                             Carmelita Mallea Steinke: obituary

Carmelita Steinke was a feminist whose honest, flamboyant style and articulate passion attracted media attention. Often, this also made her unpopular in 1960s and early ‘70s industrial – and parochial - Wollongong. She was instrumental in the fight for abortion law reform, women’s rights to work at BHP’s steelworks and for affordable childcare in the city. At the time Wollongong had the highest female unemployment rate in the country, most of it among immigrant women. In partnership with her husband John, she fought to change this.
Carmelita was born in Modesto, California, on 19 November 1932, and died in Modesto on 9 September 2007. She was in America for the memorial service for her mother, who recently died at 103, when Carmelita unexpectedly died of a brain haemorrhage. Her parents were immigrants - John Mallea, a Basque from Spain, and Aurora de Leon, from Mexico.  Carmelita always said Aurora was a feminist, determined that her three daughters should have a university education and be able to take care of themselves. 
Carmelita spent her early years on her parents’ small farm, working around the house and on the farm before and after school, picking peaches and almonds in season. It was on the farm that she learned about hard work. For the rest of her life she would never truly like peaches - she said she could still feel the fuzz from the skins clinging to her skin. 
The family spoke Spanish at home and Carmelita learned her English at school. At high school she was a straight A student and in 1955 she graduated from the University of California at Berkeley with Honours in Journalism - she always said her favourite subject at Berkeley was Propaganda. She was an extremely active member of the student community, winning awards for debating and public speaking.
Before she finished high school Carmelita was already showing strong interest in three topics that would continue to be focus of much of her future life:  women’s rights; welfare of marginal groups and individuals; and issues of war and peace. She kept her copy of the 1947 draft of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights throughout her life.
Despite her mother Aurora’s claim that, “it was a good thing she was smart as she was never going to be pretty,” Carmelita grew into a beautiful young woman. However it was a style of beauty her mother, with a fierce desire to be accepted by white America, never recognised. While Aurora wore pale face powder and beige wigs to disguise her difference and encouraged her daughters and granddaughters to do the same, Carmelita displayed her rich black hair, dark eyes and skin. She attracted male attention, some very unwelcome.  When she became aware that a stalker was following her home from work in the evenings she contacted the local police, who discovered that she had not one but two stalkers, whom they succeeded in frightening off. More pleasurably, she told her daughters of how the gorgeous Harry Belafonte once chatted her up in a nightclub.
After graduation from university, Carmelita lived and worked in San Francisco, and there, in 1956, met the very blond John Steinke. Two months later she was offered an overseas posting with the US Foreign Affairs Department and fearing he’d lose her, John proposed. She accepted and instead of starting a new career, Carmelita followed him first to Portland, Oregon, then in 1964 to Wollongong where John, an economist, had been appointed to an academic position at the future University of Wollongong. Aurora was pleased; she approved of John.
To follow her husband across the world to a town nobody had heard of was in some ways an ironic choice of direction for a committed feminist, but having made it, Carmelita gave it everything. They built a high, glass-walled home, overlooking the city and the sea, and remained living there until Carmelita’s death.

By 1964, when the couple arrived in Australia, Carmelita had three children under the age of six to care for.  The youngest was nine months. The first few years were a struggle – there was not much money, rental accommodation was hard to find, and their wider family was on the other side of the world. For a number of years after their home was built it had almost no furniture. The move to 1960s Wollongong was a radical change of life for the city-loving woman. It was a rough edged, industrial town, no supermarkets as we know them now, not even a laundromat – but there were fascinating people from around the world and plenty to be done. She was shocked to find Australia involved in the Vietnam War that she and John had been protesting against back in the United States.
Carmelita became a prominent public figure, activist and well known public speaker in several social and political causes which were then still unpopular:  opposition to the Vietnam War; the right of women to work; the establishment of Family Planning Clinics and Child Care Centres; and the decriminalisation of abortion. She moved the resolution at NSW State Conference committing the Australian Labor Party to decriminalisation. 
In 1965 Carmelita founded the New Opportunities for Women (NOW) Committee and the committee established a non-profit employment agency for women.  The agency was dedicated to finding work for women with even the most basic skills and often limited English. Her youngest daughter grew up under the desk of that agency. Right up until Carmelita’s death phone calls and letters continued to arrive from women who said her work there had changed their lives. The agency operated successfully until 1970 when Carmelita went overseas for a year and it was closed.  
During this period Carmelita also ran the Wollongong International Film Club and taught creative writing for the Wollongong Workers Educational Association (WEA).  Although the work paid little, Carmelita relished it and continued teaching until the late 1970s.  Her writers described it as therapy, friendship and a way to learn your craft. The writing class became known as the Illawarra Writers Group when it began annual publication of its work.  
By 1969, with Gough Whitlam leader of the Federal Opposition, Carmelita became convinced party politics was the best way to achieve her social and political goals and joined the Australian Labor Party.  She became active in organising publicity for ALP causes and candidates and in 1971 was ALP campaign director for the election of Wollongong’s city council and mayor.  
The campaign resulted in the first ALP controlled Council in the history of Wollongong.  Carmelita continued to be active in producing political publicity for many years, running a printing press in her bedroom, and the whole family spent many hours folding leaflets and letterboxing. She was still a member of the ALP at the time of her death, although she had long ceased to be a “true believer”.
During 1970 and 1971 Carmelita was also voluntary publicity officer for Fusion – a new cultural festival celebrating Wollongong’s ethnic and cultural diversity.  It was a labour of love. It had to be, as for several years her radical political profile made it impossible for her to find paid work in her field in Wollongong. The editor of a local paper said he would be throwing away his job if he hired her.
In 1972 Carmelita returned to paid employment as local publicist and fund raiser for the Smith Family.  She continued in that post until 1975.  Carmelita’s work for the Smith Family resulted in her becoming voluntary publicity officer for the Australian Welfare Officers association, and editor of their journal “Welfare in Australia”.
In 1975 Cumberland Newspapers named Carmelita their “Woman of the Year” for her service to the Wollongong community.  And, in 1975, the Federal Minister for the Media appointed her a member of the newly established Australian Advisory Committee on Media Research. The vast social changes in Australia during the Whitlam years meant Carmelita was no longer viewed as a dangerous radical, although Wollongong was still a rather tight fit.

In 1975 Carmelita obtained a Sydney position as a public relations officer with the Commonwealth Department of Social Security.  Despite the daily commute of 3.5 hours she thrived on the work, and continued with it for 18 years – eventually becoming the Department’s head of public relations for the state of New South Wales.  For much of that time the Department of Social Security was run from New South Wales, rather than Canberra. 
The increasing responsibility of the work, and the demands of travel, eventually ended Carmelita’s Wollongong role as a social and political activist but she believed she was helping to achieve a cultural shift within Social Security, educating the public in their rights and entitlements and teaching staff that their job was to provide a service to the public; not block them. She was adamant that government welfare for the disadvantaged was an essential part of any just society. 
When her eldest daughter arrived in Adelaide on her pushbike in 1983 with $20 in her pocket, she cycled to the DSS to sign on for the dole. It was a deeply embarrassing experience. Carmelita had been in Adelaide running a training workshop only the week before and all the staff came out to the counter to meet her daughter. 
Unable to face the enthusiasm of the staff, Nicole found a job by the end of the day selling fertilizer over the telephone. Carmelita said Nicole had nothing to be embarrassed about; she had been working since she was 14 and was entitled to welfare if she needed it, but was pleased her daughter found a job. The child of immigrants who arrived in America with nothing but themselves, Carmelita always believed in the value of hard work.
After retirement Carmelita became actively involved with the Wollongong community radio station VOX FM – where she was a key member of its board of directors, mentor of the staff, and co-presented a programme of old popular music until her death. Most of the music was a long way from the Bob Dylan albums she brought from the United States in 1964, although she worked a bit of Bob in there among the Sarah Vaughn and Billy Eckstine (Eckstein?) 
Regardless of her immense energy and social conscience, Carmelita was of the opinion that exercise was bad for a person unless achieved by shopping. She was nonetheless a passionate follower of professional sporting teams and a true fan. She was also a warm and exuberant person who talked to strangers at the supermarket checkout, extracting their life story.
She was an unusual mother for her time, never judging the decisions her children made, and always supporting their choices.  When two gave her grandchildren there began a new period of deep love in Carmelita’s life and in the life of the whole family. In those recent years, most of her energy and warmth was turned to the people closest to her.  They were years of music, dancing in the living room and laughter, of fabulous family dinners, and frequent chaos. She was much loved.
Carmelita was a passionate 1960s feminist, while retaining her own flamboyant and distinctive style - in the face of frequent criticism from some of the feminist “sisters”, she always wore her trademark scarlet lipstick. She wanted to change the world, but her way. People describe her striding like a small jet of energy down the aisle to take the microphone at Labor Party conferences; a deep, compelling voice emerging from a small frame. In many ways, none of that ever changed.
