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GERALDINE GRIMMETT
A WOMAN OF MANY HATS
Geraldine Grimmett is a woman of contradiction.
She has a gentle grace, and yet is imbued with a
formidable vitality and drive, which belie her age.
Geraldine is well-known around the traps for her
trademark hats, but, as one of St Vincent de Paul
Society Victoria’s long-serving Vinnies Shops
volunteers, they’re certainly not the only hats that
Geraldine wears.
Despite being honoured for her 25 years of
outstanding service across two Vinnies Shops – at
Mont Albert and the former Surrey Hills – Geraldine
remains nonplussed at all the fuss, and insists that
the attention be put back where it belongs: on the
Mont Albert shop and its volunteers.
Turning the pages in her cherished photo albums,
Geraldine remembers every volunteer’s name and
the role they each played in making the Vinnies
Shops a success. She remembers some intriguing
stories, too. Geraldine knows everyone’s quirks and
often smiles when talking about her volunteers, past
and present. These two shops have been her life’s
work for a quarter of a century.
In Geraldine’s mind, Vinnies Mont Albert and its
volunteers are intertwined. Neither would exist
without the other and she understands the shop’s
importance in people’s daily lives. With so many
people now living alone, coming into a Vinnies
Shop might be the only time in the day they have a
conversation with another person and experience
genuine human contact.
Geraldine describes Vinnies Mont Albert as a house
of welcome. In her self-effacing way, Geraldine
explains that time is what she has to offer and

that it has been a most worthwhile investment,
echoing the sentiment of St Vincent de Paul Society
Victoria’s Co-Founder Blessed Rosalie Rendu who
often spoke of the importance of taking time to “be
kind and love”.
Some who have volunteered alongside Geraldine
expand on what this shop is really about and the
contribution that Geraldine has made, Monday
through to Friday (and formerly Saturdays), since
1993:

“Over these years I’ve observed Geraldine working
in the footsteps of Blessed Rosalie Rendu, caring
for people who have entered either of the two
Vinnies Shops she has managed. Geraldine’s
example has been to show respect, discretion and
care to everyone equally.” - Helene Emery
“I worked for many years in human resources
and have never seen a better example of a high
performing team than that led by Geraldine. She
identifies and nurtures the talents of individuals
to the betterment of the shop. All the volunteers
I know who worked with her loved and respected
her. She would not ask anyone to undertake a task
she would not undertake herself.”
- Patrick McGlin

CARE AND COMPASSION
A word that is often raised in relation to Geraldine is
compassion; and she shows an endless capacity
for this quality when dealing with her team of
volunteers and customers.
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Volunteers speak of Geraldine regularly calling to
ask about people’s health after an illness, visiting
them in hospital and staying in touch after a
bereavement. She makes the effort to know the
personal circumstances of all her volunteers, in an
unobtrusive way.

In the late nineties when it was decided the Surrey
Hills premises was no longer suitable, the move to
Mont Albert began in earnest. In those days, funds
were limited, and Geraldine knew that the only way
that the job would get done was if everyone rolled
up their sleeves.

“When volunteers were sick and didn’t have
anyone to talk to, I’d ask how they are. Even when
they have families, they don’t always want to
discuss some matters with family members.”

Among her team of cherished volunteers were
retired carpenters, handymen and capable women
who could help to bring the shop to the required
standard.

Geraldine attributes much of this to her upbringing.
Born in the 1930s – during the Great Depression
– Geraldine, an only child, grew up in a family with
a strong sense of civic and moral duty and, from
an early age, she was encouraged to help people
doing it tough. Her parents also taught her to be
respectful, and she believes that as a young child
she learned a great deal about people’s natures and
this has held her in good stead throughout her life.

This kind of teamwork brought everyone together,
with volunteers’ painting, building shelves, cleaning;
each one invested in seeing the shop succeed.
Geraldine goes well beyond the job description and
never asks anyone to undertake a task she wouldn’t
undertake herself.

In the past, Geraldine trained as a mothercraft
nurse, and she travelled extensively with families
who employed her. This skill took her to large
stations in outback Australia, where her adaptability
and strong work ethic came to the fore. She would
take on additional roles, such as cook when there
was a need. This was something she adopted later
when working in retail. As Geraldine puts it: “I have
made the best of whatever I could.”

LEADING THROUGH EXAMPLE
In 1993, as a parishioner of St Francis Xavier,
Box Hill, Geraldine learned that the conference
was looking for volunteers at their Union Road
Surrey Hills shop. Thanks to her past experience
working in op-shops and other retail outlets, she
quickly became a valuable team member. When the
manager left, Geraldine took the reins.
Geraldine has a canny knowledge of the true value
of items and prices them accordingly. Her motto is
always to price the donations quickly and get them
out on the floor.
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Geraldine believes she learns more from people
than what they learn from her. “No-one knows
everything,” she says. “I learn from all my
volunteers.”
In the beginning, when seeking volunteers,
Geraldine advertised through local church
newsletters but everyone was welcome, regardless
of background; building a relationship with each
other and the customer was always the key.

SEEING STRENGTH IN OTHERS
Some Vinnies Shop volunteers have a tendency to
shy away from new roles preferring to stay safely
in their comfort zone. Often, this is due to a lack of
confidence, a trait that Geraldine seems to quickly
enable others to overcome.
One such volunteer is Liz O’Brien. Despite having
volunteered at the shop for 15 years, Liz never put
her hand up to be on the cash register because
she was nervous about having to deal directly with
customers. But Geraldine would have none of that.
While acknowledging Liz’s anxiety, it was through
gentle persuasion that Geraldine gave Liz the
confidence to give the register a go.

Today, Liz says she thoroughly enjoys
communicating with customers and looks forward
to her time in the shop, something, she admits, she
would never have experienced had Geraldine not
given her a little nudge.
Geraldine herself recalls challenges such as being
asked to help with the off-site coordination of the
public’s support in the aftermath of one of Victoria’s
worst bushfires in 2009. Always the consummate
manager, when her volunteers came to her asking
how they would manage, Geraldine assured them,
“Of course you’ll manage; you all know what to do.
Have faith and everything will be alright.”
Blackburn South Conference President Tony
Keaney says this is just another example of how
Geraldine reflects the true Vincentian spirit. She
has always treated people and, especially those
requiring assistance, with respect and dignity.
It’s no surprise then that Geraldine is a well-known
face among the Mont Albert shopping village.

She’s been a great supporter of the local retail
precinct and served for many years on the
committee for the Christmas street party.
Every year, Geraldine organised chairs from nearby
Vinnies Shops for the parties.
Geraldine is aware that she is getting on in years,
as are many of her contemporaries. She praises the
ongoing commitment of the volunteers, and hopes
Vinnies Shops will retain the traditional essence
of what many volunteers have built with love and
dedication over many years.

“I have been very privileged to have good
volunteers. Some of the original group are still
with us. The shop has provided an immense sense
of belonging and community and I want this
to continue.”
Volunteer, manager, coordinator, counsellor, friend—
and a woman not ready to hang up her hat just yet.

A snapshot of service
1993 Joined Box Hill Conference
1993 Commenced volunteering with the Surrey Hills Vinnies Shop
and then later, the Mont Albert Vinnies Shop
1994 Appointed Manager, Surrey Hills Vinnies Shop,
a role that continued at Mont Albert shop until 2017
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