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It’s an honour to meet you all and congratulate you on your success in winning these 

bursaries. What a stellar array of scholars, doing an amazing range of important 

intellectual work!   

 

In honouring you all, I’d like to take this opportunity to reflect briefly on these 

bursaries and what they represent, in terms of the long struggle to extend access to 

higher education to people who were formerly excluded.  

 

These bursaries have an interesting history – the research degree bursaries are 

named for individual women (Cathy Candler, Barbara Crase, Brenda Nettle, Doreen 

McCarthy), but those individuals were not wealthy donors. Rather, they were the 

women who worked hard in the AFUW, organising the Hoods and Gowns Hire 

Service. Years of their voluntary work went into earning the sums from which these 

bursaries are taken each year.  

 

The Women Graduates Association at Adelaide University began 100 years ago, 

and it expanded with the opening of Flinders University in 1966 and the University of 

South Australia in 1991. With this expansion of university education, so too the 

Hoods and Gowns Hire Service expanded. Its work went on until 2009, by which 

time the AFUW had given away over $1.3million in scholarships to over 450 people.  

 

Now that the Hoods and Gowns hire is no longer run by this Association, our funds 

are somewhat depleted. We can only hope that they will be topped up by donations 

and bequests, which perhaps more women these days will be in a position to make – 

those of us who have been in a position to earn good salaries over long periods of 

time.  

 

But until very recently, the situation of graduate women and their access to wealth 

has been rather like what the great English novelist Virginia Woolf described some 

90 years ago: even after they had gained access to higher education and 



employment in the professions, women remained poor, relative to men (and as we 

know, there is still today a significant gender gap in salaries).  

 

Woolf made the point about the relative poverty of the one sex (women) and the 

relative wealth and ease of the other (men), even among people of the middle and 

upper classes, in her book A Room of One’s Own.  She told a witty story about going 

to visit the ancient university, which she called ‘Oxbridge’. She described how, as a 

guest at one of the men’s colleges for luncheon, she was served with delicate fish, 

followed by roast partridges, and for dessert ‘a confection which rose all sugar from 

the waves’ – meanwhile, she wrote, ‘the wine glasses had flushed yellow and 

flushed crimson… and thus by degrees was lit … that ‘profound, subtle and 

subterranean glow which is the rich yellow flame’ of conversation. ‘How good life 

seemed, how sweet its rewards’ (12).  

 

Later in the day she visited the women’s college and stayed to dinner: ‘Here was the 

soup. It was a plain gravy soup. .. Next came beef with its attendant greens and 

potatoes – a homely trinity … There was no reason to complain of human nature’s 

daily food, seeing the supply was sufficient and coal-miners doubtless were sitting 

down to less. Prunes and custard followed… biscuits and cheese came next, and 

here the water jug was liberally passed round, for it is the nature of biscuits to be 

dry,’ she wrote. And that was it. No sitting around and engaging in conversation - 

everyone went back to their desks. 

 

When she remarked to her hostess, later, that the ‘lamp’ of good feeling and 

conversation ‘does not light up on beef and prunes’, she was given an explanation of 

the women’s college plain and simple fare. The college was established some 50 

years before by a group of women who set up a committee and made requests and 

even held bazaars to raise the money to do it. ‘It was only after a long struggle and 

with the utmost difficulty that they got thirty thousand pounds together,’ said her 

hostess. ‘So obviously we cannot have wine and partridges and servants carrying 

dishes on their heads.’ ‘The amenities,’ she said, ‘will have to wait’.  

 

But there it was, nevertheless, a modest college where a group of young middle-

class English women were getting the kind of education that Woolf herself had 



longed for, but was not given. It may not have been the equal of the education that 

their brothers were getting – few of the ‘amenities’ [and indeed women were not 

allowed to take out degrees at Oxford and Cambridge until 1920!]. The women’s 

college made a crucial inroad into that world of exclusive male privilege, and it had 

been achieved by a group of women working together for a more equal world – 

women who themselves lacked both education and their own money. 

 

I see this story as a noble precedent for the Graduate Women’s bursaries, funded 

mainly by the Hoods and Gowns Hire Service.  

 

Today, these bursaries can enhance those educational opportunities that are made 

available by publicly-funded universities. Fund-raising bodies like AFUW do not have 

to provide everything from scratch – though I hasten to add that now, at a time when 

that great tradition of public education in Australia is under threat of erosion, we must 

remain vigilant to protect it.  

 

Soon you will all be teaching and researching and practising your professions, and 

giving back to your communities in all sorts of important ways. But when you can, do 

please think of the Graduate Women’s Association and help us to continue this 

immensely gratifying activity of providing modest but much-needed – and highly 

competitive – bursaries.  

 


