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Boarding 
house 
‘angel’
“There were thousands, thousands 
of cockroaches running around the 
room … I’ve never seen such a terrible 
sight in all my life in Australia.” 
– MajOr HiltOn HarMer OaM 

It was the smell and the cockroaches 
that initially shocked “actively retired” 
73-year-old Salvation Army Major 
Hilton Harmer when he helped a 
homeless man move into one of inner-
Sydney’s unregulated boarding houses.

“The conditions vary greatly between 
the boarding houses,” says Hilton, who 
stresses that many boarding houses he has 
subsequently visited are well regulated. 

“Many are clean, they’re comfortable, 
run with discipline and the tenants have a 
code of conduct. That’s on the top end.

“But at the bottom end they are only 
one step up from living on the street and 
people are paying exorbitant rents of 
over $150 a week.”

Having spent a lot of time working in 
prisons and courts, then with the most 
disadvantaged homeless on Sydney’s 
streets for the last seven years, Hilton 
thought he had seen it all.

Then, last year, he visited a boarding 
house in Sydney’s inner-west to help a 
man who had previously been homeless, 

move into accommodation.
“He had no furniture so he asked, 

‘Hilton, can you help me?’ It was a cold, 
dark night and a fellow emerged from 
the shadows and he said, ‘mate, are you 
from The Salvation Army?’ I said, ‘that’s 
right’, and he replied, ‘I wonder if you 
could help me like you’re helping him?’”

Hilton went to see the man in his 
accomodation and was stunned by what 
he encountered – a cockroach-infested 
room with no furniture, not even a bed. 
He soon realised that there were many 
others with deep needs living in the 
same boarding house. So he started 
visiting them once a week.

This soon grew to a weekly visit to 10 
boarding houses in Sydney’s inner-west, 
plus a number of private rental houses.

Hilton takes fruit, vegetables and 

groceries, and helps with blankets, doonas, 
heaters, fans and essential furnishings 
through donations from members of the 
public, the Ozharvest organisation and the 
St Peters Salvation Army. He even takes 
cakes, kindly donated every week by 
Clempton Park Cake Shop.

Optometrist Sue Thompson, who with 
Hilton already offers a free monthly eye 
service to the city’s homeless, now also 
visits the boarding houses once a month.

Hilton, who is embarrassed by any fuss 
made of the ever-expanding work, says he is 
just fuelled by love of his saviour Jesus and 
simply offers a hand where he sees a need.

Resident Louis says he is lucky to have 
accomodation in a reputable boarding 
house. It does, however, cost $190 a week 
for the single bedroom with shared kitchen
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MAJOR HILTON HARMER TAkES fRIENDSHIP AND fOOD TO INNER-CITY bOARDINg HOUSES.

SHAIRON PATERSON
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Red Shield Appeal
Thank you to all who have 

already donated or volunteered to 
support the 2013 Red Shield Appeal. 

To help assist more than one 
million people this year, The 
Salvation Army needs to raise $79 
million nationally. This will help offer 
a wide range of essential programs 
such as homelessness services, 
alternative education and disaster 
support, as well as emergency relief 
and low interest loans.

“for some people on low incomes, 
once they pay the rent they can 
have very little to live on,” says The 
Salvation Army’s Major bruce Harmer.

“It doesn’t matter how good 
people are at budgeting, the money 
left is simply not enough to cover 
basic needs. Car troubles or a 
broken appliance can then set 
people back financially to the point 
of being evicted.”

To donate now, please call 
13 salVos (13 72 58) or go to 
salvos.org.au. You can also donate 
at any Westpac branch or by cheque 
to Po box 9888 in your capital city.

Still Standing 
Continuing its support of survivors 

of natural disaster, The Salvation 
Army’s “Still Standing” website 
provides a forum for survivors to 
share their experiences with others. 
The site also offers a range of 
resources including an emergency 
contact guide, and tips and 
resources to help children recover 
from crisis.

free copies of the Still Standing 
DVD, which provides advice from 
disaster recovery experts and 
encouragement from disaster 
survivors, can be ordered from or 
viewed on the site. for support 
following disaster, please go to 
stillstanding.org.au

An innovative holistic welfare model 
known as “Doorways” has been 
developed by The Salvation Army to 
help long-term clients break free from 
welfare dependency. 

Kianna Spicer, Doorways Assistant 
Coordinator, says the program which is 
currently being piloted in Eastlakes, 
Liverpool, Penrith and Coffs Harbour, 
has been developed to help “increase 
participation of welfare recipients into 
mainstream economic and social life”. 

Through case management, mentoring 
and building wider connections into 
Salvation Army corps, services and other 
applicable local programs, Doorways 
aims to offer holistic support to 
individuals and families in need.

Although it is already the philosophy 
of Salvation Army emergency welfare 
services to move clients into 
independence and address underlying 
issues, Doorways aims to provide an 
even greater focus on identifying and 
working to solve the issues contributing 

to long-term economic hardship.
The program also offers material for 

client assessment and case management 
training for staff.

“There has been some research that 
suggests 70 per cent of the clients 
accessing our centres are only a one-off, 
or for a definite period,” Kianna says.

“They may have lost their job or fallen 
sick and simply need one-off or short-
term assistance to get back on their feet. 
But the other 30 per cent are the ones 
who keep coming back again and again 
and again, and they very often come 
from a background of generational 
unemployment and/or poverty.

“In those cases, it is important for the 
client to really understand they have the 
capacity to achieve more, they’re not 
trapped. Doorways offers empowerment by 
using all resources available such as training, 
rehabilitation, education, mentoring and 
the building of healthy social relationships.

“We’ve already seen amazing outcomes 
in one year and the feedback from clients 
has been very, very positive.”  O

Doorways to freedom

FRoM PaGe 1    and bathroom facilities. 
Louis explains that he had worked full-

time all his life, but after a heart attack 
and now with some serious back problems 
he can now only work part-time. He is 
planning further study.

With some work and family nearby, he is 
luckier than many in local boarding houses, 

but, despite careful budgeting, he says the 
high rent can mean there is little left over if 
unexpected emergencies crop up.

Louis says he is not only grateful for 
the practical help with groceries in recent 
months, but also for Hilton’s friendship. 
“The only thing missing from Hilton is his 
wings,” he says. “The man’s an angel!”  O

kIANNA SPICER (LEfT) AND HER TEAM ARE HELPINg CLIENTS TO fIND INDEPENDENCE.

SHAIRON PATERSON
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“The breakfasts are a big party – we 
really make it big so that the kids walk 
in and go, ‘wow, we didn’t realise it 
would be this good’. It is something very 
special in the middle of what is often a 
very hard time in their lives.” – salvatiOn 

arMy MajOr MelBa CrisOstOMO

There were bales of hay, real ducks 
and chickens in an enclosure and even a 
homemade “cow” complete with gloves 
for udders. But, most importantly, 
there were around 120 delighted kids 
and parents/carers at the “Fun on the 
Farm” themed community breakfast at 
The Salvation Army’s Centennial Lodge 
homelessness crisis centre in Cairns.

The breakfasts, held monthly 
between February and November, are 
not only a firm favourite with Cairns 
locals, but also very special to the 
children staying at the centre.

Started four years ago, the breakfasts 
have developed to give homeless children 
who are living short term at the crisis 
centre with their mothers, the chance to 
mix in their own temporary “home” with 
local children. The breakfasts also serve 
to help maintain contact with the families 
who have moved on from the service.

“It is critically important that the 
kids in crisis care experience some joy,” 
Salvation Army Centennial Lodge team 
leader Elizabeth Marshall says. “They 
all love the breakfasts.”

The aim is to make the breakfasts, 
which are run in conjunction with the 
local Salvation Army corps (church), 
spectacular events because many staying 
in the service have already experienced 
great pain, dislocation, stress and loss in 
their young lives.

As well as a fun day, there is always a 
short interactive devotional and the chance 
for the kids to learn new skills. A breakfast 
held last year was particularly educational.

“Master Chef 2” began with a hot 
breakfast banquet and fruit platters, and 
cookie decorating for the kids. It also 
featured nutritional talks by a number of 
local chefs led by Centennial Lodge head 
chef Jos Thys and Australian Culinary 
Federation North Queensland branch 
president Brian Down.

The Centennial Lodge service offers 
a three-month maximum crisis 
accommodation service for men, 
another for single women, a service for 
women with children, plus a patient 
transfer scheme.

According to Centennial Lodge 
women’s service manager, Salvation 
Army Major Melba Crisostomo, a 
significant percentage of the women 
with children have come from situations 
of domestic violence. Others have had 
issues with drugs and alcohol, financial 
problems, and loss of accommodation. 

While the service works to stabilise the 
homeless adults by assisting with housing 
applications, job applications, job searches, 
living skills classes, referrals to counsellors, 
TAFE enrolments and, if required, referrals 
to mental health workers, staff are also 
aware that many of the children present to 
the service with their own deep needs.

“Whatever the problems in the 
family, the children are often really 
affected,” says Melba. 

Helping with referrals to counsellors 
and assisting with school enrolments 
and acquiring uniforms are important, 
say the staff at Centennial, but they 
also believe that a simple bit of fun and 
friendship is just as vital.

Melba says the breakfasts are hugely 
popular with the children who “count 
down the sleeps” to the events. Along 
with their mothers, the kids take great 
ownership of the event, helping with 
planning and clean-up. At the same 
events, birthdays are also celebrated.

“We make it special for them because 
some don’t celebrate birthdays,” says 
Melba. “These are things that are taken 
for granted in families that can afford it, 
but even for them to receive a present is 
something very special. 

She says that the positive experience 
becomes “a part of the lives of children”.

“We have lots who have been attending 
for four years,” Melba says. “They just 
continue to come back for every breakfast. 
It is very special for them and lovely for us 
to remain a part of their lives.”

And the joy is not confined to the kids. 
After a recent breakfast, Melba says, “a 
little boy was tugging down my shirt to 
say something. So I knelt down and with 
a shy smile he said, ‘Thank you. This is 
the best party, ever’. Then he hugged me.

“I can still see the joy in his eyes,” adds 
Melba. “For me, it was beautiful. It was as 
if the Lord himself had just said, ‘Let the 
children come to me, for the kingdom of 
heaven belongs to such as these!’”.  O

MAJOR MELbA CRISOSTOMO (CENTRE) SAYS SHE LOVES THE bREAkfASTS AS MUCH AS THE kIDS DO.

SHAIRON PATERSON
Parties with
layers of purpose
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My contact details

Title Mr / Mrs / Miss / Ms / Dr

Given name

Surname

Address

 

Suburb  

State  Postcode  

Phone (       )

Email

I would like to donate $ by
 Cheque/ money order payable to The Salvation Army

 Credit card  Visa  Mastercard 
 Diners  Amex

No 

Name on card

Expiry      /      Signature

Please be assured your details remain confidential. 
Donations are tax deductible. Donate by credit card by phoning  
13 salVos (13 72 58) or log onto salvos.org.au/ots

Letters & feedback welcome!

If you would like further information, 
please tick the relevant boxes and 
return by mail to: The Salvation Army, 
GPO Box 9888, Your Capital City. 
Or fax to: 02 9266 9805.

  Worship and church programs 
 Community services  
  How I may make regular donations 
to the Red Shield Appeal

 Wills and bequests

“I spent years of my life hiding who I really 
was because I was so ashamed of my 
past. I was scared that no-one would like 
me or people would think less of me if 
they knew things that had happened to 
me, or things I had done.” – Bee Orsini  

In the past three years, Bianca “Bee” 
Orsini* has co-presented with Sir Richard 
Branson in front of thousands, has been 
seen by millions of people through a range 
of prime-time media interviews, worked 
with celebrities such as Australian actress 
Cate Blanchett and made presentations to 
more than 10,000 school students, all to 
help combat youth homelessness.

What is astonishing is that the 
passionate, articulate 24-year-old, who has 
just co-authored and launched the new 
Salvos Ambassadors Program (SAM) and 
who was recently included in a list of “100 
Women of Influence” compiled by the 
National Australia Bank and The Financial 
Review, was a homeless Salvation Army 
client herself not so long ago.

Bee grew up in a dysfunctional family 
marked by abuse, parental addiction and 
neglect. By the time she was a teenager, Bee 
was depressed, anxious, and self-harming. 
Drug and alcohol abuse and homelessness 
followed, until a friend pointed her to The 
Salvation Army Oasis Youth Support 
Network in Surry Hills, NSW.

At the time, she says, “I couldn’t go 
home to my mum. Although she loved me 
and I loved her, she wasn’t capable of 
supporting or nurturing me.”

Bee, who eventually gained an 
excellent job, completed Oasis’ 10-week 
employment coaching course. She also 
received ongoing support including help 
securing emergency accommodation. She 
was then offered a volunteer role with the 
Oasis “Champions” program.

“What I was about to learn was that 

my pain from the past would become the 
strength I needed to fuel a desire to help 
others,” she says.

Today, she works full-time with The 
Salvation Army as Oasis Schools Liaison, 
presenting and running youth 
homelessness workshops for students 
including those “at risk” of homelessness. 
She also runs workshops for entire year 
groups of students who, she says, “all have 
the potential to make a difference”.  

Earlier this year, Bee and The Salvation 
Army’s Matt Gluyas launched SAM, a 
partnership between the Oasis Youth 
Support Network and The Salvation 
Army’s MORE youth ministry. It’s a pilot 
initiative which aims to further engage and 
train the current school-aged generation to 
work towards positive social change. 

Youth homelessness will be the central 
issue that SAM addresses. 

 “In [the past] 20 years … Australia 

saw teenage homelessness more than 
double to over 28,000,” Bee says.

Despite the intellect, passion and 
depth of understanding Bee brings to the 
role, she knows that her most powerful 
weapon simply remains the willingness 
to share her own story. 

“Oasis helped me to see it was 
something I could be proud of, not 
embarrassed about,” she says.

“There are times when I feel really 
drained retelling my story, but I 
remember the thousands of kids there are 
left to fight for and how blessed I was to 
have a friend who knew to take me to 
Oasis, so it keeps me going.

“I was given a second chance at life 
through The Salvation Army … so I want 
to see as many other young people get 
that same chance!”  O
*bee’s story was first featured in On the Scene 
Winter 2011

Passion to grow future leaders

bEE ORSINI WORkS TO fIgHT YOUTH HOMELESSNESS.

SHAIRON PATERSON


