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Foreword
“…Where the heart is” captures the very spirit and

essence of the struggle by very real people who found

their way through homelessness to home, via Loddon

Mallee Housing Services.

“…Where the heart is” has toured throughout

regional Victoria, and as an exhibition showcasing the

work of our organisation, will continue to raise both

awareness and a critical understanding of what

homelessness is.

The experiences of homeless people from central

and northern Victoria have been presented with a

rawness that is at times confronting, and includes

strong language which may be considered offensive

to some. But this is a very real depiction of what it is

like to be a homeless person, as told by the homeless

themselves.

This e-book is the inspiration of Loddon Mallee

Housing Services. Photographer Steve James’ work

includes eight stories that are as inspiring as they are

sad, as graphic as they are real, and as uplifting as

they are tragic.

These stories have been reproduced with the permis-

sion of all those involved, and highlight both the need

for a better understanding of the very real issue of

homelessness, and the outstanding work done by

Loddon Mallee Housing Services.

“…Where the heart is” was the theme of a series of

articles published in the Bendigo Advertiser during

Homeless Persons Week in 2000.

It seemed fitting that Loddon Mallee Housing Services

adopt the incomplete sentence, ‘where the heart is’…

it reminds us of what we do, and why.

Ken Marchingo

Chief Executive Officer

Loddon Mallee Housing Services 
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We were living in 86 Albion St, in Kyabram, but

the fella’ there that owned the property put

the rent up on us a couple of times so we decided to

look for another place.

We looked up properties in the local paper and

thought we were lucky to get this address, and we

eventually found out that we had got it for as long as

we wanted it.

But we were not here long and they put the rent up

here as well.The rent started off at $120, then it went

up to $140, and every time we rang them up to come

and do things to the house, they wouldn’t do it, they

would just never arrive.

The only thing that they did do was put a front porch

on, but that isn’t any good because it is all loose, and

hasn’t been put together properly.

They gave us the keys to the front door, but you can’t use

it because the key won’t open the front door, and they

still haven’t fixed it. You also can’t lock the back door so

if you want to go shopping you have to leave the house

unlocked. So if anyone comes in they can walk straight

in and take what they want because you can’t lock up.

The Olsen Family Story

‘‘



Even the sewage gets blocked up the same time every

year. The sewage floods under all the house. It’s an

awful smell, we can’t do anything about it and the

plumber - all he does is unblock it and leave.

The real estate agent won’t even contact the owner

'cause they just don’t seem to want have anything to

do with us. We can’t even contact the owner because

he has changed his number.

The real estate agents are extremely inconsiderate.

They are s’pose to give us 24 hours notice when they

bring people through here, but they were bringing

people through all the time.

We have tried to get the neighbour to fix up the 

back fence but it took so long we ended up doing it

ourselves. And we ended up with a trailer load of

rubbish that we can’t get rid of because we don’t 

know any one with a car and licence to take it to the tip.

We have looked into getting a professional to do it but

it just costs too much.

All the spouting on the house is falling apart and 

one of the rooms which is tiny gets wet and full of

mildew every time it rains. The entire house actually

floods every time it rains. The spouting is wrecked all

around the house.

Also the chimney bricks keep falling off, and once

when Jason was gardening one fell off and almost 

hit him.

There is no heating at all, there is gas but he won’t get

someone to come and fix it up. What happens is that

it will work alright for five minutes, but then it will

turn itself on and off again, so you don’t know when

gas is being released and whether you can smoke or

not. It is really dangerous, so we ended up buying two

electric heaters which were not only really expensive,

but we are lucky if they heat up one of the rooms let

alone the whole house.

I am in hospital for about three out of every four

months, because I suffer from angina, infected liver and

my kidneys are no good either. I used to be on about 12

tablets of a morning and about six at night. I also have

blood clots in my neck and legs, so my neck, legs and

ankles all swell up and I end up in hospital.

What usually happens is I go to hospital and get

better quite quickly but then I come back from
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Epilepsy runs in our family. My mother has fits as

well as a few of our cousins.

The cops do come around about the school kids

across the road who pick on us and call us nuffies and

stuff. We also cop it off the primary school down the

road as well. We almost had Leslie running through

there with a baseball bat one day. They shouldn’t do

it but they don’t think, and if we do anything to them

they go and tell their parents and their old man

comes around.

It has been really close to coming to a head and one

time I jumped the fence and yelled at this kid but he

ran home and got his dad, who told me that if I did

it again he would run me over with a header.

We now have a good understanding with the vice-

principal. We got to know him because we get the

leftover food from the canteen for the dogs. So any

problems we have we just go and see him, and he

brings them over and makes them all apologise.

hospital and almost immediately something goes

wrong again.

The house is always cold and has vines growing

throughout and there is mildew all over the walls.

It is no wonder that Dad gets sick in this place.

And one thing I miss is having a shower. We cannot

even have a shower because the showerhead has

broken off and no one has come to fix it.

We have always looked after the joint. The least that

they could do was fix the place up a little bit.

We are working on trying to get Robert his driver’s

licence. We all want to have it but the only problem is

that Eddie, Jason and Leslie are all epileptics, which

means you can’t get your licence. ’’
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Post Script: 
The Olsen family finally managed to find public housing, however, after a week of settling in the boys’ father passed away.

The sons have decided to stay together in their new property. Their father is sorely missed…



Iwas brought up in a very nice house and had

everything I wanted and more, my mother was

white and my father’s Koori. Mum had to work as a

maid to bring in some extra money so I was always

handed around the kids for quite a few years.

A few days here and a few days there, it was pretty

horrible, so mum eventually got sick of this, so she

met a man who had quite a lot of money, and he

made mom stable, it was a housing commission house

but it was like a palace, we had everything, I would

say I want and I would get.

I eventually shifted out of home when I got a flat,

which mum got for me, but mum was too helpful.

She would come over and she would clean the house,

she would do the dishes, she would do the washing,

she would fold it and put it away, she would do the

meals and all I had to do was live there.

We did this for a few years until mum died, so I found

myself at 25 not knowing how to budget. I got kicked

out of the flat because mum had always paid my bills.

I didn’t even know how to use a washing machine.

I sat in front of the washing machine for three hours

and howled, willing it to work, because I was too
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embarrassed to go ask anyone else how do you get 

the bastard to go.

Little things like making a bed, I had never had to 

do it, so that was the start of it. Because I couldn’t

deal with things and I was that old, I didn’t know 

how to say to people, can you teach me to pay a bill?

Can you teach me how to do this? I though everyone

was gonna think this woman’s dippy.

When I would want a $50 bill paid

I would give them money to go

and pay it for me.

I have been dealing drugs since I

was about 12. I love mum but that

was the way I was brought up.

That was how I got everything, all the pretty things

were paid for with drug money. That was the way I

thought money was made.

My mum was very into her tablets, and I can remember

from the age of about 10 being on every different

type of psychiatric drug you can imagine. I would

stress out or have a bad day and mum would give me

valium, and then I would have the valium and feel

relaxed. But a couple of weeks later I would need

four to get the same feeling. Then it was nothing for

me and mum to go through 25 a day, and that was

just about getting through the day.

I would do terrible things to people and I wouldn’t even

know when I woke up. I will never forget my cousin

walked in once and she had bruises all over her and had

her hair yanked out, and I said who did that to you? 

I fired myself right up and said

right’o let’s go and get whoever done

this to you and she turned around

and said you done it last night.

I used to wake up in strange places

and I never knew how I got there.

Once I woke up in a hotel room

with a briefcase full of drugs and heaps of money

and no idea how I got there or whose it was.

The thing with valium is that you have one and feel

relaxed so you want that relaxed feeling again so 

you take more to get there again. So you have 10 to15

mixed with alcohol and then a huge cocktail of heaps

of different drugs.And then if you can get on to a yes

doctor, well you’re bloody laughing then.
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I could walk in a get a script for $3 and walk out and

sell it for $100, no worries. Because I can get the

morphine, I had all the doctors all fooled, they

thought I was in so much pain that I would walk in

and they would say what do you want today.

Every time I would feel something like a little feeling

of doubt or I feel bad about something I would go 

to the doctors because I didn’t know how to deal 

with feelings, because I had

always blanketed them for

so long.

When my mum died I had

seven people go to the

doctors for me plus myself

and everyone got at least

two bottles of pills for me, and I locked myself in the

room. I wasn’t trying to kill myself or anything I just

wanted to relax for a few days, so I took all of them

because I didn’t want to feel alone. I had a terrible

morphine habit but the doctors would give it to me 

so I kept taking it. After having two weeks of having

nowhere to live, and being devastatingly depressed,

I was thinking about doing some pretty crazy things,

just to have a night in a bed. Just to have a night 

by myself.

I was discussing only yesterday that a lot of young

girls of all nationalities get with an older man simply

because they have a house. And they think they’re on

a good wicket, because they have got a house they

have got their shopping. But they don’t realize in the

long run just how much of themselves they are giving

up just to have a house.And

five or six years down the

track it dawns on you that

you have sold your soul for

somewhere to live.

And people can boss you

round, tell you what to do

and how to do it, because you are on their property,

you have no real choice, because you’re not gonna

risk going back out on the street, ’cause it’s just too

bloody hard.

I give full credit to homeless people that can survive

out there because I couldn’t and I think I am a pretty

strong woman. I think the homeless problem is a lot

bigger than a lot of people think.
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I wasn�t trying
to kill myself

or anything I just
wanted to relax



A lot of a people see it on TV and think that doesn’t

happen where I live and that doesn’t happen in my

town, because their all comfortable, and haven’t

stopped to look at the other side.

There are people out there that break into houses for

a feed and a shower. I have done it myself, I didn’t

touch nothing in the house, I had a feed and a

shower and I left. I even left a thank you note. It is

amazing the extremes that

we will go to, to get a feed,

and people think that food

is easy to get, but it’s not.

I haven’t got a mum to go to

because she passed away, I

haven’t got a dad to go to

because he also passed away,

so I haven’t got anyone really, not even any known

brothers and sisters.

I think it is dangerous for a woman to be homeless.

That is not to say that anyone should be homeless,

but the dangers for a woman are much more, the

bashings the rapes, and the police don’t listen.

Because you’re just homeless you’re nothing, you’re a

piece of shit. Young girls who are homeless end up 

with babies and low self-esteem, and then often they

resort to drugs.

So then I shifted in with an older man, ’cause I

thought that is a home and that is stable, at least I’ll

have something. It was a very flash house, we had a

lot of assets – a boat and a four wheel drive. But I

wasn’t happy, it was too pretty for me because I didn’t

feel like I deserved it. I would bring myself down 

a lot I would think I don’t

deserve all this what have I

done, nothing.

So I never appreciated it,

so I just treated everything

and everyone like shit. You

give me something precious

and I will destroy it, because

I didn’t deserve it and I still think like that now in

some aspects. I would prefer old stuff because I 

don’t think I deserve anything new. I left the man,

because I couldn’t handle it, I was mixing with all

these people that I thought were too good for me.

And when I was down he would buy me all these

gifts, which made it even worse. I needed help but I

was too scared to ask people how to do things.

9

I give full 
credit to homeless

people that can
survive out there



By that stage I was a fully fledged alcoholic I would

start at five and finish whenever I fell.

I left the posh house and moved into a housing

commission house, which at least was my house.

The place was called the Bronx but I shifted in and 

I was determined that I was going to make it. And

everyone was saying that I should get a boarder 

in but I said, No, I can do it by myself, I don’t need

anyone to protect me. It was

just me and the kids.

What happened was that I

was attacked very, very badly.

I didn’t think I would ever

get over it, in fact I’m not

over it. It was broad daylight

and someone knocked at

the door. I opened it and it was someone who I had

seen around and waved to but didn’t know them. He

said to me, I am busting for the toilet can I use yours

please? And I said yeah alright, so I walked infront of

him and he was walking behind me, and then all of a

sudden I felt this god almighty crack, on the back of

my head and then about another five followed that,

then I was on the ground and I was half unconscious

and I was trying to work out what was happening.

I spun around, and all I could see was two bottles and

they were just coming in at me, pounding me. It was for

no reason, this went on for about half an hour. I was

bleeding and my hair had been pulled and yanked, and

then I was dragged into a room.

I was screaming and yelling but the neighbour next

door had his stereo on full bloody bore, so it was to 

no avail to scream.

This continued for three

and a half hours and during

this time I was a prisoner in

my own home and I had to

make him a meal, and he

burnt my hand on the hot-

plate by pushing my hand

down on the hotplate, because I went to get a fork

instead of a spoon and he thought I might use the

fork against him. So I had to stand there and make

him a meal while he was screaming at me. He was an

aboriginal fella and he told me I deserved it because

I was a gubba, and that I tried to be black but I wasn’t

black and to get a bit of black into me, and that this is

how black women have it.
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The blacks
never ever liked
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I tried my best to fit in with both cultures, I even went

and sat in the park just to try to be one of them, but

I got mobbed by all the girls and bashed up everytime

I tried to do that because they thought I was sleeping

with their men. I wasn’t though, I was trying to get in

with the group, by giving them free drugs or buying

their grog, so they would think I was one of them.

Before long I was one of them, and all the white

people that had tried to

help me in the past – I 

was running around and

calling them Gubbas and

saying horrible, horrible

stuff and then this attack

happened and that made

me really disgusted of aboriginal people.

Then I was back to, I am not one of them and how

could they live like that. I believe that taking him 

to court was the stupidest thing I have done. I only

did it to show my daughter that no man does that 

no matter who he is. No man has the right to do

anything like that to anyone and if he does you go to

the police and the police will put the bastard in jail.

It was a small town, but I had to charge him, but 

after I did I had heaps of Koori ladies come around,

and they would bash the fuck out of me. And the 

same thing happened to the children, telling them to

tell me to drop all the charges or we would all be

coming home in body bags, and the kids were coming

home saying what is a body bag mum?

And the police had to come around many times to

stop the house being rocked

and stuff like that, and they

put me on this protection

program.

But it didn’t work because

everyone knew everyone and

eventually the same thing would start happening again.

They made the court case go on for 15 months, 15

bloody months!! And during this time I do not

remember how many times I was bashed, how many

times we had to change house.

Then they started going for my grandparents, who

were old frail people, and they would run through

their house telling them to tell me to drop everything.
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it didn�t matter
how much make-up
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felt dirty
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When I had to go to court it was a nightmare. I had

to face all of them bastards, walking from the car to

the court. I had two D’s on both sides because the

entire Aboriginal co-op turned up for it.

So eventually after the court case we ended up

homeless, but he was in jail. But something happened

and I don’t know what it was, but I had to go through

everything again.

By this stage the police were

very angry because of how

long this was all taking.

After all this it went back 

to court again and he was

acquitted, so the police

turned around and said ‘what are you gonna do,

are you gonna be able to handle this’, and I said 

‘I don’t know’.

So I shifted in with some pretty staunch drug dealers,

because no-one would stuff around with them

because they were bikies as well. But there was heaps

of stuff getting around town about me and I feared

that they would go to my grandparents again.

So one night they found out where I was living and

they knew the blokes were out for the night, and 

it was just fucking horrific. The front window just

came smashing in. It was like the show ‘Once Were

Warriors’, magnified by about three times. My son

and daughter were both bashed up and knocked out,

they were only 10. Instead of running and getting out

of the way they were screaming, ‘leave mum alone,

leave mum alone’.

I ended up losing the

children over this, because

when the police report was

done welfare jumped in and

so I wasn’t only punished by

the fact that he was out of

jail and I had nowhere to live, but I also lost my

children over it. That was it for me and that was 

when I thought the only way to stop this and to get

someone to listen to me is to kill some bastard, and 

I don’t believe how close I came to doing it to prove 

a point to everyone to leave me the bloody hell alone.

The cops came around and said we think the best

thing is if you go, because there were a lot of people

I had nowhere to
live� I also

lost my children,
over it 
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there, Kooris and stuff. People who wanted to stick 

up for aboriginal rights but they weren’t listening to

the woman. So the police came around and said,

‘here is $1000 dollars where do you want to go?’.

I said you have gotta’ be joking.

They said there was gonna’ be trouble and it was

gonna’ to happen tonight and they didn’t know 

what to do about it.

‘It’s getting too serious the

big boys have been called

in.’ they said. So I said

Mildura. I guess because it

sounded far away and they

dropped us off at the bus

station and I have never heard from them since.

Looking back if I heard of any other woman who was

taking someone to court I would grab them and say

are you very, very strong, because what happened to

you then it’s gonna happen five times more whilst

you’re taking him to court. Because they bring back

every little thing you have done wrong, it’s just terrible.

So that’s how we ended up here, this happened just a

week before Christmas. But I do believe that this

whole thing has actually saved me, because I would

have just kept on going with the flow. This has made

me strong, by going through all that and I’m stronger

now. I couldn’t go back there or see any of them.

I still have a huge problem with men, that is why I

brought a friend with me

today because I don’t trust

any men, I figure prevention

is better than cure. And

because I had been in the

drug world for a long time,

and me going crown witness

set a bloody bomb off. I had

big drug people coming down from Sydney and

Canberra saying, if you go crown witness against a

koori bloke you may go crown witness against us.

But I said you haven’t done nothing to me, but

they would say once a dog always a dog. So then I

had to face all the crims, so I had it from the black

people and I had it from the white people from

the drug world.

This has
made me strong,

by going through
all that



So I got here and I was so fragile, people would only

have to look at me and I was in tears. I remember

once I went to the Aboriginal co-op here and on my

way out there were a few Aboriginal blokes standing

out the front, it was too much so I walked into the

toilets and swallowed all my tablets just to be able to

walk past them.

Then I got involved with the doctor at the Aboriginal

co-op. It seems to me that

for every good thing that

happens a bad thing

happens. I thought I would

come down really hard

because I had been on

drugs for so long, but when

I got up here a load was just

lifted off my shoulders. I had no distractions, the

phone wasn’t ringing, no-one was knocking at the

door. I didn’t know any drug dealers so I couldn’t go

get any anyway.

When I went to the doctor at the co-op, I tried to

scam them at the start, but the man there had

listened to every scam before. He was so lovely but he

was the hardest man I had ever met before. I had

always been able to con everyone but not him,

because he has been there and done that before me.

As time went by I started to get clear in the head and

it dawned on me that I was doing exactly the same

thing again, so I went back to him and said I will now

tell you the truth and I told him, and he got in

contact with my doctor and he could not believe that

I was still alive after going from such a heavy habit 

to nothing at all.

I told him I had not had

anything, so he put me on 

a regime of only three

tablets a day, because I had

been on a whole range of

psychiatric drugs, so I went

on that for about three weeks. And eventually I got

down to absolutely nothing, and I haven’t been on

anything for months now.

Since I have been up here I have given up Morphine,

pethadine, valium, alcohol, and all those type of

drugs. Back there I could never see myself going 

one day without being on drugs but up here I feel

alive, I feel so good.
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My only concern is where I will be put after I have to

move out of the transitional house and move into public

housing.And I have not got a car and I now have a legal

job as a homework supervisor at the school, so if I move

I won’t be able to do that because I don’t drive a car.

I volunteered for the job but the lady made me fill out

the papers to get paid for it. It is only six hours a week

but I have the self satisfaction that I have got a real job.

My name even came out on the newsletter the other day,

so I photocopied it about 50 times and sent it down to

my grandparents and that, I was just so proud.

And I sent my full pay packet down to my uncle who

always told me I would never work a decent day in my

life, so I wrote a little note on it telling him what it was

for. I think if people saw me now they would not believe

it, I don’t believe it myself. My na came up and was

convinced I was on drugs because I was so normal.

But up here I have found nothing but ‘happy’

counsellors, maybe even too many counsellors, and even

the people up here they’re all friendly and they want to

help you. They hear a bit of your story and offer their

help. I have never known a town like that, my whole life,

In the past when people have said hello I always think

oh what do you want, but up here they say hello because

they want to, not because they want something.

It has been the turning point of my whole life, I am just

so happy, I have never been so happy. I feel normal just

like that next-door neighbour, I can look people in the

eye. It has only been since I moved here, where I have

no drug contacts, and it the first time in my life that I am

doing things for myself, and I actually feel like I am not

one of them any more but I am my own own person.

I still look down at myself but nowhere near as much.

I still hate pretty things and I think it was because my

mum had a house full of everything it was a palace but

everything in that house was because of drugs, not one

day of it was through hard work.

And I remember once I did a day’s picking and got paid

$27 and I howled because I sweated my arse off and got

that money. I didn’t have to rort anyone I didn’t have to

bullshit, I didn’t have to forge signatures and I didn’t

have to steal, it was mine through hard work. So I went

up the supermarket and brought myself some snacks

and I tell you what that food tasted so much better,

because I had finally done something for myself. But it

has taken 33 years to achieve that goal.
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I had always been
able to con

everyone but not
him, because

he has been there
and done that
before me. 



Ray Johnson�s Story

Igrew up with my parents who were piss heads.

I don’t know about childhood ‘cause one day my

parents would be happy and the next day dad would

be drunk and start punching into mum, no reason just

because he did, and we would hang off his legs and try

to stop him, or at least let mum get out the door.

Dad used to put the keys up on the mantle, for the

back door, because he knew she would never make it

out of the front door. He would say to mum you go for

that back door Gloria, and I will kill you.

Because I was the youngest and the toilets were out the

back, I would go to the toilet and come back in and

pretend to lock it but I wouldn’t. So I would put the

keys back up on the mantle piece, and dad would

always ask me whether I locked the door and I would

say yeah, but I really wouldn’t.

You could just tell when he was going to start, his lip

would curl up on the corner. And also he would be

having digs at mum, saying stuff like, you want a

backhander and then saying too late you have already

got one, whack!!.

I can never remember them not drinking; I asked my

sister the other day did she remember them ever not

drinking and she didn’t either. She said that they
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�We are all of us,
save for the vagaries of physical

or mental illness, poverty, addiction, 
or unforeseen circumstances, 
about one step half away from
the �troubled families� and

�families in crisis� we work with� 
and just about the same distance from
the safety net of services we have woven 

to protect and restore them.

Thus we make a grave mistake
if we begin by thinking of �us� and �them�.

It is just �us�. All of us together.��
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