
MEMORY LANE
Stories from Northcott Housing Estate



From the fresh springs of Lebanon, to tales of the modern gold rush in
Inner Sydney, Northcott Memory Lane has evoked the untold stories of
its residents, amid heartfelt moments of solidarity and kindness.

Often, community workers don't have the time to sit and listen to the
stories of those we support, nor are we fortunate enough to engage
with our clients outside of a clinical case management setting. Northcott
Memory Lane has been incredibly rewarding, not simply because of the
measurable social outcomes that transpired, but also because it
exposed the human faces of Northcott. 

The sensationalised media framing of social housing estates as ‘ghettos’
and ‘slums’ at best overlooks, and at worst wilfully ignores, the people
that call these estates home, the stories they have lived, and the strong
social fabric that binds them. Northcott Memory Lane challenges these
media narratives to more accurately reflect a community that has so
much love and kindness to share.

This booklet celebrates what we shared over a 10-week workshop series,
and preserves the stories of those that participated.

We extend a big thank you to project sponsors Local Community
Services Association (LCSA) and NSW Government, without whom this
project would not have been possible.

Adam Antonelli, 
Community Development Project Officer
Counterpoint Community Services

 
 
 

ABOUT
MEMORY LANE 



In the inner-city Sydney suburb of Surry Hills stands a block of red brick
towers known as Northcott - a housing estate, home to thousands of
residents, many of whom live independently. Each of them has a story
to tell.

On Friday mornings between March and June in 2022, a space called
'Memory Lane' was created on site at the Northcott Community Centre.
We opened the doors, boiled the jug, cranked the tunes, and waited to
see what would happen.

Over ten weeks, we formed a faithful cohort of regulars, peppered by a
host of drop-in visitors and local legends. We listened to great music,
shared photos and anecdotes, relived moments, ranted, bantered and
laughed. We saw residents who "knew of" one another from around the
estate conversing for the first time, and we had others who were
content just to sit and listen over a cup of coffee.

In our final week, we sourced costumes and invited photographer Elvis Di
Fazio to capture the heart of Northcott through the faces of its
residents. A place comes to life when you meet the people...

Here are some memories – old and new – from Memory Lane.

Bethany Simons
Facilitating Artist

Northcott Memory Lane 2022

 CREDITS
Portrait photography by Elvis Di Fazio

Workshop photos by Bethany Simons & Adam Antonelli
Booklet designed by Bethany Simons



I go to mass
every day.
Every day. 

I just love the
people here at

Northcott.
They’re
special.

 
- Resident

For twenty-nine years I lived in
private housing in Redfern. For
thirteen years I waited for my

housing application to be
approved. Finally, I knew a

lady who helped. Then a man
helped with my form, and it

went through in six weeks!
- Tony

 

"There was a nice man from council who used to 
come by my corner to check on me and see if 
things were orderly. Mike Fish was his name. Mike Fish! I
used to say, 'What’s your best mate’s name? 
Barry Coota?'"
- Ken





"I grew up in a small village in
Lebanon with 200 people. I
used to love drinking fresh
water from the spring with

my hands. Everybody happy.
Everything fresh. Eggplants,
zucchini, tomato. My family

would all have lunch together.
When I was 18yrs old I would
drink Arak. With anise. You
drink it quickly! I came on a
plane to Australia in 1969.

Beirut to Athens..." 
- Tony

 

"I put myself as a good
suburban boy in the inner

city. I grew up in the Hills
district. It was dull and

boring. I moved to
Waterloo four years ago."

- Grant

 

I was born in Sydney.
Demographically it’s
changed. Affluence.

We should decentralise
so there is less violence

and congestion.
 

- Gary
 



"I want to win the lotto, buy a
house and go fishing every day.

Lobsters, crabs, diving…"
- Resident

Wayne: Remember the Arnott’s Factory?
You could smell them cooking all the biscuits.
 Ken: My mother would go in to Newcastle

proper for crumbs!

“I think this is what
people need. A space to

talk, relax, laugh,
connect...”

- Resident

"I was in the
circus when I was
young, with the

Shetland ponies.
I used to feed
the elephants."

- Char

 



"When I was ten
years old, I was

digging a hole with a
hoe. My brother
came over and

looked into the hole
and I didn’t see him. I

clunked him on the
head and almost

killed him!" 
- Ken

 

"I married a US Solider
from Houston, Texas

when I was nineteen. We
met at Circular Quay. We

lived all over – USA,
London, Dusseldorf. I

have twin girls who will be
twenty-one this year.
One's a nurse, one's a

soldier.
They’re not in Australia".

- Resident

Free speech means
free thought. I believe

in truth and being
genuine.

 - Gary

"I’m from Wales.
When I was
fourteen I was cast
as Lady Macbeth. I
make theatre
about mental
wellbeing. I’m
working on a piece
now…"
- Elaine

"I’m legit as shit. I buy
gold every fortnight." 
- Resident





"I was born in the year
of Sputnik. I grew up in
Waratah".
 - Ken

Wendy: You've got talent!
Alan: Tell me something 

I don't know! 

Thanh: If I could be anybody, I’d be Chris
Hemsworth.
Bethany: What about you, Barb? 
Barb: Russell Crowe.
Nick: Not who would you be with, Barb! Who
would you be?
Barb: Oh...

"You've got a
big heart. 

Put a fence
around it."

 
- Nick





Do you know about
the gangster, Tilly
Devine? She ran
the razor gang in
Surry Hills. Look

her up.
 

- Anthony

 

"Look out!
There’s a new
Sheriff in town.
Suits ya, Tony!"

 
- Resident

"Riley Street used to go
through, it used to

connect. There was no
park or community

centre.
No open space. Twenty

years it was like that.
In the eighties it was all

redeveloped."
- Char

"Work was different
then. My mother’s
father used to ride

twenty kilometres on his
bike, through the bush
on sandy tracks, to put
his name down at the
steelworks in the hope

of a job!"
- Ken





"I’m from Vietnam. 
I learnt English when I
moved to Australia. It was
in Melbourne. It was good.
There was a nice teacher
and a multicultural group.
It’s hard being in a new
place. There’s no-one to
talk to. The local church in
Ascot Vale was nice – they
helped with anything we
needed." 
- Thanh

I had two dogs, but both
of them have passed.
Everybody knew my

dogs…
 

- Anthony

"If I had cancer, I would eat all the
poisonous plants because they

probably kill the cancer, and you’re
going to die anyway, so…."

- Resident

"I can understand nationalism, but
don’t glorify war."

- Gary





"I used to go to the
Tivoli in Campbell
Street as a kid, in

the late fifties and
sixties. They closed

it down."
 - Gary

 

"I was there for The Creatures' first
night on stage. They were

Australia’s first punk rock band,
from Mildura. They had blue and
pink hair - the cops sent them off

the stage!"
- Grant

"Pantomime is a parody of the truth. Theatre is a mirror
image. I know art and music to a point you can’t believe.
Art is feeling - a display of feeling."
- Gary

"I saw Barry Humphries
at the Regent. 'Vagina

Monologues' at
Belvoir..."
- Anthony

I love Shirley
Bassey. I used
to know all the
words to 'Hey,
Big Spender'

when I was
five years old.

 
- Anthony





Look what I picked up at the
post office. Model train! Twelve
dollars from Australia Post. You

want one?
- Nick



WHAT'S IN A NAME
 

"My name means 'flourishing,
priceless one'."

 
"My name means 'crystal

clear'."
 

"The doctor named me. It
means 'victory of the

people'".
 

"My name means 'son of
earth'."

 
"My name means 

'wagon', I think."
 

"Mine means 'house of unripe
dates'.

 
"Mine means 'champion,

passionate'."
 

"Well, my name means...
'handsome'"

 
(Cue jeering).

 

"Teachers were
STRICT at my
school in
Lebanon...but
they used to
smoke under a
nearby tree. If
we found them,
they got angry!"
- Tony





"I’ve been told I look like
the British actor, Peter

Ustinov. And, I was once
mistaken for Santa

Clause. One Christmas a
little girl came up to me

on my corner outside
Myer, sat on my lap and

said with a lisp, “Thanta, I’d
like a bythicle pleath!” I

played along. What else
could I do? I was wearing a

red jumper too. Can you
imagine?"

- Ken

I love classical music. Any
classical music. Violin and
orchestra. Beethoven was
cruel and nasty to his wife.

I listen to Classic FM.
 

- Michael

"I only ever went to a cinema once.
It was a hot day and I’d had a few
beers. It was so nice and dark in
there - I fell asleep!"
- Tony





“There’s always
gossip and chit

chat around here.
It’s like Facebook,

without a
computer.”

 
- Anthony

 

"There’s a
difference between
rural and city
people. Farmers, for
example, have
great hearts. City
people are
sophisticated and
may seem friendly,
but they have stone
hearts."
- Resident

How was my
week? How

do you think?
My roof is

leaking!
 

- Resident

"My favourite song is 
'Broken and Beautiful'
by Kelly Clarkson."
- Resident

I never held my hand out and
asked for something free
I got pride I could roll out for
miles in front of me
I don't need your help, and I
don't need sympathy
I don't need you to lower the
bar for me...

I'm phenomenal and I'm
enough
I don't need you to tell me who
to be...

Don't fix me, don't try to
change a thing
Can someone just know me?
'Cause underneath
I'm broken and it's beautiful…

Songwriters: Alecia B. Moore / John McDaid / Steve Mac





Tony: In my family there were seven
children...

Ken: Who did all the dishes?!

 IN CONVERSATION

Michael: I’m still smoking. It’s a terrible habit,
smoking. It’s a nasty habit. 

(Reads out the warnings on the cigarette packet
about pregnancy and harming the baby).

Nick: You’re not having a baby, so it doesn’t
apply!

Barbara: Want to read mine? The brand is Double
Happiness – that’s why I have to have two at a
time. My packet says, “Have as many as you like.

No effect!"
 

Michael: I draw 18th Century characters, see? 
Bethany: Wow! Would the rest of you like to draw

something?
All: I can’t draw. I don't draw.

(They start drawing).
Wendy: You ALL have to come to art club!

 

Char: These photos were taken about twenty years
ago. Residents helped the photographer set up the
shot, but we weren’t allowed to press the button! 
Barbara: Oh, she used to run a salon in here. She

was a real character. 
(Anthony and Char go through photos of residents

putting portraits into two piles: dead and alive).
 



"I just moved to Northcott a week
ago. I’ve had a year’s worth of
drama in one week..."
- Resident

If I were to go into politics, I’d call my party
'Replenish the Soul'. I would be quite a

revolutionary leader. There are so many
blockheads out there. Let’s bring life to

public living!
 

- Ken 

"Open a bottle of
champagne for the new

victim of this hellhole!"
- Resident

"I’m eighty four. I came
from New Zealand by
boat. I was a ballerina

when I was young. I
married the man who
ran Fisher and Paykel.

That’s my wedding day.
My husband died young

and I had other kids,
each with different

men".
- Barbara

 

I’d rather animals 
than people... 

 
- Resident



"See the
broken window
up there?
That's my
place, with the
flag. Level six."
- Resident

"I spent a year in Austria and then settled
in Dubbo and went to Dubbo North Public

School. I slept in the bed my father was
born in!"
- Milanda

 

"I was doing a
commerce degree
and environmental

studies at University
of Newcastle. I did a
trek in Nepal in the 

 eighties and fifteen
weeks in South East

Asia. I’ve been to New
Zealand twice. I was

somewhat of an
environmental

activist. I used to sell
raffle tickets in my

twenties. I was
unemployed and

drifted to Sydney".
 - Ken

 "When I was little, my
mother said, 'I’ll let you

smoke once….
in the crematorium!'"

- Ken



My teeth keep getting
stolen. I’m going to buy
some myself this year...
- Resident

"I’m from Burma. Myanmar. I was twenty-three when I
came to Australia. I like style. I have about seven pairs of
glasses. I was at Northcott for ten years. My neighbour
was breaking glass, so I moved to Bondi Beach. I love it. I

got this tracksuit from Wayside". 
- Resident 

"There are two
classes of housing
commission. When

they sold the
mental asylums, it

brought people into
the space with high

mental illness. My
solutions for public

housing: kick out the
people at the top

who make decisions
and forbid them

from coming back.
Analyse the culture

of the places.
Introduce higher

care for higher
needs. People can

live independently if
they show

responsibility, or live
up to four together"

- Resident

 





"When I arrived in Australia, I stayed at Cabramatta Hostel.
There were migrants from Romania, the Czech Republic,

Poland and Hungary. They arranged day trips for us to get to
know the landscape, culture, and the food. One of the things

they showed us was 'The Aussie BBQ'. I couldn’t believe the size
of the green flies! If you left something for one minute, the

flies would cover it. I looked over at one point and the flies were
carrying away the steak! (Pause) ...Well, you wanted a ‘story’!"

- Resident

I wasn’t much of
a dancer. One

time, I went up to
a girl to dance
...and I tripped

her over!
- Tony

 

"I love stories. The Princess and the Pea, King
Midas, Jason and the Argonauts..."

- Ken

 
 



"I have ideas. We could do a movie night for a donation. It
could be for younger people, but older people can come

too. Or a monthly lunch. Or maybe a fortnightly BBQ. If the
movie night isn’t possible, maybe it could be in the

afternoon."
- Resident 

Belvoir did
workshops here
years ago, and
afterwards we

did our own
Shakespeare

project. We took
monologues
and changed

them. “To hoard
or not to

hoard...”. We had
an ice addict
doing Lady

Macbeth: “Out,
damned spot!”

 
- Char

"I was robbed last year. My
glasses were taken. I’m getting

new ones."
- Resident

 

"My sister was a dancer with Chinese acrobats."
- Resident

 



I died twice. I was
resuscitated. I have no

rib cage. See? The
doctor said he would
write a paper on me,
but I’ve never seen it…

- Grant

Grant: Back in the days
of the dinosaurs, when I

was listening to The Clash,
I had an epiphany that

there’s more to the world
than just western

consumerism. I’ve been
anti-nuclear from thirteen

or fourteen onwards. I
went to marches in the
eighties, in front of the

French Embassy in
Market Street.

 
 Bethany: Ah, so you're a

philosopher!
 

Grant: Bullshit artist.
 







I feel like that
model who
wouldn’t get out
of bed for less
than twenty
thousand
dollars! 
"I refuse!"

- Ken

"I love the law as
much as I love

living. I’m a good
advocate."

- Gary

"I was walking in Surry Hills the
other day and there was a

person singing that beautiful
song, 'Where have all the flowers

gone'." 
(The song plays).
"Yesss! That’s it!" 
(Sings and sways).

- Wendy



"I'm fifty-one. I’m a graffiti artist. Been doing it since 1983
or '84. Graffiti is about letter form, not portrait. In my

opinion, government property is fair game. 
Tag it all."

 
- Resident

"Strawberry Hills
used to be a
great live venue.
Paul Kelly was
support in the
eighties with a
slide guitarist. 
I love Paul Kelly –
Australia’s Bob
Dylan."
- Grant

"Songs of thanking
people are important to

me. Lionel Rose - he’s
dead now - he had a

thank you song…"
- Ken

"My dad was a musician.
He played in bands."

- Neil

 



"I had a rotten day yesterday. People
abusing me and so on. Then, I come

here and I’m dressing up and
pretending to be someone else. I feel

like a new person." 
- Ken

 

"I used to go to a
church but

everybody was so
happy there, and

I’m depressed. I
didn’t want to bring
them down. I didn't
want them to pity

me. So, I stopped
going...

I like Memory
Lane…"
- Resident

 

 The Top 100 Rich List?
I’m not in there this year.

Missed out by that much. 
 

- Char 

 



CONVERSATION
TOPICS

Freedom / Purpose

Faith

Power

Wars

Entertainment

The Good Old Days 

Songs

Australian History 

Mental Health

Ageing

Work

Technology

Childhood

End of life

Good / Bad Habits

Dreams

Anonymity

Sport

Where we're from

Transport

World Events

Food

Lockdown

Dances

Travel

Celebrities

Cartoons

Home

Identity

Pets

Neighbours

Disconnection / Connection 

Community

Justice
School

News 

Music

Friends

Boundaries

Smart / Stupid Phones

How the city has changed

Movies





This project was made possible with funding from
the Local Community Services Association (LCSA)

and the NSW Government.


