
[A Fascinating Heritage]

22 > wellplan 



In our series about illustrious Australians, we look at the life and achievements of Kitty McKillop, great-aunt of 
Australian Unity employee Kim McKillop. In the late 1800s, Kitty worked tirelessly to establish the Queensland 
branch of the Australian Natives' Association, a forerunner of our modern-day insurance companies. Indeed, 
Australian Unity, formerly known as Australian Unity Friendly Society Limited, was formed in September 1993, 
as a result of the merger between the Australian Natives' Association Friendly Society and the Manchester Unity 
Independent Order of Oddfellows in Victoria Friendly Society.

THE ISSUES OF asserting an Australian identity 
and supporting locally made goods may sound 
like modern mantras, but they were being 
discussed more than a century ago. And while 
you may not •nd her name in many Australian 
reference books, Kitty McKillop was at the 
forefront of the move to bring these topics to 
the nation's attention.

Through her work with the Australian Natives' 
Association (ANA) at the turn of the last century, 
McKillop fought to establish the Queensland 
branch of the ANA and later became a branch 
president. The movement's passionate stance 
to help bring our €edgling nation to Federation 
in 1901 and encourage pride in our Australian 
identity brought membership of the ANA 
Friendly Society to record levels in the early 
1900s. Indeed, Kitty McKillop's contribution to 
modern Australia cannot be ignored.

During Kitty's lifetime, the Friendly Societies, 
such as ANA, were commonplace. They 
started as mutual societies to help provide 
for members in an era before governments 
became involved in health and social welfare. 
Unlike today, there was no free medical 
assistance or welfare available to all, and poor 
families, and particularly women, often su•ered 
enormously as a result. As the forerunners of 
the modern-day insurance companies, Friendly 
Societies collected member contributions into 
a common fund which would then provide 
help to members who became ill, lost their jobs 
or su•ered some other hardship.

However, the ANA Friendly Society, which 
was formed in Melbourne in 1871 during 
the time the movement for Federation was 
gathering pace, also upheld the obligation 
to honour Australian-born citizens above all 
else. Way before their time, they saw the need 
to lobby for conservation and re-forestation 
of land, protect the growing Australian-made 
manufacturing trade and an Australian, not 
British, Defence Force.

Kitty was born Catherine Jane McKillop in 1872, 
in Sydney's working-class suburb of Balmain. She 
was the third child of Alexander McKillop, a ship's 
engineer who arrived in Australia in 1863 with his 
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By the early 1900s Kitty had joined the ranks of the 
prospering ANA Friendly Society where she became the 
president of the Woman's Auxiliary Branch in Brisbane.

American-born wife, Marion Cooper. The couple 
would raise a family of six in Australia, including 
their eldest daughter, Mary, son Henry and twin 
daughters, Jean and Marion. 

Three of the sisters became teachers but, 
according to family folklore, that is where the 
similarities ended. While Mary spent most of 
her time in Sydney, Jean moved to Melbourne 

where she taught in a private girls' school and 
Kitty spread her time between rural settings 
were she is said to have played football with 
her students.

While Jean was rather prim and proper, and 
said to have listened to the radio ªonly if it was 
educationalº, and taught her lessons strictly by 
the book, free-loving Kitty believed the day she 
needed a book to teach was the day she would 
give her profession away.

While none of the girls ever married, they 
were patriotic supporters of their native country 
and Federation, each showing their pride 
through di•erent methods.

By the early 1900s Kitty had joined the ranks of 
the prospering ANA Friendly Society where she 
became the president of the Women's Auxiliary 
Branch in Brisbane and the superintendent of 
the states Juvenile Branch, established in a bid  
to foster membership from a young age.

The Advance Australia newspaper called 
Kitty ªthe popular little president of the 
Women's Auxiliaryº and in January 1903 stated 
ªthe Juvenile Branch (Brisbane) has been so 
successful in obtaining new members that it 
has quite reversed the membership it had at 
the beginning of the year as it started with 17 
members and now has a total of 71º.

The year would have been an overall 
success for ªthe popular little presidentº,  
who was destined to marry Walter H Wilmett, 
the son of Alderman T Wilmett, the mayor 
of Townsville in January. However, despite 

an announcement of the intended union in 
November 1902, the marriage never took 
place. Walter died in September 1905, though 
it is not known how ± subsequent generations 
believe he may have gone o• to •ght in the 
Boer War. There is also a story that reveals Kitty 
was once engaged to a man who was said to 
have had a wife back in England. 

Rumour and gossip seems to have 
followed the vivacious Kitty throughout her 
life. In her older years, she is said to have 
dressed in eccentric outfits, even wearing 
a pith helmet on at least one occasion and 
sporting bright red dyed hair and pencil-
thin painted eyebrows.

Despite this, Kitty is also remembered as a 
successful philanthropist who campaigned 
throughout rural Australia to have memorials 
erected in honour of Australian soldiers who 
died overseas. Strong-willed and outspoken, 
she undoubtedly was, eccentric and 
unconventional, possibly. But we don't need 
history books to tell us what is certain: Kitty 
McKillop was an inspirational woman who 
helped shape the future of our country. 
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LEARN MORE
australianunity.com.au/au/info/
companyhistory

A Centenary History of the Australian Natives' 
Association 1871-1971 by J E Menadue, 
published by Horticulture Press, Melbourne

Australian Natives' Association by Brian 
Fitzpatrick, published by the ANA in 
Melbourne in 1961

Federation and Constitutional Reform: The 
ANA's Interest by Bryan J Kelleher, published 
by the ANA in Melbourne in 1981


