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Allan Pearson Podcast 
Welcome to the ‘Walking through Time’ podcasts. There are plenty more to make your visit to New 

Norfolk more enjoyable.  

I became chair of Royal Derwent in 1983. I took over from Elis Park. At that time, The Royal Derwent 

and Willow Court were united so that the chairman of the board was chairman of both. That went 

on, it must have been some time in the early ‘90’s when they decided to separate the two, and to 

have Royal Derwent Hospital as one, and Willow Court as a completely different unit. At that stage it 

became no longer under the chairman of the board, and it became a separate entity.  

In the early days, you wouldn’t call it a pleasant place to be, I guess. The staff did their best, it was 

completely understaffed but I don’t think they were really trained for the sort of work they had to 

do. They couldn’t, definitely couldn’t handle the naughty young ones. They were practically 

impossible, particularly the girls.  

It became released to the press which we had a, almost a brawl because I maintained that people 

should know what was going on, and Judy Jackson maintained that they should not know. And I said 

‘We’ll, I’m going to tell them anyway’ and she said ‘You can’t, you’re employed by the government.’ 

And I said  ‘I think you’re making a bit of mistake there because you can half my pay or you can 

double it and treble it, or do what you like but I’m a volunteer, and you can’t order me around’. And 

she sort of gave in after that, and we did have, allowed the press to come in and have a look around, 

but that’s really when they separated the two units.  

They didn’t, I don’t think I was quite the person they wanted in the Willow Court section. They were 

quite happy to have me in the other one because I took, had to take responsibility for when 

something went wrong at night, they could call me at any time of the night to go over there, and try 

and sort out what the problem was because really, really we were understaffed.  

In the middle of this, The Mercury were getting very vociferous about what was going on, and I said 

‘Alright I will make a bargain with you. I’ll get you to send one of your reporters up at 7 o’clock in the 

morning when the shift starts, and go a full shift through with them at Willow Court or Royal 

Derwent’. They came up at 7:30, ah 7 o’clock and after about 20min she just sort of said I can’t take 

any more of that, she went home. And we didn’t hear from them at The Mercury after that.  

The problem was that there was too many people here and not enough staff, and there was no way 

of getting enough staff. So that, they tried to turn it over into a, the Willow Court into an education 

centre for the disabled and so on, and I guess that would have been the first trial of that sort of a 

thing in Tasmania. There were schools that do it now. But, I am sure the breaking point was that 

they wanted to reduce the costs, and it was cheaper to run that as a school than a hospital. And on 

the other site, had to find ways of reducing costs and the only way you could reduce costs was by 

decreasing the number of people being treated. So that more and more were put out into the 

community. Once again, it created other problems. I’m sure it could have worked if they’d had the 

right trained staff and funding levels. I can’t see why it couldn’t have worked, although I guess at 

that stage, the public were getting a bit against keeping people contained in a building, when they 

believed that if enough money was spent they could be treated outside. And of course that’s really 

what’s happened now.  

But what’s happened now of course is that it’s much more difficult to get treated because you can’t 

afford to treat the same, the number that are required quite cheap to the health system. In was 

1965, when they decided to rebuild the hospital, pull down all the old buildings and make it much 
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more acceptable sort of a hospital. That worked well for a while but once again, we ran out of staff. 

There was just simply not enough staff. You’d be surprised how many staff that there would have 

been there. There was a lot of people who need that sort of attention, need a lot of staff. 

The walking through time project has been made possible through the assistance of the Australian 

Governments ‘Your Community Heritage’ program and funding from the Derwent Valley Council. We 

would like to thank the many members of the public who have given freely of their thoughts and 

memories to make this project a success. 
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