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President of Illawarra Cancer Carers Sue Maidman joined 15 years ago after nursing her elderly
father-in-law through palliative treatment for lung cancer.

Cancer survivors Louise Williamson and Barbara Dombkins are part of the Illawarra Cancer Carers.

It’s been 20 years since a bunch of women banded together to

support patients through their darkest hour. WILLIAM VERITY

discovers the inspiration of the Illawarra Cancer Carers.

Kindness
of others

...they are ordinary people
who draw on their own
strength and their family’s
strength.

PROFILE

Volunteers Julie Waugh and Barbara Riordan
with cancer patient Carmel Lean.

IT’S THE MOMENT THAT ALL OF US
dread.

Louise Williamson, a primary school
teacher at Figtree Heights, had just
celebrated her 40th birthday but had felt
tired for a while and had a cough that she
couldn’t shift.

It was only when she started to feel pain
in her hips and bones that she dragged
herself off to her doctor, thinking she might
have arthritis.

The doctor ordered a blood test and then
rang her at school saying she would need
another test urgently and had arranged an
appointment with a hospital specialist.

‘‘I went to see a couple of other doctors
and one told me I had a rare form of
leukaemia and had weeks to live,’’
Williamson said.

‘‘When I said, ‘Months?’, he said ‘Weeks’. I
had three children - six, 10 and 13. I had
nightmares that I wouldn’t see my children
grow up.’’

Her husband was on a business trip, so
she waited a week for him to return (‘‘It’s not
the kind of thing you can say on the
phone’’), let him have a good sleep, and then
told him: ‘‘There’s something we have to
discuss.’’

She was in hospital for seven weeks
undergoing intensive chemotherapy - with
no real hope of recovery - when a miracle
happened. Her platelets started to increase.

‘‘Wollongong Hospital never put time
frames on me and I appreciate that,’’
Williamson, now 62 and cured of cancer,
said.

‘‘I have seen people given three weeks and
they will die on the day. Pointing the bone
is not something only to do with Aboriginal
people.

‘‘My name, Louise, means ‘a fighter’ and I
credit my survival to my two grandmothers
who both obviously had good genes.’’

All the other leukaemia patients who
went through with her are now dead,
including a 16-year-old boy who did not live
to see his 18th birthday.

Like many trauma survivors, Williamson
feels both an obligation and a guilt. It’s an
important reason why she joined one of the
best-loved volunteer organisations in the
region, the Illawarra Cancer Carers.

‘‘Why did I survive? Partly medical, partly
good luck, partly my grannies’ genes,’’ she
said.

‘‘Being a carer gives you a reason why you
survived and a way of giving back. It makes
sense. If you survived and just walked away,
would there be a broader purpose?’’

The carers began in November, 1990,
when a group of 12 women approached
staff at the newly opened Illawarra Cancer
Care Centre at Wollongong Hospital to see if
they could volunteer their services.

In early 1991, they placed an
advertisement in the Mercury and started
two-hour shifts that March, making cups of
tea or coffee and offering homemade
biscuits to day patients as they waited for
treatment.

In February 1992, they expanded their
care to Ward C7, the 26-bed oncology ward
at the hospital where patients go when they
are sicker, in pain, or in need of more
intensive treatment.

They performed foot massages to relax
the patient, tucked them in, made them
cups of tea, but overwhelmingly, they
provided companionship and the
friendship of a stranger.

Soon, volunteers turned their hand to
raising money through handcraft stalls at
the hospital, in Wollongong mall or at Port
Kembla Golf Club. Others volunteered to
drive patients to and from their treatment.

Then they started an annual picnic day at
Glennifer Brae in Keiraville, much later

moving the event to the City Beach
Function Centre where, last year, they raised
$175,000 in just one night.

By the middle of last year, the Illawarra
Cancer Carers had raised $2 million for
hospital equipment (including all the beds
on the ward), mobility scooters, televisions,
toasters, microwaves, Christmas
decorations... anything to make the lives of
patients more bearable.

‘‘You are community leaders by all that
you do,’’ Terry Clout, CEO of the South
Eastern Sydney Illawarra Area Health
Service, told carers at a 20th birthday
morning tea late last year. ‘‘You give an

example and it’s an important and valuable
lesson. I want to thank you for your
leadership in the community.’’

Few people know better than oncologist
Professor Phil Clingan the value of the work
done by the 245 volunteer carers, most of
them women, many of them cancer
survivors. He has been a patron since the
group started and has received more than
$400,000 from them for his research into an
anti-cancer drug at the University of
Wollongong.

‘‘We think it’s really important that all
aspects of patient care get looked after, the
emotional as well as the physical.’’

The work - like surviving the disease -
gives the carers a heightened appreciation
of their own life, their own health.

‘‘I just think you wake up and it’s a lovely
day and think, ‘I’m here to appreciate this’,’’
volunteer Barbara Dombkins said. ‘‘You
learn to cut out things that don’t matter and
you learn to appreciate family and friends.’’

Now 63, she was first diagnosed with
breast cancer at the age of 43, later surviving
two more diagnoses.

‘‘You may think you are only giving, but
you are also receiving,’’ she said. ‘‘I have
often said I hope it never comes back, but I
have met some of the finest people through
cancer.’’

It’s a message supported by the group’s
president, Sue Maidman, who joined 15
years ago after nursing her elderly father-in-
law through palliative treatment for lung
cancer.

‘‘I would go in there and sit with him and
this lady would bring me a cup of tea,’
Maidman said. ‘‘I immediately knew I’d love
to do something like that.

‘‘I have met an incredible number of
people who battle the illness with such
courage and who are such an inspiration,’’
Maidman said.

‘‘These aren’t special people with an
illness, they are ordinary people who draw
on their own strength and their family’s
strength. The most important thing is that
you have a network of people around you
that love you and are fighting alongside you.
This is what we all need.’’ ■


