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THE
SAINT
REBUILDING AFTER
THE PINERY FIRES
Up until recently Janet and Hugh Gordon
lived in a beautiful home which they had
lovingly restored and built over the last
three decades. Together they raised their
four children and shared many treasured
moments as a family on the property.
On 25 November 2015, a bushfire was
ablaze nearby and Janet and Hugh
had to make the difficult decision, to
stay and fight to save their cherished
family home or to flee to safety.
Their now grown-up children called their
parents, worried about their safety and
urged them to leave. It was the extra
nudge they needed. As professional
musicians, Janet and Hugh packed their
prized violin, viola and mandolin as well
as a handful of other items into their
van and left their home of 30 years.

BEFORE THEY LEFT, THE COUPLE
TOOK AS MANY PRECAUTIONS AS
THEY COULD TO KEEP THEIR HOME
SAFE. THEY FILLED THE GUTTERS
WITH WATER AND JAMMED THE
WINDOWS TIGHT WITH WEDGES.
Only three hours later they were
able to return to their property.

“When we got back it was all gone.
We didn’t have much burnable stuff
around the house and I thought it would
just burn past us or just get bits and
pieces. We didn’t ever think it would
all go so we didn’t take as many things
as we should have,” said Hugh.
Janet agrees. “We probably should
have taken more things but at the
end of the day, when we came back,
we only had what we were standing
in, the clothes we were wearing
and the few items in the van”.
They were later told that a fireball landed
on top of their workshop/recording
studio and exploded. In a matter of
just a few minutes it was all gone.
Janet opens a photo album and points
to the picture of their original 1910
property when it was in desperate
need of restoration and repair. As she
looks through the pictures showing the
transformation of the property from
years of dedicated restoration the couple
swap memories about the work they
did together. Sanding floor boards,
installing staircases, restoring chairs
and cultivating a beautiful garden.
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“There’s just not much there, even
things you think will be alright.
It was so hot. Many things are
unrecognisable,” sighed Janet.
“Our cast iron beds were all melted
and twisted. I thought, I might be
able to straighten them, but no. We
also had a lovely Victorian cast iron
cradle that I thought I might be able
to fix, but no,” explained Hugh.
With almost all of their possessions lost
in the fire, Janet needed clothes and was
seeking the comfort of their old lives.

“We moved there just before our
youngest, Alexander was born
because I wanted to have a baby in
that house,” remembered Janet.
Janet and Hugh look through more
pictures and stop on a page of what
looked like a beautiful function centre. It
is their ‘party room’ where their daughter
held her wedding reception three years
earlier and just last September Janet
and Hugh jointly celebrated their 65th
birthdays. Hearing them talk about
those milestone events shows that it
wasn’t just a house, it was a home.
After returning home and discovering
that there was nothing left, their
thoughts quickly turned to where
they would stay for the night.
“Our daughter lives next door and her
house wasn’t burnt so we stayed with
her that night. She was building a new
house which was almost finished, so a
week after the fire our daughter and her
family shifted into their new home. We
were very happy we had the extra house
and had somewhere to stay,” Hugh said.
The Gordons will continue to stay at their
daughter’s house for the foreseeable
future. However due to the location of
their daughter’s property they drive
past their old house every day.

“IT IS AWFUL, I GO THERE AND DIG
THROUGH THE ASHES AND THE
FOUNDATIONS. IT’S A STONE HOUSE
SO THE WALLS ARE STILL THERE
AND I’M GRADUALLY WORKING
THROUGH THE ASHES, GETTING
A FEW MOMENTOS,” SAID HUGH.

“To be perfectly honest, I can’t
remember what happened at the time,
but I know that when I came here
[Vinnies], I was able to get clothes and
books and all the things, well not all
the things but…,” Janet faltered.
“Essentially what’s she is trying to do is
replace what we’ve lost,” added Hugh.
“We can’t just go into new shops to get
new things because we, well we don’t
want to recreate what we had but we want
things that make us feel comfortable.
“The first time [Hugh] drank out of a
Willow patterned cup again, we were
in the wrong house, with the wrong
roof but he said to me you have no
idea how much more comforting it is to
drink out of a proper cup,” said Janet.
“It’s not like we bought a house off the
shelf – I built it sort of. It was a ruin
and I made it. I did all the woodwork
and did all those things,” said Hugh.
Janet reaches into a bag and
puts a Victorian era jelly mould, a
collection of Jane Austen books and
blue Willow plate on the table.
“I brought in just a few examples of
what we were given. I had a wonderful
jelly mould collection, I make jellies. I
had some beautiful Victorian moulds.”
“One of the Vinnies volunteers found
me these. I love reading and all my
Jane Austen books are gone. She gave
me this beautiful collection,” Janet
said placing a hand on the books.
“I’ve always come to shop at Vinnies
before the fire but then all of sudden
it was really important. People have
been wonderful but it has been difficult
as we have always been able to help
people out. All of a sudden not to be

able to help other people and be the
recipients has been hard,” said Janet.
Hugh and Janet are starting on the
long road to build some normalcy into
their lives but the memory of that day
is never too far from their mind.
“The night times are the worst, in the
day time there is so much to do but
then the night comes and you think
of that day and go over it again. You
think of the things you would have
done differently. Maybe we did things
right, we could have tried to get more
out and got stuck,” reflected Janet.
Many people think that insurance will
cover everything but for some people,
like the Gordons, that’s not the case.
“Insurance has been good. We were
under insured of course, it is very
expensive. We insured the amount we
thought would cover it but we never
thought we would need it,” said Janet.

THE COUPLE ARE NOW LEFT
WITH YET ANOTHER DIFFICULT
DECISION. SHOULD THEY STAY
AND REBUILD THEIR OLD HOME OR
START AGAIN ELSEWHERE. FOR
THE TIME BEING THEY ARE TAKING
THINGS ONE DAY AT A TIME.
“For now we’ll stay in our daughters place,
there are a few repairs and alterations
to do to it. It’s different now though, I’m
66 so it’s not like being 28 or 30 when
I started the last one,” said Hugh.
Through all the adversity, Janet still
manages to see the good that came
from such a devastating experience.
“From the fire, if there’s one positive
thing, it has made us realise that
there are so many wonderful people
around, we knew it of course, it just
brought it into focus. People have done
some really, really beautiful things.
“When I hear about the people that have
been really badly hurt, I think we’ve
got nothing to worry about really.
“Thanks Vinnies for everything.
We are very grateful. The support
and financial assistance will help
us with so many things”.

lost all the things we had collected over
the years that we feel intrinsically linked
to. People can say they are only material
things but when they disappear, it can
feel like a piece of you disappears with it.

both working and steadily paying off a

It is easy to get lost in the day to day
and forget to take a step back and
count our blessings. It can be the simple
things. A cup of tea in your favourite
mug on a chilly morning, a hot shower
or just simply having a familiar place
where you feel safe to call home.

They never thought they would need

These basic things are so much a part
of our lives we barely think twice about
them. However, for some people the
necessities of life of food, shelter and
clothing can seem like luxuries.

COUNTING OUR
BLESSINGS
The recent fires are a reminder to be
grateful for what we have in our lives.
More than 90 homes were destroyed and
two people tragically lost their lives.
How would we be impacted if we no
longer had a place to call home? If we

ABOUT THE
PINERY FIRES
The Pinery bushfire started on 25
November 2015 and primarily affected
the Lower Mid North and west Barossa
Valley regions immediately north of Gawler.
More than 90 homes were lost,
hundreds of sheds destroyed and
thousands of animals were killed. The
most tragic news was of two people
who lost their lives in the fire plus the
many more who were injured fleeing
the fire or trying to save their homes.

We try to instil a sense of compassion
and empathy into the community about
homelessness by sharing stories and
experiences of the work of our volunteers.
The Vinnies CEO Sleepout is also a great
event which provides a small insight to
what it would be like to sleep rough.
Poverty and homelessness can and
does happen to all sorts of people, even
those who were once a CEO. It doesn’t
discriminate based on gender, age, race
or upbringing. For some of the people we
serve, they become trapped in a cycle
of poverty from a very young age but for
others it can hit them unexpectedly.
I recently heard a story of a couple with
a teenage son who were using our Fred’s
Van service. Until recently, they were

The Society were overwhelmed by
the support from the community and
organisations such as BankSA, Beyond
Bank, IGA, Optus, NOVA Entertainment,
FIVEaa, Southern Cross Austereo,
Australian Radio Network, Channel
Nine, Woolworths Petrol, McDonalds,
Foodbank and Shoeboxes of Love who
immediately came on board to support
South Australian communities affected
by this tragic and heartbreaking event.

THE GENERAL COMMUNITY
ALSO DONATED AN INCREDIBLE
AMOUNT OF MATERIAL GOODS
SUCH AS FOOD, CLOTHING, TOYS
AND FURNITURE TO SUPPORT
THOSE AFFECTED BY THE FIRE.

mortgage. The wife was then tragically
diagnosed with cancer. Her illness
meant she had to cease work and the
husband left his job to help care for her.
to have dinner at Fred’s Van. Having
dinner once a week at Fred’s Van not
only relieves the pressure slightly but
also provides a time to socialise.
Poverty can be incredibly isolating.
Figuring out how to juggle utility bills,
food shopping and rent becomes a
full-time occupation. It can also affect
a person’s self-esteem, meeting up
for a coffee simply isn’t an option
if you are counting every dollar.
Our volunteers serve those facing
hardship with respect and compassion.
They recognise that each person they
assist has arrived at that situation
due to a unique set of circumstances.
They take the time to listen to their
story with empathy. Their focus is to
serve without judgement and empower
them to overcome the situation they
are in. We don’t rebuild people’s
lives. They rebuild their own.
Brian Spencer
State President
St Vincent de Paul Society (SA)

We acknowledge the volunteers at
our shops, conferences and staff at
the warehouse for the tireless efforts
they gave to assist the community
in Pinery and surrounds.
The St Vincent de Paul Society will
be providing a range of mid to longterm assistance for people affected
by the bushfires including financial
support, budget counselling, assistance
with bills, food vouchers, and other
material assistance such as furniture
and clothing. This is in addition to
the State Government appeal.

GAINING AN
INSIGHT INTO
ABORIGINAL
CULTURE
We congratulate Matilda Byrne on
her selection as the South Australian
youth representative in the 2016
National Immersion Program.
The program, coordinated by the St
Vincent de Paul Society, is designed

FRED’S VAN
CELEBRATES
2ND BIRTHDAY
IN PORT PIRIE

to help participants gain a better
understanding of Aboriginal culture,
spirituality, and the issues facing
Aboriginal communities in remote
Australia. In its twelfth year; the program
will take place in the remote Indigenous
community of Nganmarriyanga.

ONE OF LAST YEAR’S
PARTICIPANTS, JUSTIN BONNEY,
TALKS ABOUT HIS PERSONAL
HIGHLIGHTS OF THE PROGRAM.
“The simplicity of living without technology
such as mobile phones and social media
was so enlightening compared to what
everyday life is to me. To be able to
immerse myself into their culture and
gain some level of understanding of

On February 16 2014, a team of
dedicated volunteers served up the
first hot, nutritious meal at a newly
opened Fred’s Van service in Port Pirie.
Operating every Sunday evening from
the Port Pirie Vinnies shop, this valuable
community service run by 30 passionate
volunteers, has now served more than
2,200 meals over the past two years.
The number of people who attended
the service grew in 2015 by 40 per cent
which highlights the growing need to
support those facing hardship and
disadvantage in this community. The
Port Pirie service was started from the
ground up with a generous grant from

their beliefs and their strong connection
with the land was surreal and an
experience that I will never forget”.
Justin spent part of his time at the
program running a holiday program of
activities for the children, whilst also
assisting in schools during their term time.
“Since the program, I have not only
gained a greater appreciation and level
of understanding of the Indigenous
culture, but have used this experience
and knowledge in everyday life; through
my home visitations to Indigenous
families with the St Vincent De Paul
Society and as part of my involvement
in the Youth Buddy Days that are
run by the Society,” said Justin.

the Newman’s Own Foundation.
These funds enabled the service to
upgrade the kitchen and purchase
an oven, kitchen equipment,
benches, chairs and tables.
Local businesses such as Alex’s Meat
Service, TJ’s Gourmet Meats, Baker
Bears Bakery and Baker’s Delight along
with Nystar continue to support Fred’s
Van donating goods and services.
The Port Pirie and surrounding
communities have helped maintain this
service since its inception and ensure its
ongoing sustainability by raising funds
at a bi-annual community sleepout.
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$10 BILLION
FOR SOCIAL AND
AFFORDABLE
HOUSING FUND
The St Vincent de Paul Society is seeking
bi-partisan support for a national plan
that would put in place a $10 billion social
and affordable housing fund to address
the chronic housing and homelessness
issues that Australia continues to face.
Released on 2 March at Parliament
House Canberra, the paper The Ache
for Home, contains a comprehensive
housing and homelessness plan that
has clear policy recommendations.
The recommendations aim to address
and start to reverse the significant
shortfall in social and affordable
housing that exists in Australia today.
The Society’s key recommendations
to the Federal Government are:
››

The establishment of a $10 billion
Social and Affordable Housing Fund.
›› The preparation of a
National Housing Plan.
›› The recognition of the
human right to housing.
›› The setting of new targets to
halve homelessness and halve
the housing shortfall by 2025.
St Vincent de Paul Society National
Social Justice Committee Chair,

Mr Frank Brassil explains that housing
is a core human right, and is the
firm foundation everyone needs for
social and economic participation.
“There is no excuse for a country as
wealthy as Australia to accept a situation
where people are systematically denied
a place to call home,” said Mr Brassil.
The Society assists more than
110,000 South Australians every year
and sees every day the human face
of poverty and homelessness.
Tessa’s story is just one of many that
highlights the need for reform in this area.
Tessa and her child became homeless
when she fled from her violent partner.
Without a steady income she stayed a few
months at a women’s shelter and then
found herself once again on the street.
She made contact with the Frederic
Ozanam Housing Association (FOHA)
after picking up a brochure from the St
Vincent de Paul Society. Within a week
of the initial contact, Tessa and her child
moved into a two bedroom house.
She spent a few years in this safe,
secure and affordable housing with FOHA,
but was keen to become independent and
move into home ownership. In 2014 Tessa
attended an information session hosted
by FOHA with Habitat for Humanity. She
was inspired to join their program and
buy a new home. She spent many hours
volunteering on the building project and
learned many new skills along the way.
Tessa’s life would be very different
without access to affordable housing
and the support of St Vincent de Paul
and FOHA. You can read more from
the paper online at vinnies.org.au

WINTER
MUST HAVES
With winter on our doorstep,

it’s time to consider all the wardrobe

staples you’ll need to be both stylish
and warm in the cooler months.
Here are a few “must haves”

from our Vinnies Shop team.
››

Ankle boots are a perennial favourite

and this winter sees them teamed with
skinny, ankle hugging jeans or a pair

››

of tights and a knitted jumper dress.
If you can get your hands on a
cropped leather jacket, pair it

with a hint of Victorian lace and
››

››

a statement piece of jewellery.
Tote bags are the go-to bag –

even better if you can find them in
on-trend emerald or sapphire.

If you’re heading out on the town
repurpose your puffer vest, add

a fab pair of heels with an ankle

cuff, a cute little clutch and some
animal print and you’re set.

For a great range of quality new and

pre-loved clothes hit your local Vinnies
store and pick up a bargain. Find your
nearest shop at vinnies.org.au/shops

VINNIES
ELIZABETH HUB
- NOW OPEN
After much anticipation, the Vinnies
Elizabeth Hub was re-opened and
re-dedicated on Tuesday 1 December
2015 by His Excellency Governor
Hieu Van Le and his wife Mrs Le.
On a wet and blustery day, the 140 invited
guests were witness to the blessing and
re-dedication ceremony by Monsignor
David Cappo. Entertainment by a trio from
local school, St Columba College, singing
‘Oceans’ was beautifully presented.
His Excellency the Governor addressed
the guests with stories of Vinnies
volunteers who have been tireless in
their work in Elizabeth for more than
130 years. His message was of hope
and encouragement, particularly to
the volunteers, saying that they may
never learn the full impact their work
has on the families that are supported
through their dedication to Vinnies.
After the official unveiling of the plaque
and cake cutting ceremony, guests
enjoyed a scrumptious afternoon tea
provided by the Head Chef from the
Semaphore Palais whilst Freemont
Elizabeth City High School provided
a group of talented guitarists for
some background entertainment.

The completed development provides
a new 40 seat indoor dining room
and kitchen for Fred’s Van, making
dinner time a much more pleasurable
experience for those we serve. Fred’s
Van has been serving more than 40
people at their Wednesday service since
the opening of the Hub with a wait list
for volunteers wishing to join the Fred’s
Van service – a terrific outcome.
Additionally, three new interview rooms
and an office space for the Elizabeth
Conference has been established,
offering an increase of triple the number of
interviews with families seeking assistance
in a more comfortable and private setting.
This is particularly positive at a time when
calls for assistance to the region have
continued to climb to record numbers.
Our Vinnies Elizabeth Shop has also
benefited greatly from the redevelopment
thanks to the dedicated staff and
volunteers who gave up so much of
their time in the lead up to the official
re-opening. The shop volunteers’
morale has increased with the
expanded, much improved and inviting
retail space and sorting rooms.
Vinnies Elizabeth Hub would not have
been possible without the very generous
support of business partners such as
BoysTown, Coopers Brewery Foundation,
Triple M and many more too numerous
to list from the local community.
We are thankful we have been able to
rebuild, restore and renew some hope to
the local community through our Vinnies
Elizabeth Hub and the services it provides.

UPCOMING
EVENTS
The Vinnies Winter Appeal will
begin in May with Catholic Church
parish collections occurring on
the weekend of 7-8 May.
The Vinnies CEO Sleepout will be held
on Thursday 16 June in the Adelaide
CBD. People can register to take part or
nominate their boss at ceosleepout.org.au

STAY IN TOUCH
If you would like to keep up to date

more regularly, you can also find us

under VinniesSA on Facebook, Twitter,
LinkedIn, Flickr and YouTube.

