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Foreword

Formidable is the best word to describe her, but there are plenty more too; words like fearsome, fearless, determined, insistent, crusading, committed, aggravating and magnificent.

This is Dame Phyllis Frost, a person of power, compassion and insight, a woman who has lived the life of a saint in hob-nailed boots. At times those boots have stomped over the niceties and sensitivities of polite society, politicians, and the carefully coiffed charity do-gooders more concerned by the social glitter of the fundraiser than getting the job done. And while all of that has been deeply admirable and magnificently entertaining, it has also been saintly, because Dame Phyllis has achieved.

More than anything in this lifetime, she has been a doer, an achiever. If that meant bending rules, twisting arms or even offending people, then so be it. That has been her way, and a fine way it has been.

As a journalist in radio, television and newspapers I have become used to dealing with people who refuse to take no for an answer. Never have I come across one so formidable as Dame Phyllis Frost. In part it has been a result of her enthusiasm and determination. In part it has been her talent for direct language and the ability to sum up a need in the most basic and evocative human terms. In part, too, it has been because of her almost Christ-like willingness to fight for people otherwise rejected or ignored.

Dame Phyllis used to have a hotline to my radio program, and when that hotline rang we knew something would be achieved. She might need a pram for some pour soul locked away in prison with her baby, it might be blankets for bushfire victims, or it might be a solid reminder that we all have a responsibility to create a clean and caring Australia.

Whatever it was, Dame Phyllis would be put straight to air, tell her tale and within minutes the people of Melbourne would respond with their traditional generosity. Dame Phyllis would unashamedly exploit something that too few people realise—the community is essentially good. She has always known that when genuinely deserving people are in genuine need the community will help, and she has been the most powerful advocate for those who needed that help.

She has also been massively entertaining, capable of distilling a complex argument to a few words, or destroying a parliament full of pomp and self-importance with a piercing blade of rhetoric. Who else would have described the powerful Victorian Premier Jeff Kennett as ‘a silly little schoolboy’ during the height of his powers? Who else would have said of Mother Teresa, ‘We didn’t get along’?

People have listened to her because they understand what she says and they react for her because they like what she says. For many years she held a rare trust with the Victorian community. If Dame Phyllis said it should be done, then it would be done.

She also had a magnificent habit of turning up where you least expected her, or fighting an unexpected cause. I remember one hot night leaving one of those formal Melbourne functions where you can’t take two steps without falling over a knight, a political leader or a multi-millionaire. It was based around the Melbourne religion, football, and it was definitely what the gossip column clichés would call a ‘glittering’ affair.

It was the early hours of the morning as I left the Arts Centre building where the event had been held, and there sitting hot but not bothered on a chair, chatting to the security guard, was Dame Phyllis Frost, her aching and ageing body demanding rest. I hadn’t noticed her inside the function, which was unusual. She was perhaps there on some other mission, in the middle of a Melbourne night, chatting to the guard on duty.

Of course I spoke to her and of course she had some now-forgotten point to make or cause to lobby. As we spoke, one of the great sports heroes of Melbourne, footballer Ron Barassi, came around the corner, and I introduced them. It was a lovely moment. Two genuine heroes of modern Melbourne had met by accident for the first time. Each knew of the other and respected what they knew. Both are tough, uncompromising and powerfully good hearted. I made my apologies and left them chatting, still with no idea why Dame Phyllis had turned up outside the Arts centre in the middle of the night. As I left I heard her say something like: ‘Now, Ron, there is something I wanted to ask you.’ Another cause had taken a step forward.

Dame Phyllis Frost is cast from the mould which legend says formed this country’s pioneer women. She has been a powerful and untiring inspiration to the people of Victoria.

If it is a sign of a good life that you have improved the world during your stay, Dame Phyllis Frost has lived the equivalent of many good lives.

This is the story of how it happened.

Neil Mitchell, May 2003
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The first time I saw Dame Phyllis Frost in action was in 1991 at a luncheon put on by the Women’s Action Alliance, an organisation that lobbies the government on the status of women. She was in her ‘Margaret Rutherford’ stage then—all chins and chuckles—but she switched to a quiet determination when she wanted to get her point across. She gave a talk that kept the attention of two hundred women, ranging in age from their early twenties to their late eighties, for over an hour. From her opening words she had this diverse group in the palm of her hand, not only making us laugh but also making us think—seriously. She surprised us with her earthiness—not at all what you’d expect from a Dame. And then, just when we thought we had her measure, she gave us a glimpse of her considerable learning, wisdom and life experience, pointing out that there is no such thing as a new problem, only injustices caused by the evolution of laws and traditions. She advised us to keep an open mind, be ready to accept new situations.

I tried to speak to her that day but the queue was long. Still my memory of the occasion lingered, and whenever I heard her name, or her voice, I pricked up my ears.

Towards the end of the year 2000 I heard that voice on Melbourne radio, commenting on a proposal to build a $50,000 monument to the victims of drug overdose in the city. ‘Fancy building a monument to dead druggies,’ she was saying incredulously. ‘Those people already have a memorial. It’s their children. That’s where the money should be going.’ It made sense; a lot of listeners thought so, and rang to say they agreed. This got me thinking about her, and how she always seemed to get a response from people.

Sunday Life, with Angus Holland at the helm, was just starting to include profiles, and to me, as an interviewer for the magazine, Dame Phyllis seemed a perfect choice. I thought, ‘She’s done lots of things’, but I really had no idea how many things. It wasn’t until I saw the interminable list on her CV that I started to realise what I had let myself in for when I added her to my wish list. But she’s a joy to interview: she’s very media savvy and a shameless self-promoter, but only because she knows it will get her message across. She has shrunk back to her eight-stone-something pre-wedding weight and she is stooped over with osteoporosis. But once she’s ensconced in her favourite chair and looking you straight in the eye, you’re aware that nothing has changed as far as her mind is concerned. Her blue-eyed gaze is just as direct as ever and her memory for names and dates is still good. And she’s eternally unflinching in her desire to get her message across.

My three-hour interview for the magazine article provided me with the bones of this biography. Dame Phyllis laid it all out for me—from her childhood in Croydon, to meeting her future husband Glenn and having a family, her early work in prison reform and her overseas travel; through to the fifty organisations she finished up being a part of. I discovered that, despite the implications of her title, she’s not a wealthy woman. Most of what she has achieved has been done on her husband’s salary. Glenn Frost was a dentist and had very good standing in his local community; but we’re talking about Croydon in Melbourne’s outer east—not Toorak.

I was surprised that no biography of Dame Phyllis had yet been written, but that’s because she was planning to do it herself. She’d even written some notes for it and an outline of how she thought it should be done. But she has always had so much to do, so many people who needed help, before she could concentrate on herself. Now that her health was failing, she was happy to hand it over to someone and very willing to co-operate.

Throughout the interviewing process I was always greeted with a sweet smile and ‘How lovely to see you.’ Every question was answered, every annoying telephone call accepted. She made available to me her office and all its treasures (three filing cabinets, a leather suitcase full of newspaper clippings, a stack of photo albums and one large tin trunk full of ‘miscellaneous’ documents). Even when she wasn’t free to chat, I could feel her presence in this room. Her sense of humour, disregard for political correctness and ability to create order out of chaos were all in evidence. The signs on the office door read: ‘Disaster Area—Enter at Your Own Risk’, ‘Which part of the word “no” don’t you understand?’ (a message from her daughters when they wanted her to slow down) and, ‘Please, no straighten out da mess on my desk, you gonna jam up my system’.

You’ve no doubt heard of the book Tuesdays with Morrie (by Mitch Albom). Well, I spent ‘Thursdays with Phyllis’ and, while I learnt a lot about her life, I also picked up a few tips for my own. For example, don’t think of slowing down in your fifties; that’s when she took off (literally)—to Rome, where she chaired her first international conference. Don’t give up on anyone or any cause—you can always make a difference. And if you must put yourself down by saying, ‘I’m just a suburban housewife,’ follow it closely with, ‘But …’ You need to have that follow-up surprise statement ready to get your point across. Especially if you’re talking to a talkback radio host, a State premier or a prime minister.
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