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In this our 85th birthday year, it is timely to look 
back and refl ect on the history of The Smith Family – 
our origins as an organisation and our achievements, 
and also to review the contemporary Smith Family 
and take a glimpse into our future.

Our History charts the journey from 1922 to 2007 
of an innovative and pioneering social enterprise. In 
85 years The Smith Family has grown from what 
was fi rst a businesslike, yet relatively unsophisticated 
organisation founded by businessmen and relying 
on other businessmen for support, to a professional 
welfare-based organisation, and fi nally to a 
pro-active social enterprise focused on unlocking 
opportunities through education, for fi nancially 
disadvantaged Australians to participate more fully 
in society.

In 1999 we commenced a comprehensive 
transformation to get our house in order to meet 
the challenges of the 21st century, and to ensure 
we remain relevant and thrive as an organisation. 
Having moved away from the provision of traditional 
welfare and emergency relief services – treating 

the symptoms of disadvantage – to making a 
sustainable difference through building capacity in 
our communities through education, 2007 marks 
the start of a new phase of signifi cant growth.

Our History is the fi rst in a series of special reports 
commissioned to celebrate our 85th birthday. 
Each of these reports goes to the essence of what 
the contemporary Smith Family is, and marks the 
distinguishing features of our organisation.

We hope you enjoy reading Our History.

Elaine Henry, OAM

Chief Executive Offi cer

The Smith Family

Message from Elaine Henry

Humanity: In every child who 
is born, under no matter what 
circumstances, and of no matter 
what parents, the potentiality of 
the human race is born again.

James Agee, Pulitzer prize-winning American writer 
(1909 – 1955)



Distributing clothing for fl ood 
victims in Northern NSW, 1950s.
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Australia, 1922. The population was fi ve million, and 
the average annual income $500. Australian society 
was experiencing changes and new developments 
in many fi elds. The use of electricity during the 
twenties became much more common, dramatically 
altering the lives of people in the cities and towns. 
The Industrial Court of Appeals had just rejected the 
concept of equal pay for women. That year, Qantas 
began its inaugural service between the Queensland 
country towns of Charleville and Cloncurry, and in 
New South Wales, fi ve businessmen on the way 
home through the Blue Mountains from a successful 
business trip made a serendipitous stop at the 
Woolpack Hotel in Parramatta.

The conversation that took place resulted in 
the establishment of what is, 85 years on, 
arguably Australia’s most effective and infl uential 
social enterprise, leading the way in unlocking 
opportunities for disadvantaged Australians to 
participate more fully in society through education.

This is a story that celebrates the 85 years in 
which The Smith Family has been opening doors 
for disadvantaged members of our society. It tracks 
our iconic organisation from the simple desire of 
fi ve men to share the joys of Christmas, through our 
response to the major events of the 20th century, 

and, more recently, our massive transformation from 
a charity, focused on emergency relief and welfare, 
to a strategically focused national, independent 
social enterprise that can innovate effectively in 
addressing problems of disadvantage and bringing 
about societal change. It expresses our heartfelt 
thanks to the thousands of people and organisations 
that have made and continue to make our work 
possible, and it looks at what we see in our future.

In the beginning…

The beginning is the stuff of legends. Shortly before 
Christmas 1922, what were to be our fi ve founders 
chatted over a beer about what they were giving 
their children for Christmas and whether all families 
in Sydney were as fortunate as theirs. This led to 
a lively debate about whether and to what extent 
disadvantage existed in the relatively prosperous 
society of the day. The men decided that each of them 
would make his own investigation into poverty in and 
around Sydney and, if it did exist on the scale that one 
or two of them expected, they would take some action 
– before they asked their friends, and their friends’ 
friends to help them mount a major assault.

When they reconvened, the men had found a 
surprising amount of poverty around Sydney, much 

Introduction
Christmas at Mount Arcadia, 1940s.
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of it hidden away in homes and institutions for 
children. They decided to take Christmas gifts of 
toys and sweets to the Carlingford Home for Boys, 
and when they did, were heartened by the joy they 
brought to the 40 or so boys who lived there.

The matron asked who the children could thank, and 
one of the men said his name was Smith. “What 
about the others?” the matron asked. “They’re 
Smiths too”, replied the man. “We’re all Smiths. 
We’re The Smith Family.” This instinctive retreat 
into anonymity suited the times, because these 
men didn’t want kudos for their good deeds. But 
they did want to fi nd a way to address problems of 
disadvantage on a wider scale throughout the year, 
not just at Christmas.

And so it began

The founders were well aware that spreading a little 
joy around at Christmas was hardly going to make 
much lasting impact, as satisfying as it was for them 
personally. Soon after the visit to Carlingford, the 
men began to put together a set of guidelines for 
what would become The Smith Family.

It would be non-political and non-sectarian. Its 
directors and members would be anonymous. 
Importantly, it would be run as a business by 

businessmen. A slogan was adopted from a line by 
the poet, Alexander Pope: Do good by stealth.

The fi rst formal meeting of The Smith Family was 
held in September 1923 at the Dudley Cafe in 
George Street, Sydney. A surprising number of 
potential Smiths – some 90 in number – arrived, and 
one of the founders presided over the meeting. That 
meeting signed up 61 members, and subsequent 
meetings focused on growing the membership 
and holding fundraising events, as the number of 
institutions supported grew from the initial one at 
Carlingford to 12 in 1923 and 28 in 1927.

The formal constitution of The Smith Family 
Joyspreaders Unlimited (as we were known then) 
had the stated aims of: “encouraging and fostering 
throughout the whole year the spirit of true charity, 
letting not the right hand know what the left hand 
doeth”; “conducting a continuous campaign of good 
cheer and goodwill; to brighten the lives of the 
affl icted, distressed, sick and needy; and to restore 
confi dence in those whom misfortune has dealt with; 
and to “develop a centre of service so that the spirit 
of the Family shall radiate throughout the length 
and breadth of our country”. It would be some 
time before The Smith Family realised its dream of 
national coverage!

Our fi rst constitution. ‘Jenny’, the face of The Smith Family 
from the 1950s to the 1970s.




