
Wandakalua - Welcome to this special edition of the Koori Grapevine, edition #40 where we pay our 
respects and tributes to some trailblazing Elders from our community and afar. Council shares in sending all family and friends their 
condolences and sadness, and pay our respect for the life of these truly amazing people. They will be all be missed by us and many. 

Maree Edwards, Lake Macquarie City Council, Aboriginal Community Development Officer, medwards@lakemac.nsw.gov.au

RONALD CHARLES GORDON 
5 April 1943 - 31 August 2021 , Age 78 years

In days of each other, our local 
community lost two of its most 
respected Aboriginal Elders 
with the passing of Uncle Bill 
Smith and just one day after 
Uncle Ron Gordon.
A proud Barkindji and Ngemba 

man, Uncle Ron was born in Bourke and moved from 
Brewarrina to Sydney before relocating to Garden Suburb 
and later residing in in Lake Macquarie, with his wife 
Diane and three children, Douglas, Leanne and Ashley. 
He was a dedicated family man and often shared his 
Aboriginal cultural knowledge and experience by helping 
others and was a profound promoter of education. He 
left school early, and worked a variety of jobs from 
stockman, to fencing, a mechanic and for a lot of years 
shearing. In his 20s he met Diane, five years younger than 
him. He asked to marry her soon after, but was denied 
by Diane's Elders who was wary of the age gap. So, when 
he came across a cluster of echidnas, a bush tucker 
delight, he offered his discovery to the Elders, who then 
regrouped and agreed to their marriage.
Ron and Diane became managers of the Kirinari 
Aboriginal Hostel in Garden Suburb, where they would 
become affectionately known as Aunty Di and Uncle Ron. 
Kirinari, which translates to "place of learning", provided 
boarding accommodation for Indigenous boys to attend 
high school, such as the likes of Greg Inglis, Timana Tahu 
and Tyrone Roberts young boys who would go on to 
become NRL stars, as well as his own son Ashley Gordon.
While Aunty Di continued to manage the hostel, Uncle 
Ron became involved with Awabakal and in advisory 
roles for various organisations like the university. Pro 
Vice-Chancellor Nathan Towney first met Uncle Ron, 
like many others, after relocating from regional NSW to 
complete tertiary studies. "Ron was the first person to 
really welcome me into this community, and I am forever 
grateful for the advice and the guidance and support he 
has given me over the years," Mr Towney said. "He had 
that special way of making people feel accepted and 
connected, he just had a special knack of helping young 
people that are new to the area feel safe, and culturally 
secure, and that's a real gift.

Ashley said in his dad's later years, he was probably best 
known as a "fanatical golfer" and in an online tribute, 
Charlestown Golf Club's pro shop recognised him as a 
"much loved member". "We all loved Ron's conversation 
and presence and he will certainly be missed by all of 
us," the post said. "Ron was so proud of his family and we 
were always so happy listening to his many stories."
Mr Towney said it was Ron Gordon's personality that 
endeared him to all. "I'll never forget the first time we 
went and had Chinese at Cardiff," he said. "I went and 
picked him up and we sat down at the restaurant, but 
by the time we left we had 10 people sitting with us. 
"Just because he had that persona and aura around him, 
people wanted to be around him. They wanted to be part 
of the laughs that he created and the stories that he 
told.”
"He just attracted people and brought people together, 
and I think that's a true testament to the person that he 
was. And to me, that's what Eldership is about – providing 
a safe space for other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, and a space where people want to be 
and people want to learn.”
"And Uncle Ronny provided that to not only his family, 
but the broader Aboriginal community." He will be 
remembered by many for much, including but not 
limited to, managing Kirinari Aboriginal Hostel in Garden 
Suburb and assisting in the establishment and growth of 
Awabakal Local Aboriginal Land Council and
serving on a range of boards and committees, most 
notably Yarnteen Corporation, University of Newcastle 
and Lake Macquarie City Council.

Uncle Ron Gordon, wife Diane and children Douglas, Leanne and Ashley

Please be advised images and names of people passed over appear  
in this publication with permission from the families.



WILLIAM (BILL) EDWARD SMITH  
WIRRIGAN ELDER
21 July 1938 – 29 August 2021,  
Age 83 years

“Yours in friendship, culture and understanding in 
coming together in building bridges as one.”

Uncle Bill, as he was affectionately known to many, 
passed away suddenly on Sunday 29 August aged 83, 
just days after being diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. 
He was a loving husband to Gloria, father of six (two 
deceased), grandfather of 18, great grandfather of 
50, uncle, mentor, friend, cultural knowledge holder, 
passionate story-teller and builder of bridges, who was 
a highly respected Elder in the Aboriginal communities 
of Lake Macquarie, Newcastle, the Hunter, Northern 
NSW as well as further north, south and west, and even 
overseas. 
On Saturday 13 November 2021, his farewell and 
celebration of his life was as he lived, larger than life, 
with a moving ceremony and special tributes from 
his family, friends and dignitaries, which was so well 
organised by his family and White Lady Funerals. 
When daughter Carol was invited to provide a Welcome 
to Country, she said, “No one can deliver a Welcome 
to Country like my Dad”, and all eyes turned to the big 
screen at McDonald Jones stadium to see and hear Uncle 
Bill give the Welcome to Country at his own farewell and 
celebration of the amazing life he led.
Affectionately known to his grandchildren and great 
grandchildren as “Cowboy Pop”, the family dressed in 
cowboy hats and boots. His magnificently created coffin 
was covered with beautiful family photos and laid on hay 
bales throughout the duration of the service. Aboriginal 
and Maori cultural dances performed, as well as moving 
songs from his daughter Cheryl, accompanied by his 
nephew Raymond, all MC’d by another nephew Andrew.  
After the ceremony, the procession travelled to Toronto 
West where the beautifully decorated coffin of family 
photos was put onto a horse and cart to transport him 
where he was laid to rest with his deceased baby twin 
sons.
Bill Smith was born in Tamworth, with connections 
to the Anaiwan, Wonnarua and Kamilaroi nations. He 
was one of 11 children, and, as Mr Smith recalled in 
the Newcastle's First Storytellers podcast last year, his 
parents taught him "to be proud and walk tall and keep 
the Aboriginal culture alive and breathing".
"Follow your dreams and don't let anyone stop you or 
pull you back," Mr Smith said.
After leaving school at 12, he worked on a cattle farm. 
But in 1955, the flood that slashed through the Hunter 
Valley, creating much disaster, presented an opportunity 

for young Bill Smith. He moved from the New England to 
Maitland and joined the NSW Department of Railways, 
helping repair damaged tracks.
That not only provided Bill Smith with a future career 
but an approach to life, which he passed onto his 
children.
"Dad said, 'Opportunities only knock once, so you've got 
to take that opportunity when it does," said youngest 
son Malcolm Smith.
It was not so much opportunity but love that presented 
itself in the late 1950s when Bill returned to the New 
England area to visit his sister and he met a young 
woman named Gloria.
"I just looked at him and thought, 'That's the man for 
me! I'll take him," recounted Gloria Smith. "He was such a 
handsome man."
Bill and Gloria Smith married in 1960. The Smiths raised 
their family in a Railways tent at Teralba, before they 
built their home together in the Lake Macquarie, with 
Carol handing nails to her parents. 
The family suffered tragedy at the loss of twin boys, sons 
and siblings, Mark and Matthew, as babies.
Uncle Bill was the co-founder of the Awabakal Newcastle 
Aboriginal Co-Operative, over 40 years ago, assisting with 
issues from housing to health. He was foundation chair 
of the National Aboriginal Rugby League Association, and 
a consultant to government at all levels over his lifetime. 
He worked tirelessly to bring awareness to Aboriginal 
issues, increasing the cultural literacy of Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal Australians from all walks of life. 
He was also a Councillor of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Commission. He had the ear of prime 
ministers, and he had the floor at many local, national 
and international talks and conferences. 
Also, co-founder with his two brothers and father 
in 1969, Smith General Contracting, which employed 
hundreds of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal workers, 
did railway contract work for BHP in Newcastle and Port 
Kembla, as well as undertaking other major projects, 
including the line to the Port Waratah coal loader and 
Bill Smith also helped lay the tracks and build the 
bridges, to bring people and cultures closer.
"He's the strongest person I've known all my life," said 
his eldest child, Carol Widders. "He instilled in us that we 
fight for the people who can't fight."



"They didn't start the company just for themselves, but for 
the Aboriginal community," said Malcolm Smith.
Smith General Contracting became a major employer, but 
not just of Indigenous workers.
"That was Dad," Malcolm Smith said, recounting his father's 
philosophy. "We're all one. We need to share and walk 
together."
"It's made a lot of difference, especially on the medical, on 
the health side of our people," said Bill's older son Edward 
Smith.
"He made sure he fitted things in for people on a daily 
basis," said his younger daughter Cheryl Smith.
"He's helped a lot of people," said Gloria Smith.
From the 1960s, a time of great social and political change, 
John Maynard said, "Bill was one of those who strode 
up to the front of the line to take charge, and he offered 
direction and hope".
Saretta Fielding, Bill Smith's niece and an acclaimed artist, 
said her uncle "led the way".
"He built bridges over many years," Mrs Fielding said, "to 
create better opportunities for Aboriginal people, but 
also in being inclusive and welcoming to the broader 
community, to work together towards reconciliation and to 
really understand each other."
As well as teaching him to cherish family, Edward Smith said 
his father's greatest lesson was; "Be proud of who you are."
Uncle Bill remained deeply connected to his community, 
lending his voice for Save our Coast protesting PEP-11, off-
shore gas and oil drilling, to teaching all walks of life about 
Aboriginal culture. He was passionate about protecting the 
land, the waters and the people and helped to peacefully 
demonstrate this with his powerful, but calm voice, often 
not needing a microphone, but when he held one, gee it 
was hard to get it off him.
Uncle Bill is survived by wife Gloria and adult children, 
Carol, Cheryl, Edward and Malcolm, 18 grandchildren, 50 
great grandchildren and many, many extended families, 
friends and loved ones.
On a personal note, Uncle Bill was engaged for many 
Council events and I was always enthralled by his presence, 
his words and the fact he and my Dad were so alike in 

facial features and mannerisms. I was honoured to share 
his space on many occasions but the highlight of being 
interviewed for a documentary for Save Our Coast with him 
at Bar Beach, would have to top the list. As well as him 
getting me and the Mayor at the time, Cr Jodie Harrison up 
to do the Brolga dance at one of Council’s NAIDOC Week 
ceremonies will always be etched in my memory. 
Council shares in sending all family and friends their 
condolences and sadness, and pay our respect for the life of 
Uncle Bill Smith. He will be truly missed by us and so many. 

Uncle Bill, wife Aunt Gloria with children Malcolm, Cheryl, Edward and Carol

Laying to rest Uncle Bill Smith, photo: Paul Szumilas

KAREN SUTTON   
16 July 1962 – 30 January 2022, Age 59 years
Karen passed away suddenly in John Hunter 
Hospital on Sunday morning, 30 January 2022 
and her life was celebrated on Tuesday 8 
February as we said farewell to such a lovely, 
caring soul. 
Living life to the fullest revolved around 
her creativity and craft skills, which was her 
passion. She made the most unique and 
interesting gift cards.
Her children, Lara (deceased), Beccy and Luke 
were her life and she is now reunited with Lara.
Her celebration of life was just how she would 
have wanted, private, personal and with no fuss.

Karen served voluntarily as a Director on 
Awabakal Local Aboriginal Land Council Board 
for a number of years and her contribution is 
greatly appreciated all round.
Kaz will be very much missed by so many in 
our community.
Her surviving adult 
children spoke so 
fondly of their Mum 
and were by her side 
when she passed.
Condolences to her 
family and friends 
and may she Rest in 
Peace.

Karen Sutton and her  
three children



UNCLE TREVOR 
GEORGE WILSON 
17 August 1952  
- 18 August 2021,  
Age 69 years

Uncle Trevor passed peacefully at his home in Sawtell, 
NSW. He was much loved husband of Narelle, loving 
father of Alison, Trevor and Daniel and cherished 
grandfather of Chenoa, Naimah, Baliaan and Lennox and 
a good friend to many.
Due to COVID-19 restrictions, Trevor’s family held a 
private funeral service by invitation only on Wednesday 1 
September 2021. Those who could not attend were invited 
to view the livestream.
Trevor Wilson was a proud Gumbaynggirr man, the 
youngest of 8 children. He was born in 1952 in Casino, 
Northern NSW and at age 20, Uncle Trevor enlisted in 
the Australian Army Reserve. He first served as a Gunner 
in the 2nd Battalion NSW Regiment from 1972 and 
completed his services in 1979 as Lance Corporal in the 
177 Air Squadron at Richmond, before heading home to 
Country.
As one of the founding members of Yandaarra Aboriginal 
Consultative Committee, he provided a voice for his 
local mob and offered a link between the Aboriginal 

community and Coffs Harbour Council. He was the driving 
force to lobby for the Aboriginal Community Development 
Officer and the establishment of Coffs Harbour NAIDOC 
Week celebrations.
Uncle Trevor was also a passionate volunteer and member 
of many organisations including a Lifesaver at Sawtell Surf 
Club, Coffs Harbour Aboriginal Family Care, Gumbular Julipi 
Elders' Corporation, Chairman of Yandaarra Aboriginal 
Consultative Committee, the Boambee Rural Fire Service, an 
RSL member, the local Community Transport organisation 
and the Local Aboriginal Land Council.
He was also a foster parent with the Department of 
Community Services and lays wreaths in memory of fallen 
Aboriginal diggers on Anzac Day and Remembrance Day.
A few of Uncle’s recognised achievements were; 
• Australian Defence Medal
• Cr Pat Dixon Lifetime Achievement Award 2013
• Grace Roberts Memorial Community Development 

Award 2004
• Centenary Medal 2001 
It was an honour to know Uncle Trevor from our annual 
Local Government Aboriginal Network conferences and a 
pleasure to listen to his stores. He will be very much  
missed when we 
are able to gather 
again. Rest in 
Peace  
and condolences 
to the family.

ROBERT ALLAN WEBB 
12 Oct 1945 - 23 Oct 2021, Age 76 years
Uncle Bob was a proud Darug man, originally 
from Bankstown, who lived in the Balmain area 
for over 40 years.
He served his community as;
• a Labor Councillor on Leichhardt Council;
• a member of Leichhardt Aboriginal 

Advisory Committee;
• Chairperson of Inner West Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Advisory Committee and
• on the Executive Committee of the Local 

Government Aboriginal Network for over 
20 years;

• he was a strong and tireless advocate for 
equality, social justice and recognition 
who was loved and will be so missed by 
his community.

Sincere condolences to his wife Kathy, 
children, grandchildren, mob, friends and 
community.
The above was read in Parliament and 
supplied and published with permission.
Uncle Bob was a pleasure to be around during 
our LGAN Executive meetings and our annual 
conferences and will be sadly missed by many. 
Rest in Peace and condolences to the family.

Uncle Trevor's final Welcome to Country

Left: Pauline McLeod Awards 2018

Please be advised images and names of people passed over appear in this publication with permission from the families.

VALE JASON EDWARDS  
20 May 1970 - 14 March 2022 

At the time of going to print


