
greeted him with “shrieks of 

glee.” He also organised 

Punch and Judy shows and a 

baby Pathe cinematograph 

projected onto a large screen. 

By the end of WWI, educa-

tion was deemed necessary 

and in August 1919 the 

‘Kindergarten for Children’ 

was established in the hospi-

tal. By 1938 correspondence 

lessons began for children 

who found themselves in hos-

pital for long periods. They 

were taught history, dictation, 

arithmetic and singing on the 

enclosed verandah. 

In 1933 the Alex was moved 

to C3, the lower floor of the 

C Pavilion, to make way for 

the medical and surgical Prof-

essorial Units. This meant the 

children no longer had access 

to the garden for sleep and 

play. Two years later £1000 

was donated anonymously for 

an octagonal solarium to be 

built, opening in 1935. Photo-

graphs show light and sun-

shine streaming in onto chil-

dren’s faces and making pat-

terns on the floors. The solar-

ium was dismantled during 

WWII for safety reasons and, 

unfortunately, never recon-

structed. 

Children’s health was a top 

priority for RPA’s planning 

committee in the 19th century 

instigated by a £1250 donation 

from Mrs Mary Roberts in 

1872, ten years before the 

official opening of RPA. The 

money was to provide a ward 

for “sick children of all de-

nominations”. 

In 1887 this vision was real-

ised with the opening of the 

Princess Alexandra Ward 

for Children (‘the Alex’) on 

the first floor of the Opera-

tive Block (later Princes 

Block). The ward was named 

after the Princess of Wales 

(later Queen Alexandra, wife 

of Edward VII). The Prince 

and Princess gave their por-

traits for placement in the 

ward and the Princess intimat-

ed she would like it to be 

named after her. Before the 

Alex Ward opened sick chil-

dren were treated on adult 

wards. The Ward was fur-

nished and equipped thanks to 

benefactor Thomas Walker, at 

a cost of 86 pounds 8 shillings, 

which paid for such items as 

bedsteads, horsehair mat-

tresses, sheets, blankets, a 

surgical dressing wagon, a 

wheelchair, crockery, cutlery, 

a fern case, pictures and also 

included a canary! Unfortu-

nately the first ward had no 

direct garden access, which 

was unsuitable in the days 

when sunshine and fresh air 

were considered paramount 

to the recovery of ill children, 

particularly those with gastro-

enteritis. 

This changed in 1908 when 

the ward was transferred to 

the ground floor and its ve-

randah extended into the 

garden. The Annual Report of 

the same year noted a vast 

improvement in the children’s 

health and wellbeing as soon 

as they were moved into the 

sunshine. 

Great efforts were made to 

decorate the ward to ensure 

the children could recover in 

a cheerful environment. In 

1909 Australian decorative 

artist Harry Weston gifted 13 

of his brightly coloured oil 

paintings to the ward. He and 

his colleagues attached them 

to the walls in frames of white 

tiles. These paintings, of Little 

Bo Peep and similar scenes, 

can be seen in black and white 

photographs of the ward held 

in RPA Museum, but unfortu-

nately none of these paintings 

have ever been located. We 

would be eager to discover 

where they may have ended 

up. 

By 1910 children enjoyed a 

rotunda and sandpit when 

wheeled outdoors and RPA 

historian Muriel Doherty re-

ported that “short walks with 

a nurse on the level, well-

tended lawns, among the de-

lightful flower beds were ea-

gerly anticipated by the 

toddlers.” Inside, a dolls’ 

house, rocking horses, 

and regular performances 

by the Newtown Brass 

Band helped entertain the 

children. Schoolteacher 

WA Thompson, ‘The 

Story Man’, visited both 

voluntarily and profes-

sionally to tell daily sto-

ries to sick children who 

Inside the Solarium, 1940s 

Children at RPA 
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children admitted for surgical 

presentations both emergen-

cy and elective procedures, 

which will very likely contin-

ue. In recent years there has 

been an influx of babies born 

at RPA which will directly 

feed into the Children's 

ward. With more and more 

young families moving into 

the city and inner west, 

there will be more children 

coming through the ward in 

the coming years. In addi-

tion, the ward is increasingly 

taking on more transfers 

from Sydney Children's Hos-

pital. The Ward also has 

some patients who would 

previously have been trans-

ferred to a tertiary facility 

i.e. Westmead or Randwick 

Children's Hospitals. These 

days a Staff Specialist is on 

site Monday to Friday 8am-

4.30pm and 24 hour Resi-

dent Medical Officer cover-

age. With the hospital look-

ing at processes through 

Whole of Hospital Program 

to assist in admission and 

discharge processes, particu-

larly National Emergency 

Access Target (NEAT), there 

has been a spotlight on Pae-

diatrics and the potential 

need for changes to the cur-

rent ward and services. 

 

 

Dr Vanessa Witton: RPA Muse-

um and Archives. 

Thanks to the late Dr Bruce 

Storey and Muriel Knox 

Doherty for research material. 

Many thanks to Nursing Unit 

Manager Jonathan Danao at 

A6CW-Paediatrics RPA for 

generously taking the time to 

share information about the 

ward with RPA Museum. 

 

 

Over the next decade Aus-

tralian artist and author Pixie 

O’Harris painted colourful 

murals on the wall tiles of 

the C3 Alex as she had done 

in 16 other Australian hospi-

tals around this time. RPA 

Museum is lucky to hold 

some precious colour pho-

tographs of fragments of 

these murals which depict 

fairies, elves, koalas, fish, a 

mermaid, bunnies dispensing 

medicines, and teddy bears 

in bushland scenes. One day, 

while painting, O’Harris was 

asked by a young patient, 

“Hey do THEY mind you 

drawing on the wall?” She 

whispered back, “No, and 

not only that, they even give 

me money to do it.” He 

looked very serious for a 

while and then said, ‘Gee! I 

hope you don’t make a mess 

of it.” The Alex Ward closed 

suddenly in January 1969 and 

the murals stayed on the 

walls of the empty ward until 

C Block was demolished 

c1983. Sadly the tiles could 

not be moved elsewhere in 

the hospital and the murals 

no longer exist. 

RPA had no Children’s ward 

for 26 years until 1995 when 

a small ward for children up 

to age14 opened in the KGV 

Hospital. In 2002, when KGV 

closed its clinical services, 

the Children’s ward moved 

across the road to its pre-

sent location in A6. The 

Ward opened with 18 beds 

but not has 10, providing 24-

hour care to patients aged 

seven days to 16 years. More 

than 1000 children with a 

range of acute injuries and 

illnesses are admitted each 

year. The ward also provides 

elective surgery for children. 

Care is given to paediatric 

patients in the city and inner 

west communities. 

Entertainment on the ward 

is quite diverse. School aged 

children are visited by the 

hospital school and are 

given homework and activ-

ities to complete during 

their stay on the ward. 

Adolescents are seen by 

the Adolescent & Transi-

tion Medicine team who 

often provide entertain-

ment units such as televi-

sions, DVDs and 

Playstations. The ward 

provides portable DVD 

players to the children as 

well as a play room with a 

selection of toys, a slide 

and a range of books and 

puzzles. Each bed has a 

television provided free of 

charge and a projector in 

the play room is used oc-

casionally.  

Decoration in the ward 

has changed in the last two 

years. Previously there 

were only two murals on 

the walls and a couple of 

photos and a ribbon from 

the ward when it was on 

K10N. These days there 

are decals on the nursing 

station, and the nursing 

and medical staff have 

painted the walls with a 

range of cartoon charac-

ters and sea life. The 

floors have fish details 

throughout the ward hall-

way and gates.  The teach-

ers have assisted in the 

decoration of windows 

with decals. In 2012 Aus-

tralian printing company 

VFX donated a stunning 

sea theme mural (pictured 

below this text) for the 

playroom walls, which 

were originally off-white. 

The activity of paediatrics 

is fluctuant: some days 

there are fewer than five 

patients on the ward, and 

other days the ward is full 

with patients waiting for a 

bed. 

There has been an in-

crease in the number of 

Nurse with baby, 1960s. 

Pixie O’Harris mural in 

background. 



Volunteers at RPA have worked on 

campus since the Hospital’s very 
beginnings and contributed greatly 

to its success. Over time its volun-
teer groups have operated under 

various names and carried out a 

wide variety of unpaid services. 
As early as 1883 a band of volun-

tary workers cheered patients at 
Christmas time by colourfully 

dressing the Christmas tree, and 
the Patients’ Free Library operated 

as an important and regular part of 
the work of the ‘Hospital Volun-

tary Organisation.’ Volunteers read 
aloud to those unable to read inde-

pendently. Mr Harrison visited reg-

ularly to teach bedridden patients 

“some useful employment”, and 

other sick patients played draughts 
and card games. Women volun-

teers regularly distributed flowers 
to patients and mended large quan-

tities of linen. 
During the late 1880s weekly con-

certs were held in the out-patients 
hall were especially popular and 

included songs, comic songs and 
recitations. The Newtown Brass 

Band voluntarily performed music 
in the hospital grounds up to eight 

times each year, and the Pitt Street 

Congregational Church choir and 
the Hospital Amusement Associa-

tion also gave regular concerts. 
Free magic lantern shows were 

shown for patients. 
As well as providing entertainment, 

skilled volunteers gave their time in 
service roles as part of the 

‘Hospital Auxiliary.’ The financial 
success of the 1918 Prince Alfred 

Hospital Jubilee Fund had shown 
that Sydney people felt a special 

connection to the hospital. The 

general feeling was that this com-
munity support should be captured 

by a permanent auxiliary of women 
and men to work for the hospital’s 

welfare through unpaid service or 
fundraising. A scheme was ap-

proved by the RPA Board and on 
12 June 1919 the ‘RPAH Auxiliary’ 

was formally constituted at a public 

Answering the Call Since 1883: Volunteers at RPA 
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meeting at Sydney Town Hall. 

To fundraise, the Auxiliary held din-
ner dances, card parties, balls and 

other social functions. From 1920 it 
operated tearooms at the Royal 

Easter Show and within the hospital 

itself, and a hospital shop. Groups of 
women in the hospital Sewing 

Rooms made pillowcases, clothes, 
and mended bed and operating the-

atre linen. From 1925-28 they ran 
tearooms in the mansion Burdekin 

House in Macquarie Street, which 
its owner solicitor Thomas Ernest 

Rofe gifted to RPA for its complete 
use for a time at ‘peppercorn rent-

al.’ 
By 1929 the hospital auxiliary move-

ment was one of the most success-

ful of the women’s movements of 
the time, with RPA boasting an Aux-

iliary considered the pioneer of this 
movement in Australia and adopted 

as a model by various hospitals 
within the Commonwealth. The 

Auxiliary enjoyed long support from 
both society people in Sydney and 

RPA staff, later amalgamating with 
the ‘King George V Appeals Com-

mittee.’ In 1938 the ‘Ex-Patients 
Association’ was formally inaugurat-

ed to provide funds and also the 

‘Nurses Ex-Trainees Association.’ In 
1954 the ‘Out-Patients’ Buffet’ ser-

vice was highlighted as “perhaps the 
most important work carried out by 

a section of the auxiliary work-
ers.” (RPAH 70th Annual Report 

1954). In 1968 the ‘Hospital Volun-
teer Service’ began, inspired by Dr 

Margaret Mulvey, KGV Honorary 
Medical Officer. Shirley Wall admin-

istered the service and Mildred 
Storer was the Co-ordinator from 

1970-77, followed by Betty McKim 

from 1978 – ca2002, Rhonda Moore 
2002-2007 and Lyndall Jackson, 

2007-2011. 
The Auxiliary disbanded in 2002 due 

to difficulties in finding members 
willing to take on Executive posi-

tions.  
In recent years volunteers have 

played a vital role in RPA’s smooth 

running some with a record of dedi-

cated service spanning several dec-
ades. Members have enthusiastically 

made and sold hand crafts, biscuits 
and cakes, run raffles and competi-

tions, and collected and sold bric-a-

brac. Volunteer contributions are 
many and include patient ironing and 

washing, administration assistance, 
packing mail outs, selling Christmas 

stars, cataloguing and archiving in the 
RPA Museum, escorting family mem-

bers though the hospital, visiting ru-
ral and overseas patients and wel-

coming visitors at the entrance doors 
(the Concierge Desk). Last year saw 

the introduction of a meal assist pro-

gramme. This comes on the back of 

the successful ‘volunteers in Emer-

gency’ programme. 
In the words of one long-term volun-

teer (30+years!) who remembers her 
first days: “[we were told] not discuss 

the patient’s illness, religion or politics. 
We may see people here who are well-

known, and we never disclose the name 
of any patient. We do not wear strong 

perfume, we wear quiet footwear, and 
we smile.” 

Volunteers are given lunches every 
day, free gym memberships, free 

computer training, free parking, mov-

ie tickets, parties, zoo passes and 
other things. However, in the end, 

the real reward is internal and per-
sonal. 

The current Volunteer Coordinator, 
Roshini Rajeswaran (appointed Octo-

ber 2012), has begun a big recruit-
ment drive. As of December 2014, 

there were 80 active volunteers with 
another 100 working through the 

orientation process. In 2014, volun-
teers contributed 22,287 hours of 

labour (valued at nearly half a million 

dollars) and this is expected to in-
crease to 49,680 hours in 2015. 

 
Needless to say, RPA deeply values 

its volunteers! 
 

Dr Vanessa Witton, RPA Museum 
 

 

Overleaf photo: Dedicated Volunteers of RPA Hospital 

together in the R L Harris Common Room in 2012.  



 

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.  

 


