
and one year of Arts at 
The University of Syd-
ney, Keith Kinnaird 
Mackellar became a sol-
dier and left Australia to 
fight in the Boer War. 
He lost his life on 11 July 
1900, when shot through 
the head in a skirmish 
near Derdepoort in Pre-
toria, South Africa. He 
died one week before his 
20th birthday. His body 
was buried in the Mili-
tary section of the ceme-
tery in Pretoria. 
 
The Boer War ended in 
1902 and in 1905 his 
family returned his body 
home to Australia at a 
cost of £1000. He was 
transported in a con-
tainer marked Curios so 
as to avoid contact with 
customs and any super-
stitious sailor who might 
find him. He now rests in 
Waverley Cemetery, 
Sydney, in the Mackellar 
family vault. His family’s 
act was significant, in 
that he is the only Aus-
tralian soldier, of more 
than 1000 who died in 
the Boer War, who was 
brought back to Austra-
lia. -Dr Vanessa Witton, Research 
Assistant, RPA Museum  

Have you ever sat in 
RPA’s Emergency De-
partment, looked up on 
the wall, seen this plaque 
and wondered:  
“Who was Keith Kin-
naird Mackellar?”  
Yes? 
Well here’s your answer:  
In 1901 the Hospital Di-
rectors decided that the 
new wards in the Victo-
ria and Albert Memorial 
Pavilions should be 
named according to the 
wishes of those who had 
donated £1000 or more 
to the Queen Victoria 
Memorial Fund. The 
House Committee noted 
that in view of such a 
donation, a bed and 
ward would be named. 
 
Ceramic memorial tab-
lets were placed over 
the inner ward doors of 
the Victoria and Albert 

Pavilions in 1907. The 
Keith Kinnaird Mackellar 
tablet was placed in the 
large ward A3 north. 
The inscription:‘Qui pro-
cul hinc qui ante diem 
periit sed miles sed pro 
patria’ translates as ‘Who 
has come here from afar 
and died prematurely as a 
soldier for his country.’ 
 
Keith Kinnaird Mackellar 
was born 17 July 1880. 
He was the first-born 
son of Australian-born 
parents Marion Buckland 
and (Sir) Dr Charles Kin-
naird Mackellar MB, phy-
sician, politician and busi-
nessman. Dr Mackellar 
was a Director of Royal 
Prince Alfred Hospital 
for more than three dec-
ades (1886-1917). 
 
Keith was brother to 
Eric, Malcolm, and 
(Isobel Marion) Doro-
thea Mackellar OBE, a 
woman who would go 
on to become a famed 
Australian poet and fic-
tion writer penning the 
famous line ‘I love a sun-
burnt country.’ 
 
After an education at 
Sydney Grammar School, 
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P A G E  2  30 Years ago in “RPA Magazine” 
1982 was the Hospital’s 
100th Anniversary. Two 
silver-coloured, special 
centenary issues of RPA 
were produced to cele-
brate this event. In-
cluded within were arti-
cles on cardiac surgery 
by Mr Rowan Nicks, a 
history of the Medical 
Board by Dr Volney 
Bulteau, war memories 
by Dr Stanley Lovell 
and women in medi-
cine by Dr Margaret 
Mulvey. Professor 
Blackburn also wrote 
an article on “The 
People of Prince Al-
fred” and Dorothy 
Armstrong wrote 

about “The Nurses”. 
These two issues (and 
indeed every issue of 
RPA in its 90-year print 
run) are an amazing 
written record of ideas, 

events and people from 
our past.   
Professor Blackburn’s 
article is interesting for 
his choice of subjects. 
He steered clear of the  
‘big names’, i.e. famous 
surgeons, Matrons, Di-
rectors and so on. In-
stead he featured Por-
ters, Messengers, Store 
keepers, Carpenters and 
Wardsmen. Of particu-
lar interest is Thomas 
W. “Bill” Ratigan, 
who worked in nearly 
every department from 
1886 to 1895, when he 
begin the Night Porter. 
He was eventually pro-
moted to Head Front 
Hall Porter and retired 
in 1937. Mr Ratigan was 
born in Camperdown, in 
the area opposite RPA. 
He witnessed the laying 
of RPA’s foundation 

stone in 1876 from the 
paddock across the road 
(where KGV now stands). 
Mr Ratigan retired  in 
1936 becoming the first 
RPA Employee to serve 
for over 50 years.  
Then there is Percival 
James “Percy” Wilkins 
who joined the staff of 
RPA at age 13! He first 
worked as an assistant 
gardener, and then was a 
cleaner, X-ray attendant, 
theatre porter and instru-
ment attendant. He even-
tually became Chief Op-
erations Assistant and is 
fondly remembered by 
several of the Museum 
volunteers, who trained at 
PA in the 1950s. 
Look for public dis-
plays this September 
as RPA celebrates is 
130th Anniversary. 

R P A  H E R I T A G E  N E W S  

Percy Wilkins and 
Nurses, 1955 

Catering Office so I went 
there and asked if there was 
anything available.” Karen 
remembers that the Cater-
ing Office and Kitchen were 
at the back of the Main Hall 
of the Hospital (which was 
twice as long as it is today). 
She started in January 1970 
at age 22 and was married 
with three young children. 
She left school at 14 and 
had various jobs in offices 
until coming to RPA. 
What was your first day/
weeks like? “There was no 

Karen Burge 
retired on the 
12th of July 
after 42 years 

in RPA’s Food Services/
Catering Department. 
Karen was kind enough to 
spend an hour with us be-
fore her retirement to tell 
us about her long career at 
RPA. 
How did you come to 
work at RPA? “I was 
walking past one day and 
decided to go in and ask for 
a job. I knew the girl in the 

training. You just worked 
beside someone who’d 
been there longer and they 
showed you what to do. On 
my first day, I was asked to 
go down to Dermatology 
(which was on Lambie Dew 
Drive, beside the Chapel) 
but I was told that I had to 
go with another person, 
and I thought, ‘well of 
course, I don’t know where 
it is!’ (I later learnt that we 
were never to go to Der-
matology in the dark or 
alone as there were 

RPA Food Services through the eyes  
of its longest-serving employee 

Karen Burge in the 
KGV Kitchens,  
July 2012 



Three cheers for two Museum volunteers 
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The Museum of the Royal 
Prince Alfred Hospital is 
pleased to report that two 
of our former volunteers 
have been named in this 
year’s Queen’s Birthday 
awards. Sister Mair Jones 
and Sister Helen Croll 
were named in this year’s 
Queens Birthday honour 
list. 
Helen trained at PA from 
1943 to 1947 and re-
turned to nursing in the 
1970s to work in Neuro-
surgery. Upon retirement 
she volunteered to manage 
the Museum which, at the 
time, was run by the 
Graduate Nurses’ Associa-
tion as a Nursing Museum. 
She was a dedicated and 

faithful volunteer until last 
year. As part of her role in 
the Museum, Helen took it 
upon herself to write The 
S e c o n d  F i f t y  Y e a r s 
(published 2000). It was no 
easy task. The book details 
the history of RPA Nurs-
ing from 1932-82 and is a 
continuation of The First 
Fifty Years published in 
1960.  
Sister Jones emigrated to 
Australia from Wales and 
first came to PA in the 
1960s. She was a member 
of the RPA Civilian Surgi-
cal team who travelled to 
Vietnam in 1967. She later 
became the Director of 
Nursing (Theatres) and 
was involved in the plan-

ning of the JL Theatres for 
E Block (opened 1983). 
Mair kindly volunteered to 
manage and organise PA’s 
Archives and worked in 
this position from 1992 
until last year. As well as 
caring for the Hospital's 
most delicate written re-
cords, Mair was instru-
mental in expanding the 
Museum’s collection of 
surgical and medical equip-
ment. Her theatre experi-
ence and contacts in the 
Hospital lead to the dona-
tion of many interesting 
(and often scary) instru-
ments. Mair also helped 
set up the SPASM Museum 
at Gladesville. 
CONGRATULATIONS! 

Top: Sister Helen Croll in 
the Museum 
Bottom: Sister Mair Jones 

‘attackers and ghosts’ in the area. 
When I first started I worked the 
5-9am shift. We brought patients 
their morning tea and collected 
water bottles.” In 1970 the Hospi-
tal had long Nightingale. A food 
trolley was wheeled through the 
ward and each patient served at 
their bed. Later she worked in 
Ward Kitchen (each ward had 
one). From there, the catering staff 
plated the meals, warmed them up 
and brought them to the patients. 
What was your favourite part 
of the job? “The people. I loved 
the interaction with the patients. 
You got to know them and their 
families (too well). On the Black-
burn Ward (Leukaemia) patients 
came in for treatment, went home, 
came back and so on until they 
died, which was sad. I also worked 
on the Orthopaedics ward, where 

patients stayed long term and often 
laid flat in bed. We tended to serve 
dinner during the nurses’ break so 
we were able to butter the bread, 
cut the meat and pour the tea so 
that the patients could feed them-
selves. It was nice to get to know 
the patients.” 
What were you sad to see go? 
“The early morning shift was elimi-
nated so we no longer brought  
patients their early tea. I think that 
this was sad. It was also a hard 
change for people when the ward 
kitchens closed and the community 
kitchens opened (one kitchen for a 
whole building). Many of the old 
staff quit when this happened.  
There was less interaction with 
people because you spent so much 
time travelling from floor to floor 
and wheeling a trolley around.” 
On being a working mum in 

the early 1970s “When I 
started I had three children in-
cluding a one-year old girl with 
asthma. The 5-9am shift worked 
well with parenting but she was 
often sick so I had many days off. 
In June 1970 they asked me to 
leave because I was away so 
much. I came back in November 
1970 to the afternoon shift, which 
worked better with my husband’s 
schedule. I had another baby in 
November 1971 and had to leave 
again because there was no ma-
ternity leave. In those days staff 
were always coming and going. 
The understanding was that a job 
would be available if I wanted to 
come  back. The baby was born in 
January 1972 and I came back in  
May.” (OVER →) 
 
 



ing when a nurse forgot to tell 
you that a patient had died. We’d 
walk in with the food, pull back 
the curtain only to find a dead 
body. One time, my friend told 
me that she couldn’t wake Mr so-
and-so (she’d been trying for a 
couple of minutes). We asked the 
nurse about him and she replied, 
‘he died.’ My friend fainted on the 
spot and had to spend the day in 
Accident & Emergency with a con-
cussion.” 
 
 

What was a difficult part of the 
job? “The Missenden Unit (Mental 
Health) was a bit of a challenge. You 
had to be very tactful. The patients’ 
plates were arranged and the nurses 
brought the patients down to eat. 
The nurses wore civilian clothes and 
you couldn’t tell them from the pa-
tients. They all had to eat together 
with the nurses watching. There 
were patients with anorexia. We 
knew that the patients weren’t vio-
lent. All those cases were sent to 
Rozelle, but you had to be alert and 
tactful.  
It was also difficult working on the 
Blackburn Ward. The patients were 
very sick and would often be vomit-
ing all night. You had to use common 
sense and realise that they weren’t 
going to eat anything, so we’d go and 
make them a nice piece of toast. 
Sometimes they just wanted ice. I 
used to go to the doctors’ dining 
room and steal buckets of ice. Then 
a patient died and his family donated 
an ice machine to the ward.” 
What were some stuff-ups that 
happened? “I don’t remember any 
big stuff-ups but it was always annoy-

What was the best innova-
tion? “Being allowed to wear 
pants.” 
What will you miss most 
about the job? “The people. I 
don’t ever regret coming here.” 
What will you miss least 
about the job? “Working on 
weekends and holidays.” 
What are you looking for-
ward to in retirement? 
“Spending time with my great-
grandchildren and being with the 
family for holidays, such as Easter, 
Christmas and New Year’s” 

Phone: 9515 9201 
Email: Kathryn.hillier@sswahs.nsw.gov..au 
Web: http://www.sswahs.nsw.gov.au/RPA/Museum/ 

The Royal Prince Alfred Hospital Museum and Archive is freely open to 
all staff and public on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays 
from 10 am to 2 pm. Please let patients and visitors know.  
 
We are located on Level 8 of 
the King George V Building  
in the former  
gynaecological theatres.  
 

KGV Kitchens, early 1970s 


