
conversqtions witn mY mother.

--f ,
l/.1Ye F.jrl.,{ !1. i5

W presenter and decorating
expert Tara Dennis, 40, comes
from a long l ine of  women
who were never afraid to
tackle tradi t ional ly 'male'  jobs
around the house. But whi le
Tara and her mum Joan Sierra,
65, are happiest up a ladder,
their  devot ion to hard work
has often kept them apart.

A^'  
J  av 'a.  " l  was incredibly shy as a chi ld.  l f

someone looked at  me, lwould cry.  I  d idn' t

have many fr iends, but I  had my craft box

and that was my solace. I  was born in

Plaistow, East London during a very hot

June [ '1969].  My mother spent her whole

pregnancy craving tomatoes, but when Nan

brought her the biggest tomato she had

seen, after I  was born, i t  made her feel i l l .
"My mother never ta lked about her

young l i fe, but she did speak fondly of her

father and how he was always bui ld ing

things. He taught her to mix concrete and

I get my bui lding bug from her.
"We were'Ten Pound Tour ists ' -  my

mum Joan, dad Roy, brothers Sean and

Glen and me -  but my parents couldn' t

sett le the f irst t ime we came out in '1970.

We to-and-froed between Austral ia and

England, f inal ly set t l ing here in 1977 . ln

hindsight,  a l though they came out to

make a better l i fe for us, I  think they would

have been happier had they stayed in

England. l t  was a turbulent t ime for me,

because unl ike my brothers, who made

fr iends easi ly,  I  couldn' t  and became an

outcast in both countr ies. I  remember

how oainful  i t  was and how cruel  k ids can

be, especlal ly i f  you are a bit  dif ferent: in

England I  sounded Austral ian and here

I came from 'over there'.  Thats why

resolved with my daughter Avalon to stay

in one area and keep her at  one school .
"My parents always worked a lot;  Mum

was a whip s c lerk in the Senate and Dad

worked for the Austral ian Federal Pol ice in

Canberra. We had our own door keys to

let ourselves in and I was quite lonely. l t

80 www.notebookmogozine.com

MYDAUGHTER IS
EXTREMEYWISE
probably affected my schooling and I do

remember struggl ing wi th lessons, not

knowing my t imes tables.  But Mum would

come home after work and tutor me.
"When I  was 17 |  went to l ive in London.

Now I have a 17-year-old daughter myself,

I  understand what i t  must have been l ike

for Mum and Dad, waving me of f  at  the

airport ,  bawl ing their  eyes out.
"Mum and Dad spl i t  when I  was '19 and

st i l l  in London. Dad came and l ived with

me for a while. He was on anti-depressants
and i t  was a real ly bad couple of  years.

It 's taken 20 years for Dad to sett le down

and he now has a new oartner.

" l  separated from my f i rst  husband,

Tony (Avalon's father) ,  when my daughter

was t iny.  I  ended i t  ear lY.  I  wish mY

oarents had done so when we were

younger,  so they could have found new

l ives ear l ier .  Al l  those years wasted being

unhappy. Mum did remarry but they spl i t

up.  She's now very happy l iv ing in Wagga

with her partner, a farmer.
" l  remember te l l ing Mum I  was having

a baby and her cry ing, ' l  am too young to

be a grandmother! 'Then, when I  d id

have Avalon, Mum was so emot ional .  She

came in for  a cuddle,  then went to the

shops and returned with armloads of  p ink



things. When Harry was born [Tara's son
with partner of 14 years, photographer
and builder Martyn Rushbyl at 5.30am
in May last year, Mum was straight on
the phone to the travel agent and in
Sydney by 3pm!

"My get-up-and-go comes from Mum.
She was always knocking things down,
bui ld ing br ick wal ls and decorat ing.  l 'm
grateful to her for giving me that can-do
attitude. She is a role modelto me.

"She's incredibly driven and selfless, but
to the point where it's frustrating because
she is running in circles trying to help
everyone. She has six grand-daughters
and speaks to them every Sunday on the
telephone. lt takes hours, because they
all want their l i tt le chat.

"lthink mothers and daughters have
a special relationship and if they don't it 's
really sad. I wouldn't say we are incredibly
close, but we have a very understanding
relationship. We speak twice a week on
the telephone and see each other every
couple of months. lt 's not enough. lf there
was one thing I could change, it would be
to see more of Mum. I hope we can find
time in our lives before too long to do
normal things together - shopping, going
to the movies - but we have lived in
different cities pretty much since I went
to London at 17 .

"l would just love to be on the ladder
next to her ladder right now, helping to
redecorate her lounge."
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1JOA,ft: "Tara was born at Oueen Mary's
Hospital in East London. I had no idea
I was having a girl and I was over the
moon. I would wait for her to wake in the
middle of the night so I could feed her.
I would just sit by her cot looking at her.

"Tara's father chose her name after a
character called Tara King in the English
W series 'The Avengers'. She was a
perfect baby - a dream from the very
beginning. But she was extremely shy as a
child; she couldn't talk to anybody, she just
went completely into her own little world.

"Life in London then was tough for
us. I remember one day it was freezing
cold and I l i terally had a halfpenny in my
pocket - it was Monday, the staft of the
week. We were so very very poor and
that's one of the factors that helped us
make the decision to come to Australia
when the children were small. We wanted
a better life for them.

"When Tara was three weeks
old I became quite sick and ended
up in hospitalwith pleurisy and
pneumonia.  In hindsight l th ink
being so broke contributed to my
sickness, because I wasnt eating
properly: I was feeding the children
instead. N4y husband Roy had to
work of course, so he just landed
on his sister-in-law's doorstep with
Tara and said,  'Here. . . '  She had
nothing and apparently Tara was
put in the very deep drawer of a
chest, one of those old-fashioned
ones. That was her bed until I got better.

"Roy was working for a company which
was moving from London to rural Norfolk.
We decided we didn't want to go, so we
asked the boys, who were tiny little tuckers,
'Do you want to go Australia?'We applied
at Australia House and were accepted.
Tara was 10 months old when we left.

"We bought a house in Canberra and
stayed four-and-a-half years, but everything
felt alien; it just wasn't home. So we sold
up and sai led back to England. But
when we got back, everyone in England
seemed so miserable. We thought they
had changed, but actually I think it was
us who had changed. We had the bright,
sunny Australian outlook by then.

"When we finally settled in Australia,
Roy and I both worked very long hours.
We didn't see as much of the children as
I would have liked, but it was a necessity to
get ourselves established in a new country.

I would just love to
be on the ladder next
to her... helping to
redecorate her lounge.

"l know it sounds dreadful, but we
never really laughed much. One time when
we were driving through Kempsey, on our
way to Roy's cousin in Coffs Harbou6 we
saw a l itt le house in a paddock and Tara,
who was about eight, piped up: 'That
would look a lot better with a l ick of paintl '
Roy and I laughed so much.

"l have always decorated and it comes
from my parents. Mum loved wallpapering
and Dad would stand back and say: ' l  think
we should do i t  l ike th is. . . '  And there Mum
would be flogging herself. When I was
four, Dad taught me how to paint door

A young Tara with her mother Joan
during the family's first attempt to make
Australia their home in the early 1970s.

frames without the 'tears' running. So it's in
our blood. Tara didn't stand a chance!

"When Tara went to London at 17 ,
I was very emotional at the airport and can
sti l l  remember what she was wearing - a
grey-and-white cotton outfit with a butterfly
brooch. She looked so sweet and young.

"l was shocked when Tara came back
with Tony, her first husband, whom she'd
married in England. She arrived white as a
sheet. I thought something was dreadfully
wrong with her; it never occurred to me
she could be pregnant! Tara had deep
vein thrombosis when she was in London,
and I was terrif ied about her giving birth.
Tony came out of the ward and said, 'We
have a l itt le girl '  and I remember sliding
down the wall. I sobbed more from relief
than joy because my litt le girl was sti l l
there; she was okay, she was sti l l  alive.

"Harry, my grandson, is absolutely
gorgeous. His dad, Martyn, is an
extraordinary young man. I love him to
bits. I was with them last weekend and
they were having a cuddle in the kitchen.
So lovely;just the way it should be.

"My daughter is extremely wise.
Whenever I feel down, I go over to Tara's
and I am completely l i fted. She has a way
about her. I know she worries about her
father and I worry that she pushes herself
too much sometimes.

"l was with Tara when she did her first
' in front of the camera segment' and she
had to iron some leaves onto a piece of
paper. I was terrified and now here she is.
I am quietly proud of her.

"l just would have loved to have seen
more of her over the years, because she
is such a genuinely lovely person." r
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