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DAME FLORENCE GILLIES CARDELL-OLIVER 
 
 

 
 
 
 

MLA Subiaco 15 February 1936–1937 April 1956 (Nat; Lib; LCL).  
Honorary Minister 1 April 1947–7 October 1948; later designated Minister for Health, Supply 

and Shipping 7 October 1949 –3 February 1953. Member Select Committee on the Educational 
System of the State 1938. First woman Minister of State in Australia. 

 
 
Florence Cardell-Oliver made history on 1 April 1947 when she was appointed an honorary 
minister without portfolio in the McLarty–Watts Liberal–Country Government and on 
5 January 1948 honorary Minister for Supply and Shipping. When she was given the 
additional portfolio of Minister for Health on 7 October 1949, she became the first woman in 
Australia and the oldest person in Western Australia to attain full cabinet rank. An outspoken 
and often controversial member of Parliament, her Inaugural Speech in August 1936 was 
referred to by future Premier John Tonkin as ‘provocative’ and he went on to ‘venture to 
predict that the next time the hon. member talks in a similar strain her remarks will not be 
received as sympathetically as they were today’.1 A few years later she became the first 
woman MP in Australia to be suspended from ‘the service of the House’ when she described 
the speech made by one of the male members from her own side of the House as ‘a disgrace to 
the Assembly’ and refused all requests for her to withdraw.2  

 
She was born near Stawell in Victoria in May 1876, the fifth child and daughter of Johnston 
Wilson, an Irish born storekeeper, and his second wife, Annie nee Thompson, from Scotland. 
The family moved to Melbourne and in 1895 she married David Boyd, a wool buyer, who 
died a few years later from an accidental overdose of opium-based sleeping tonic.3 In 
December 1902 at Poplar in the East End of London she married Arthur Cardell-Oliver, a 
medical practitioner who had purchased a practice in London after returning from service with 
the British Army in the Boer War, and by whom she had two sons. Ten years later the couple 

1  WAPD(LA), 25 August 1936, p. 146. 
2  WAPD(LA), 10 December 1941, pp. 2595–2596. 
3  David Black, ‘Cardell-Oliver, Dame Annie Florence Giles (1876–1965)’, Australian Dictionary of 

Biography, Vol. 13, Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1993, p. 365.  
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migrated to Western Australia, settling first in York and then in Albany. After a short period 
of war service the family moved to South Melbourne until Arthur’s retirement through ill 
health in 1924 and then his subsequent death in the UK in 1929. 

 
During her earlier stint in Western Australia, Florence had been prominent in the WA 
Nationalist Party and the Women’s Service Guild and had also travelled around Australia in 
the war years promoting recruitment for the armed services. After her husband’s death she 
returned to Western Australia and, between extensive overseas trips to various parts of Europe 
and the Middle East, including attending a congress of the International Suffrage Alliance of 
Women in Istanbul in 1935, she became increasingly active in politics. She contested her first 
parliamentary seat against John Curtin in 1934 and then won the state seat of Subiaco from the 
Labor incumbent at the 1936 election.4 In 1934 she had published Empire Unity or ‘Red’ 
Asiatic Domination, which outlined the economic measures she felt necessary to stave off the 
spread of communism. 

 
During her early years in Parliament, Florence succeeded with the passage of a private 
member’s Bill requiring parents to be notified before a ward of the state was released and 
another raising the age at which children could offer goods to pawnbrokers. A forceful 
advocate for causes with independent views, she organised a campaign to oppose the 
establishment of free birth control clinics and, in opposition to her party, unsuccessfully 
moved in 1941 for the abolition of the death penalty. She also failed in her attempts to have 
the death penalty abolished and to allow ministers of religion to contest parliamentary seats. 
Influenced by her experiences with undernourished children in London, she had sponsored the 
Free Milk and Nutritional Council and, as a Minister of State, she introduced a free milk 
scheme for Western Australian schoolchildren and presided over the introduction of 
compulsory chest examinations as part of the fight against tuberculosis. 

 
In 1951 Florence became a Dame Commander of the British Empire. After her retirement 
from politics in 1956 she returned to England for a time, but died in Subiaco on 12 January 
1965. A tall woman of imposing appearance, she was a member for many years of the Victoria 
League, the Royal Institute of Great Britain and the Karrakatta and Perth Clubs, and she 
represented her parish on the Anglican Diocesan Synod. A keen opera goer, she was also 
president of the Women Painters’ Society of Western Australia. Moreover, she was president 
of the Western Australian Women’s Hockey Association. In every respect she was one of the 
true pioneers of women in politics in Western Australia and one who has probably yet to 
receive the degree of community recognition she deserves. 

 
 

Reflections on the Member’s Parliamentary Career 
 
Florence Cardell-Oliver delivered her Inaugural Speech in the Address-in-Reply debate on 
25 August 1936. After expressing her regret that the former Premier, Philip Collier, had been 

4  Florence Cardell-Oliver was one of three endorsed Nationalist candidates opposing the sitting ALP 
member. After the distribution of the preferences of the first Nationalist to be eliminated Florence 
was only one vote ahead of the former MP for the seat, Walter Richardson, but on his preferences 
she defeated the Labor candidate by nearly 700 votes.  
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forced to resign on the grounds of ill health, she referred to Speaker Alexander Panton’s ruling 
that hats were not to be worn by members in the chamber: 
 

Owing to the fact that I was not a member of the last Parliament, I cannot join with other 
members in their eulogistic remarks regarding your rulings, Mr Speaker, during your previous 
term of office. However, I bow with pleasure to the august ruling which you have given since I 
came to this house and have joined the honourable hatless members. The Press remark on a 
ruling that there are no ladies in the House is somewhat embarrassing as it forces the 
conclusion that there are no gentlemen. I trust that hon. members will allow this ruling of sex 
negation to permeate all discussion whenever a discriminating measure against either sex 
comes before the House.5  

 
Most of her first speech was devoted to an attack on the Government’s budget balancing at a 
time of severe social distress, in the course of which she was able to raise for the first time her 
longstanding wish to have free milk supplied to needy families: 
 

Every responsible citizen is aware of the difficulties confronting any Government in financing 
the increasing social services, but if the conditions become increasingly difficult for men to 
find work, it is obvious that the Government must face the fact that children must be fed. No 
party can shirk this issue. The Free Milk Council has ascertained that in some of the schools 
one-sixth of the children are under-nourished. In the Child Welfare return published last year it 
was stated that the increase in the number of epidemics amongst children was due to 
malnutrition … Western Australia is a comparatively poor country, and many people live on 
comparatively small incomes … Such parents cannot provide an adequate supply of fresh milk 
for their children. There is no ground for the excuses that are put forward as to why this milk 
should not be given. It is suggested that the children will be looked upon as objects of charity, 
that the parents themselves may object to the children receiving free milk, and that those who 
can afford to pay will take advantage of the system. Such objections are not only puerile but 
absurd.6  

 
In the following month Florence introduced a Bill to amend the Child Welfare Act: 
 

It [the bill] provides … that adequate notice of any proceedings involving a change of 
guardianship before the time originally decided upon by the courts has expired shall be given 
to those most concerned, namely the parents … we have a state of affairs where one parent, 
through ignorance of the Minister’s intention, may possibly lose complete touch with his or her 
children, and when the decision of the minister comes to light it may be too late for action to 
be taken … In submitting this amendment, I contend that it is not a matter of taking into 
consideration the good or bad morals of the parent; it is only common justice to give the 
parents the right to know what is to happen to the children should they be liberated from the 
guardianship of the State. Further no law should deprive them of the right of appeal should 
they feel aggrieved by a proposed action of the Minister as to a change of guardianship.7 

 
Notwithstanding the strong support of most non-Labor members for the continuation of the 
death penalty, she introduced her Death Penalty Abolition Bill in September 1941: 
 

During the last day or two I have been asked why a Bill of this nature should be brought down 
during war time … Eventually an armistice will be signed and peace will be declared … [but] 
generations must pass before the passionate hate that has been let loose upon the world by 

5  WAPD(LA), 25 August 1936, p. 139. 
6  WAPD(LA), 25 August 1936, pp. 141–142. 
7  WAPD(LA), 30 September 1936, pp. 903–904. 
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every nation in the world is forgotten … The world will need to be re-born, re-taught and re-
constructed … [and] legislation should be in the vanguard. Therefore I do not apologise for 
introducing a Bill of construction during a period of destruction … 
 
In the few remarks I have to offer I wish if possible to show the futility of capital punishment. I 
wish to show that it violates our moral and ethical laws; that it has a brutalising effect on the 
people; that it is not a deterrent to crime, is not a protection to society, is not in keeping with 
our so-called civilisation, and that the majority of the people do not want it. 
 
… [M]urders are not comparable to other crimes. Ninety-nine per cent of thefts are 
premeditated but murder is seldom premeditated … The thought of hanging does not deter a 
murderer … A murderer kills first and thinks afterwards. People committing murder should 
receive our care rather than our vengeance … 
 
My last plea is this, that neither judges, jurors nor members of the legal profession are 
infallible. History reveals many instances of mistaken identity, of false evidence and other 
factors which have led men to being hanged wrongfully … When a life has been taken of what 
use is it to indulge in remorse should it be found that the man in question was innocent of the 
crime?.8 

 
She also sought unsuccessfully to remove the bar on clergymen contesting parliamentary 
elections in Western Australia: 
 

I wish to reiterate that the subsection … may have been inserted because of a misunderstanding 
on the part of the framers of our Constitution, who believed that because clergymen of the 
Church of England were debarred from sitting in the House of Commons, so ministers of all 
religions were equally debarred … Western Australia is the only State on Australia’s mainland 
in which such a provision exists. Indeed, I think we are almost unique in the world. 
 
… [The provision] deprives men with vast experience of human life and of all ranks of society 
from helping to frame laws for the welfare of society … The Minister has said that if such a 
man wishes to enter Parliament he can resign from the Church. It displays ignorance to say that 
… One cannot unscramble a scrambled egg: once a man is in Holy Orders he remains so all his 
life … 
 
This Bill will right a great wrong and will bring Western Australia into conformity with the 
Commonwealth and the other States … These men are by their education and experience fitted 
to help in the framing of legislation for the uplift of humanity and they should not be debarred 
from entering Parliament.9  

 
In her final Address-in-Reply speech Dame Florence returned to two issues that had concerned 
her throughout her parliamentary career—namely, the continued existence of ‘houses of ill-
fame’ in Roe Street near the city and the decision of the Labor Government to legalise betting 
shops: 
 

I entered this House in 1936 and I found that there was a tremendous aftermath of the 
depression and I had to do as some other members did—feed families during that time. People 
would come to me perhaps late on Saturday nights, perhaps women with two, three or four 
children, saying they had no food. I asked ‘What about the money you received from the 
Government? You must have a little.’ The reply was, ‘No, my husband went to the betting 
shop and came home with empty pockets’ … By legalising betting shops the Government has 

8  WAPD(LA), 3 September 1941, pp. 452–456. 
9  WAPD(LA), 27 September 1944, pp. 802–804. 
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encouraged people to believe that betting pays … [and] I assure members that we will be 
called upon soon to do again what we did during the depression; We will have to keep people 
who have spent all their money in the betting shops unless the Government … takes a realistic 
and Christian view and closes these places of evil.10 

 

10  WAPD(LA), 24 August 1955, p. 299. 
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