From the Oral History collection: Joan Child—audio transcript
Joan Child: I was the first Labor woman to get a seat in the House of Representatives, only the fourth woman to ever sit in the House of Representatives. I found it interesting, and it was exactly what I thought it would be. I walked into caucus and everybody greeted me very handsomely. I went to sit down and someone, I don’t know who, said, ‘That’s my seat you’re sitting in.’ So I sat in an armchair and, ‘That’s my seat you’re sitting in.’ Three times.
Interviewer: This was in the party room in Old Parliament House.
Joan Child: Gough said, ‘What are you doing?’ I said, ‘I’m waiting until everyone’s seated.’ He said, ‘Why? You don’t have to do that.’ I said, ‘Oh, yes I do. Every time I sit down somebody tells me it’s their seat.’ He said, ‘They never change.’ Most of them like to have the armchairs, and then they went to sleep. I found that a bit distressing. I sat next to, fortunately on an aisle, to a man who looked at me and—he came from West Australia—he said, ‘One woman in the House, and I have to get her.’ I said, ‘You are very fortunate.’ ‘No, no, I'm misogynist.’ I said, ‘Oh, well. In that case, you’ll have fun, won't you? Hating me all the while I’m sitting here!’ [laughs]
They were what I thought they were, and I made a couple of terrible mistakes. That was in, 1980 it must have been... One of the National Party people got up, and he was really going to town about the price of sugar.
When he sat down, I stood up. I said, ‘I totally, completely agreed with him.’ However, I got wrapped over the knuckles for it afterwards. I said, ‘Isn’t that part of what we’re supposed to be here for? We’re here to do the best we can for our people and our country. Do we have to fight to achieve something? Why can’t we say the man’s talking sense?’
Interviewer: Can you tell me your first recollection of what you thought of Old Parliament House? What you thought of it when you first walked in to the building?
Joan Child: I thought it was such a wonderful building. It’s got such a history, and so much of what’s inside it was crafted. The desk I used to speak, it didn’t have a nail in it. It was a beautiful piece of work. It was warm and welcoming. It was everything I thought it would be. It wasn’t imposing. I like that. Kings Hall was graceful and warm, and you felt totally at home. The library was just beautiful. Everything about the place was beautiful. The new one I found to be unfriendly. Spaces were far, far too large for any getting‑together.
In the House you felt at home, but not in the new one. In the old House, when the session was over, the door was on to Kings Hall was opened, the members came out, and many of them passed my door. Many of them came in to talk or to have a cup of coffee.
Why put carpet on the walls? The old House had beautiful wooden walls, which mellowed the voices. They get lost in the carpets, and the voices didn't come back. They got sunk in the carpets on the wall!
The worst thing that’s wrong with it, it’s difficult when you’re close together, as we were in the old House, to feel spiteful or to get angry with the opposition. After you’ve met their wives, and their kids, and you’ve had lunch together, and you’ve been seated at the same table. It’s hard to feel animosity.
Not in the new House, because they don’t know each other. We met in the coffee room, we met in the dining room. There was only one coffee room, only one dining room. We met in the toilets, we met in the lobbies.
The new House, they’ve each got their own toilet and bathroom. There’s coffee there, they’ve got a kitchen. They seldom go for lunch. We had big tables at the old one, so 10 would sit at a table. Tables for two, tables for three, the whole thing is turned on its tail somehow.
There was just a different atmosphere. Old House, more people seemed to have respect for Parliament, than they have in the new House.
