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On 16 October 1998, a decade ago, the College of Nursing’s 
Orator was Dr Lowitja O’Donoghue CBE AM. In her welcome to Dr 
O’Donoghue and introducing her to the nurses and many, many others 
gathered in the Great Hall of the University of Sydney that evening, the 
President of the College, Debra Thoms, said:

“This year, significant steps toward the process of reconciliation 
with Australia’s indigenous people have been made through public 
declarations of contrition in relation to the events that made possible 
the ‘stolen generation’. Tonight, in paying our respect to the Gadigal 
and Eora people upon whose ancestral lands the University of Sydney 
is built, and in the presence of our distinguished guests, Dr Lowitja 
O’Donoghue the Orator and Honorary Fellow Sister Alison Bush, 
we add our voices to those who have already made public their 
atonement.

As members of a profession concerned primarily with people and their 
well-being, the nurses gathered here tonight unite to say we are sorry 
for the injustices and suffering inflicted on the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people.

The nursing profession believes that all should be treated with 
compassion and care regardless of race or creed. That the indigenous 
people of Australia were denied these universal rights was a moral and 
ethical error of profound proportions. We make an unreserved apology 
to those who have suffered and those who continue to suffer, for the 
wrongs non-indigenous Australians have committed.

To this end we wish to assure the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people that our concern and support for their health and well-being is 
of the highest priority. We will work to ensure that this is manifest not 
only in what we say, but more importantly, in what we do.”

So, in February 2008, an apology to the indigenous people of Australia 
is forthcoming from the Australian Parliament. It has taken a long time. 
The College is not proud of the fact that an apology was needed, both 
now and ten years ago, but is proud that an apology was made on 
behalf of nurses in 1998.

The resolve of this College in this issue has not diminished. It has 
strengthened. We will continue to work with all the members of 
our profession and especially with those of our colleagues who are 
members of the Congress of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Nurses, to provide support, equality and excellence in health care to 
indigenous Australians as we do to all others.

The College has been the recipient of  
many unusual donations over the years  
and wherever possible the provenance of 
the item is documented and incorporated  
into the records. The following account 
illustrates the importance of provenance 
providing, as it does, a snapshot of history.

Late last year I was contacted and asked if I was 
interested in acquiring a 1910 edition of  
A Surgical Handbook by Cathcart & Cathcart, 
which had originally been owned by a Scottish 
nurse who had trained at the Royal Salop Infirmary 
in Shropshire and who had received the book as 
a prize. The book had been handed to the donor 
when she began her nursing training at Western 
Suburbs Hospital in 1952.

In accepting the donation I asked if the donor 
would be prepared to provide me with a written 
version of the history regarding the ownership of 
the book and I paraphrase, in part, her response 
as it demonstrates the incredible journey of some 
of the objects in our collection.

“My father, an Irishman, Herbert Crowther Foxton, 
migrated to Australia in 1912 and enlisted in the 
first AIF in 1915. He was in the 25th Battalion that 
was formed in Toowoomba. Incredibly he survived 
the September Gallipoli landing unscathed but 
was severely injured in France during 1918. With 
half his face blown off, he was placed on a train 
to be taken to hospital; however, before the train 
had left he was removed to allow somebody with 
a ‘better chance’ of survival to take his place. It 
was noted that 24 hours later he was still alive so 
he was subsequently transferred to the London 
Hospital where he underwent many years of 
reconstructive surgery, although his sight was 
never restored. Whilst many nurses would have 
cared for him, as children we all knew about one 
particular nurse, ‘Jock’ Steel, a Scotswoman who 
seemed to have played an important part in  
his recovery.

In 1948, my mother, also Irish, returned to Belfast 
for her parents' 50th wedding anniversary and 
on the return voyage by sea she became friendly 
with a Scots couple, the Coopers, who were 
migrating to Australia. It transpired that Mrs 
May Cooper was the sister of ‘Jock’ Steel. By 
the time the ship reached Australia, my mother 
and the Coopers were fast friends and remained 
so, becoming a part of our family. Mrs Cooper 
had also trained as a nurse at the Royal Salop 
Infirmary and she had brought this precious 
textbook with her giving it to me when  
I commenced my general nurse training.”

Peggy Morrison gave me the two photographs 
that accompany this story and consent was given 
to reproduce them. The photograph of Captain 
Foxton was taken in 1917 before his devastating 
injuries and May Cooper’s photo is believed to 
have been taken about 1918–20.

The College acknowledges with gratitude the 
gift of the book and the wonderful story that 
accompanies the generous sharing of such a 
precious family memory. Judith Cornell AM ~ Honorary Archivist


