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WILMA BRUCE 
Statement 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [5.24 pm]: National Volunteer Week was recently celebrated and 
volunteers were recognised. Tonight I would like to recognise a volunteer, Wilma Bruce, whose commitment to 
helping others is worthy of recognition. I became aware of Wilma and the work she has done through Brenda 
Parker, who works in my office.  

Wilma Bruce, the eldest of four children, was born on 6 October 1935 at Yarloop, where her father worked at the 
sawmill. Her dad joined the Army in World War II and was a Rat of Tobruk. Like so many others, unfortunately, 
he was not the same man when he came home, and her parents’ marriage did not survive. Wilma’s mother 
remarried and the family moved to Perth. On leaving school, she became a bus conductress and sang in a band 
on Saturday nights. At 18, she joined the Army, training to be a nurse, where she met Arthur Bruce, who was 
also in the Army. They married in 1955, and have six children, including one adopted child, and they also have a 
foster daughter. By the early 1960s, Wilma was already a mother to five young children. Arthur was often away, 
driving in the north west.  

Despite these responsibilities, Wilma had more to give. As her daughter Sue Anne simply put it, she always likes 
to help people. There was ample opportunity for her to help people in Perth in the 1960s. When they lived in 
Langford, they always left the key in the front door, and the house was never empty. She helped by transporting 
nuns to sports carnivals, teaching sewing at St Columba’s Primary School in Bayswater and cooking for priests 
at St Mary’s Cathedral. Around this time, Wilma also provided practical help and support to a number of young 
single pregnant girls, including three who came to stay with the family. These girls knew the family because they 
were friends of the children, or sometimes Wilma just knew them through other contacts. When she talked to 
these young pregnant girls, she told them that whatever they decided to do, they must make sure that it was what 
they wanted to do. I understand that none of these young women whom she helped gave up their baby.  

Arthur and Wilma both joined St Vincent de Paul in 1971 and opened their first St Vincent de Paul shop in 
Queens Park that year. After moving to Langford, they recruited members and joined the Anglican Church. They 
ran bingo sessions and raised money to build a senior citizens hall. In 1982, Arthur and Wilma started the 
St Vincent de Paul conference at Langford and opened the Langford St Vincent de Paul shop. Wilma worked in 
that shop and was the conference president. She also became region president in the early 1980s. After she had 
been at home recuperating from a back operation some time later, she was asked to run the main store in Queens 
Park. She said she would give it a go, and started the following week. She kept the books and looked after the 
staff volunteers. 
Wilma told Brenda in my office that she was asked to take on young men who were told to do community 
service work. She said that apart from one boy, the rest were very good to work with. She also helped young 
men and women with mental problems who were being trained to live independently. She said they needed a lot 
of TLC and understanding.  
Wilma also says of the volunteers she coordinated that thank goodness they were so hard working. Everyone 
worked together like one big family. I am told that she was a very practical volunteer. If a truck was not going to 
be at the shop until the next day, she would get the trailer out, go down to Queens Park and pick up the donated 
furniture rather than lose it. She became an expert at re-covering kitchen chairs and making curtains for 
wardrobes that had no doors. They turned old donated sheets into single bed sheets, pillowcases and cot and 
bassinette sheets. Anything left over was cut up and sold as little square wipes. They sorted clothing five days a 
week. They boxed clothing for each season. They washed and dressed toys for Christmas. They made and 
knitted babies’ clothes, which were sold in the shop.  
After moving to the country for Arthur’s work, they joined the Kelmscott conference on their return because, as 
Wilma said, the members were getting older and needed help. The Queens Park shop now had a food area and 
individual conferences could go down and pick up the fruit and vegetables on Saturday mornings. Every evening 
they picked up bread from a local bakery, acquired a fridge and freezer, bagged the bread and froze it. On 
Saturdays at closing time, they would get the leftover pies, pasties, sausage rolls and cakes. They picked up fruit 
and vegetables and then throughout the week they would deliver food parcels to people who needed them. 
Leftover bread went to the Gosnells Anglican Church twice a week. Unfortunately, the volunteer base at 
Kelmscott was diminishing. Wilma said that apart from aging members—two in their eighties and three in their 
seventies—they were faced with the unfortunate decision of having to close the Kelmscott conference. But that 
did not mean that she stopped volunteering. Soon she was back doing one day a week, and gradually that turned 
into more and more days. She did little things, such as transporting people to the Armadale shop when they had 
no transport and money. 
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Just over a decade ago, Wilma and her husband, Arthur, retired to Gnowangerup but this did not last long 
because they missed their family and friends. So they moved back to Maddington. Not long after that, Wilma 
again took up her volunteer work. No-one wanted to be the president at that time. After some time, Wilma 
realised that she needed to retire, as she was 73. Wilma is now aged 76. She has six children, 17 grandchildren 
and 11 great-grandchildren. She and Arthur, who is 80, live in their unit in Maddington. In some ways, Wilma’s 
life has followed an expected path—married at 20, a sizeable family and a life as a homemaker and a support to 
her husband. In other ways, she could be described as a quiet trailblazer. She has always seen the value of 
education. She has been described as non-judgemental and, in some ways, ahead of her time. She was always 
able to make people feel comfortable in her presence in times of crisis. Through her family and voluntary work, 
she was known in the local community. Right from when she started helping people more than 40 years ago, she 
showed respect and dignity for the rights of others, no matter what their situation was. 
We are very fortunate to have people such as Wilma Bruce, who have quietly led the way by not only providing 
help, but also influencing community attitudes with the work they do and the way they do it. There are many 
women like Wilma Bruce in Western Australia; I am sure we all know of such women. They have lived 
exemplary lives, they have reached out to their communities, and they have helped other people even with their 
own busy and, at times, stressful lives. They have seen the opportunity for hard work, kindness and fun in many 
situations. People who know Wilma invariably speak of her kindness, her hard work and her sense of fun. She 
started out just wanting to help people, as her daughter said, and from the 1960s until ill-health robbed her of the 
ability to continue, that is what she has done. 
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