and February. You told us very clearly that you didn’t want to
be left behind in the changes and I promise, you won’t be.
You also told us what we do well, where we can improve and shared
your ideas for the future. Thank you for the time you took to share
your views with us, your voices were heard, and we have built them
into our plan for the future.
Our plan for the future is to build an organisation which is member
centric and an essential element of the veteran support ecosystem;
we want to be the organisation people turn to when they think of
women and families connected by defence service; we want to care
for and inspire our members; we want to be an organisation that our
members continue to see value in belonging to and one that helps
them live their best life; we want to be an organisation that has a
positive impact in the lives of many; and importantly, we will continue
to honour the past while writing a new chapter for our future.
The Board has approved the strategic direction and while Jill’s time
with us has come to an end, we welcome Renee Wilson as CEO to
implement our vision over the next 12 months. We are thankful for the
work Jill has done for us over the last few months and wish her all the
very best in her retirement.
Renee has made a tremendous impact since joining us late last
year and has been pivotal in setting our new strategic direction and
business plan. Renee is the spouse of an Afghanistan veteran who
was severely wounded during operations in 2010, and one of our
newest members.
Renee’s personal and professional experience
and connection to our members will put us in a
great position to lead, empower and grow our
organisation.
I am looking forward to what 2021 will bring us
and the future we will all build together.
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From our New CEO

This is an important year for us. Not only are we 75 years young as an
organisation but we are also embarking on the most significant change we
have ever undergone.
While we will remember this year as one of celebration and change, I want
to assure you changes to our organisation does not mean that our current
members will be forgotten. The expanded criteria for our membership does
not mean that anything you currently have due to your War Widow’s status
will be taken away, in fact you will see the services that we provide you get
better and more tailored to your needs. What you will see throughout 2021 is
the development of an organisation that honours the past while it builds the
future.
Over the coming months we will start to settle our team in the office and get
cracking on implementing our new plan. I look forward to introducing them
all to you as we progress throughout the year. On that note, I am honoured
to take on the role of CEO over the next year. Some of you may be aware,
I am the spouse of an Afghanistan War Veteran, who was critically injured
during his service. I understand the unique nature of military service first-hand
and the service and sacrifices of the women and families who stand behind
the Defence Force. I am passionate about supporting them and creating a
community for them to belong.
In my view, Australian War Widows NSW creates a new family for women who
have lost theirs, for women whose families are not what they used to be, for
families who are forever changed by defence service and for those whose
experiences are intrinsically linked.
Hopefully, you can tell that this organisation and its members mean a lot to
me and I cannot wait to write the new chapter of this organisation for you and
with you

Renee Wilson,
CEO
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Field

f Remembrance
Anzac Service

24th April, 2021
Kokoda Track Memorial Walkway

We are very pleased that we can hold the Field of Remembrance this year, albeit a little different to years gone by.
This special commemorative activity recognises our loss and sacrifices. It is fitting for the first time, this activity will be
integrated with a larger ANZAC Commemorative Event.
This year we are very privileged to combine our ceremony with the Kokoda Track Memorial Walkway’s ANZAC service on
Saturday 24 April 2021. Being outdoors, we can adapt and hold our ceremony in line with public health guidelines and
share our stories with a much larger audience of the veteran community.
During the morning, we will have our own dedicated time of reflection on the service and sacrifices made by widows,
women and families connected to defence service.
President of NSW and National Australian War Widows, Rhondda Vanzella will address the gathering and invite
representatives from AWW NSW to lay crosses and pay their respects.
At the conclusion of the ceremony, other members in attendance will be invited to lay their own crosses at the cenotaph.
We want all our members to be involved in this years’ event which you can do at home, online or in person.
This special commemoration belongs to all of us, and we look forward to hearing how you participated in this year’s
event.

Online

The Field of Remembrance service
will be streamed online; you can
watch it in the comfort of your homes
in real time, or later with your family
and friends. Details and instructions
on how to access the service, are set
out in the enclosed letter.

In Person

As our valued members, you are
most welcome to attend the Kokoda
Track Memorial Walkway in person.
We have capacity for 150 people to
attend from Australian War Widows
NSW.
Registrations closed 15 April 2021,
but if you are still interested to
attend, please contact the office on
02 9267 6577 to confirm if there are
seats available.

At Home

In this mail, you have received a small
cross and a letter with instructions
along with your copy of this April
edition of The Digest. You may lay
your cross in your garden on either
the 24th or 25th of April 2021, or
you may choose to lay it at a local
cenotaph or other location special to
you.

HISTORIC Appointment
To the Australian
War Memorial Council
We are delighted to announce that
National and NSW State President of the
Australian War Widows, Rhondda Vanzella,
OAM was recently appointed to the
Council of the Australian War Memorial.
This is an historical appointment being
the first President of a War Widows
organisation to be appointed to the
Council.
We are thrilled Rhondda will continue her
commitment to veterans and their families
in this capacity and represent Australian
War Widows in such an important position,
ensuring that women and families remain
central to all War Memorial activities.
As both a war widow and woman united
by defence service, Rhondda is passionate
about creating ways to better honour
and support women, veterans, and
their families.
The Australian War Memorial plays a vital
role as Australia’s national place to honour,
learn and heal for all generations. We
congratulate Rhondda on this significant
appointment.
You can keep up to date with what is
happening at the memorial, view online
exhibits and book your visit on their
website awm.gov.au.
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Happy
To everyone who has celebrated
a 100th birthday during the first
months of this year, we wish you
good health and happiness with
many happy returns!
Your lived experiences of joy,
sorrow and recent challenges of
the pandemic, speak volumes to
your strength and tenacity.
May you continue to be an
inspiration to us and those
around you.

100th Birthday
Marcia Cocks celebrating her
100th birthday with family
and friends at home with her
flowers from AWW NSW.

Hazel Raw
Rita Packham
Betty Lapin
Enid Driver
Elizabeth Wright
Kathleen Playford
Eva Taylor
Marcia Cocks
Jean Fryer
Norma Kedward
Nancy Hepplewhite
Beth Barber
Kathleen Keyes

We Rise by lifting others
Our story is one of women helping women. What
better way to celebrate International Women’s Day
than to pay tribute to some of the women who have
carried AWW on their shoulders?
Over the course of a week during March, we
celebrated just some of the amazing women in our
AWW NSW community.
We began the week with a tribute to our founder
Jessie Vasey. Jessie passionately represented the
needs of women affected by war and changed the
course of history.

Pictures clockwise from the left:
Bree Till, Jessie Vasey, Ruby Riley, Queen Dunbar, Meg Green,
Tricia Hobson.

Her vision of women helping women is just as

We also celebrated some long standing and

important today as it was 75 years ago. Thank you to
Jessie Vasey and all those who have followed.

contemporary AWW NSW members and Board
Directors. We thank each of you, and all our
members, for your collective spirit, camaraderie and
energy.

Follow us on socials at: Facebook: @WarWidowsNSW, Twitter: @awwnsw,
LinkedIn: Australian War Widows NSW, Instagram: aww_nsw
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1946

The War Widow’s Guild
founded in Victoria by
Mrs Jessie Vasey

September 1946

The Guild starts in NSW
with 1st President
Florence O’Neill

November 1946
The Rowe Street
Craft Shop is opened

November 1947
The Minister for Housing
offers Housing Commission
Homes for War Widows and their
children

November 1951
The Guild logo was
launched depicting a
kookaburra surrounded
by gum leaves

April 1952

The first Field of
Remembrance Service
was held at
St Andrews Cathedral
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1957

The first quarterly
NSW Guild
Digest was
published

1963

The first
Fete in NSW
was held at
Millers Point

1968

War Widows NSW
a not for profit
organisation

2017

Online courses are
launched starting
with technology
training

2018

The first Honouring
Women United by Defence
Service Dinner is held in
Canberra

2020

2021

Australian
War Widows
NSW celebrates
75 years

Name changed to
Australian War Widows NSW
and constitution changed
to include
Women United
By Defence
Service
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return

We are so
pleased that all
social clubs
are meeting
again.

UNITY

is strength

While this is good news, please do keep in mind the
importance of staying safe during your gatherings. It is
important to meet at a place that puts your safety and

Forty years ago, on Thursday 26 March 1981 a group of

that of your club members first.

war widows met for the first time at the Port Macquarie

Every venue you meet at needs to comply with the

RSL club.

COVID-19 safety requirements. You should always seek

From that day on, this group has come together in love

to maintain social distancing and we recommend the use

and support of each other. They have upheld loyalty,

of masks when travelling to and from your gatherings,

guided each other through personal troubles and

and of course, always maintain your hand hygiene.

maintained contact with those widows who have been

About social clubs, we thank Ruby Riley who reached her

isolated by distance or illness. And, they’ve have had a

20-year anniversary as the club coordinator for the Taree

bit fun along the way - raising money, hosting raffles and

Social Club. Thank you, Ruby, for your support for your

trading tables, while having a yarn.

local community of widows. We are grateful for your

The ladies duly celebrated 40 years of friendship and

commitment to your peers.

unity recently over lunch. Along with our National
and State President Rhondda Vanzella and our newly
appointed Chief Executive Officer Renee Wilson, the
ladies celebrated an amazing milestone, reflected on the
past and pondered the future of War Widows NSW.
We look forward to sharing some photos with you in our
next edition of The Digest.

We have a Covid-19 Safety Plan and are committed to keeping you safe.
1.5m
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Physical
distancing

Hygiene and
cleaning

and customers

Australia Day
Honours
Two amazing ladies who are part of our organisation have been awarded for their
efforts in supporting the veteran community. We congratulate Shirley McLaren and
Heather Gillam.

Shirley McLaren OAM
Shirley McLaren was awarded her Medal of the
Order of Australia for service to veterans and
their families. Shirley has been the Northern
Beaches AWWNSW Coordinator since 2013.
She has been the vital link that keeps the
ladies connected.
When asked what Shirley values most
about War Widows NSW, Shirley says
“companionship, friendship, the contact we
have, constant laughter and chatter in the
room. It’s marvellous the noise there amongst
the ladies”.
Not only was Shirley awarded this
achievement, but her son Noel received the
same honours, the Australia Fire Services
Medal for his more than 30 years with the ACT
Fire and Rescue. There is plenty of reason for
the family to celebrate!

Heather Gillam
Heather Gillam, Coordinator of the War
Widows Epping Social Club, was presented
with flowers from AWW NSW by Member
Director, Di Vogt in recognition of the Award in
which Heather was named Parramatta Senior
Citizen of the Year on Australia Day for her
ongoing service to the veteran community.
Heather has been a member of the AWW
NSW since 2006 and, apart from War Widows,
Heather is also involved in other veterans’
activities including visiting and making phone
calls to many of the older members of the
Epping District veteran community to check on
their wellbeing. Congratulations Heather and
thank you for epitomising our War Widows’
Motto.
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what’s

NEWS

Strategic Plan Update

This is an exciting time in the 75-year history of
Australian War Widows NSW.
Our organisation is at a turning point. Our focus will
always be to support war widows live their best life. We
are now proud to offer that, and more, to all women and
families united by defence service.
Over the next five years you will see us transform
into an organisation that is member centric. We
will offer personal and professional support to our
growing community. We will continue to advocate
for contemporary needs, policy change and make
submissions on behalf of our community.
Most importantly we will continue the legacy of our
founder Jessie Vasey. Her vision was to bring war widows
together to speak with one voice in the improvement of
their circumstances, and to help each other overcome
the disadvantage they had suffered.

Survey Results
Earlier this year more than 600 of you took the time to
share your thoughts with us about our future. You told us
what we do well, where we can improve and shared your
ideas.

While our broader focus will be to support veteran
families, we will carry the same vision and spirit founded
by Jessie Vasey into the next phase of our organisation.
Importantly you will not be forgotten. Our plan seeks
to both honour and respect the past, while it builds the
future. To attract new members, not only do we need
a new brand and modern identity, but we also need to
realign our programs and services to provide greater
value to current and potential members.

Firstly, thank you! Over 95% of the comments and feedback
we received from you were positive in nature. You told us
that we do the following well:

The strategic plan we have prepared provides pathway to
progressively expand our programs and services to meet
the needs of our member base.
Under this plan, we will be able to support better
support members through providing:

•

keeping you informed

•

supporting and caring for you

•

advocacy

•

peer connection; and

•

events and recognition.

By far, the most valued service we provide was the
friendship line (thank you volunteers, this feedback belongs
to you!). You also told us we can improve in the following
areas:
•
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connections with regional and socially
isolated members

•

customer service

•

brand awareness

•

practical assistance and

•

transparency and accountability.

Thank you to all of those who took the time to let us know
what you think. All of your feedback has been gathered up
and was not only used in developing our strategic direction
but also will be used to inform the design and delivery of all
of our services going forward.

THE NOTICE BOARD
PARK and save!
Did you know that you may be eligible for
discounted parking fees at public hospitals across
NSW?
For as little as $5.60, patients and their carers who
require treatment will be able to purchase a single
visit ticket (one entry and one exit only, for more
than three hours), a three-day ticket for $11.30 and
a seven-day ticket for $22.60.
Parking under three hours is free.
Those eligible are:
• patients and their carers who require treatment
• patients and their carers who are attending more
than twice weekly, including carers of long-term
patients
Plus, holders of Gold Veterans Affairs Card, Heath
Care Card, Pensioner Concession Card and RMS
issued Mobility Parking Scheme permit are also
eligible.

Travel bonus for eligible Seniors
Did you know you could receive $250 to spend
on pre-booked NSW Trainlink train and coach
services, fuel and tax services?
Applications for the regional seniors travel
card for 2021 are now open!
The regional senior travel card is pre-loaded
with $250, for eligible seniors living in regional,
rural, and remote NSW.

New to zoom?
Are you interested in joining our Health &
Wellbeing Programs but not familiar with
using Zoom?
Do not worry, we have put together a ‘How
to’ guide just for you!
We will guide you through

✔✔ how to download Zoom
✔✔ register
✔✔ log into a Zoom session
Plus, we are also on hand over the phone
to walk you through the guide if you need
further help.
To request a ‘How to’ guide for Zoom or
speak to one of our team for support,
contact us at: guild@warwidowsnsw.com.au
or call 02 9267 6577.

Eligible seniors have from now to
30 November 2021 to apply.
To be eligible you must be an age pensioner
with a valid Pensioner Concession Card, or
hold a Commonwealth Seniors Health Card
or DVA Veteran Gold Card. You must also
permanently live in regional NSW outside
Sydney, Newcastle and Wollongong.
To apply, call 13 77 88.
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YOU COULD BE
To our Older Generation of War Widows
Thank goodness a wise submariner told me at my
husband’s wake, “you must join the Australian War
Widows Guild”. So protesting strongly that I wasn’t into
cooking, craft or gardening, I did as I was told exactly
four months later and only four short years ago.
My eyes, mind and heart were opened from that first
meeting and I knew I would survive and the ladies I met
that day have played a huge part in taking away the
sting of grieving.
A few months after joining in 2017 and under Sharon’s
guidance and training, I joined the band of ladies who
were making Friendship Line calls from the office. I will
mention here that most friends tell me I can talk under
wet cement … I don’t know what they mean !!
With COVID came the challenges of being asked to make
calls from home and I am ashamed to admit there was
a hesitation from me, but oh boy, what a life changing
decision to “give it a go” ! All I will say is that our
Rhondda can be very persuasive.
By calling the same beautiful War Widowss each month
for the past year, I have learnt so many things. I love
that their families now know who is calling; I love that
my Pommy voice is recognised as soon as I say “Hello”; I
love the strength these amazing women have breathed
into our country’s history; I love how much pride they
hold for the husbands who were taken too soon; I love
that they still nurture their children, grandchildren and
great-grandchildren.

THE MISSING LINK
AND A LISTENING EAR
One of AWW NSW’s leading services is our Friendship
Line that creates connections through calls, but we
need more volunteers.
Our Friendship line can only continue with the
generous support of caring volunteers.
The Friendship Line is a popular service staffed by
volunteer members who bring understanding and
warmth to their peers, building new and lasting
friendships.
If you would like to support your peers and volunteer
your time to support the Friendship Line, please
contact us at guild@warwidownsw.com.au or call
9267 6577.
A big thank you to Anne Carroll who recently
volunteered her time to the Friendship Line! We
greatly appreciate your support to help make calls to
some of our members needing a listening ear.

Many of these ladies have a fabulous sense of humour
so there is much laughter combined unashamedly with
tears shared too. We share book titles, some of them
are trying to get me to cook by giving me very easy to
follow recipes … sorry ladies, I can burn water but I will
keep trying.
Even though my immediate family here is tiny, I am
at peace knowing my War Widows “family” stretches
beyond the blood line connections.
We recognise that our organisation has to change to
survive, but we must never leave the back bone of
amazing, delightful and wise women behind.
What I am trying to say in far too many words is simply
“THANK YOU” to all of the War Widows’s who allow us
the privilege of calling them each month and sharing
their amazing lives with us. - J.Ware
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Jenny Ware on the Friendship Line where she thanks the older
generation for what they have given the younger generation

HEALTHY

AT HOME

Did you know you could improve your physical, emotional
and social wellbeing all in the comfort of your own home?
We offer weekly chair yoga, modified
dance and singing lessons, all free for
AWW NSW members. You can stay
active and connected, plus improve
your health, all at home.

Why not sign up to our always fun
and interactive Singing Lessons?

Take some time to for you and join our
mindful Chair Yoga sessions.

Singing is something that many love to
do but often feel self-conscious about.
This inclusive, caring group will give
you an opportunity to learn a new skill
and make new friends.

Many of us are aware of the benefits
of Yoga. From relaxation to improving
strength, flexibility and heart
health, the benefits of Yoga are well
documented.

Not only is singing fun, it improves
lung function, can boost your immune
system and can help promote positive
feelings – even change your perception
of pain!

But have you tried Chair Yoga? Here
are 6 reasons to try Chair Yoga.

If you prefer to be seen and not heard,
you can simply mute yourself on Zoom
and feel free to stretch those vocal
cords.

1.
Chairs don’t take up
		
much floor space
2.
Everyone has a chair or
		
can access one
3.
It is surprising the
		
quality and range of
		
movement achieved
		
from sitting in a chair
4.
Chairs are a great
		
prop. Of course you
		
can sit, but if you are
		
able, you can stand
		
and use it to help you
		
balance
5.
Chairs a great aid to
		posture
6.
Using a chair allows
		
anyone to try Yoga
Our Chair Yoga classes run online
every Tuesday from 12.30pm to 1.30pm.
All you need is a sturdy chair and a
bottle of water.

Classes run every Wednesday,
10.00am to 11.00am
Or feel the joy of movement
and rhythm during our modified
Dance sessions.
We are often told to keep moving to
stay healthy. But how do you physically
do that if you have limited mobility,
painful joints or lack of flexibility? The
answer could be modified or seated
dance.
If you would like to enjoy the
experience of modified dance,
regardless of physical capacity, our
classes are re FREE for members
and run weekly, every Friday from
10.00am to 11.00am.

We are pleased to offer all these classes FREE to AWW NSW members. All you need is access
to a computer, tablet, or smart phone and the internet. If you do not have access to any of
these, maybe borrow one from a family member, friend, or neighbour!
To find out more about the programs contact us at
guild@warwidowsnsw.com.au or call 02 9267 6577
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HOW WILL YOU LIGHT UP THE DAWN
THIS ANZAC DAY?

Sunday 25 April
This Anzac Day let us join
together as a nation both
in person and in spirit, as
we commemorate the
men and women who
have served our nation
in all wars, conflicts,
and peacekeeping
operations.

• Watch an online service
• Attend a local march

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON HOW YOU CAN GET INVOLVED VISIT

warwidows.org.au

Australian War Widows
Incorporated

Designed by OJ Rushton, Printed by Cabra Print Pty Ltd (02) 4861 4848

• Stand in your 				
driveway at dawn

