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I was born out of Masterton in 1912. At that time it was unusual for a woman to embark on a career, and education for women was usually directed at teaching skills that would foster their home-making skills. My childhood and adolescence were greatly disrupted when I contracted poliomyelitis at the age of 10. I left school with no educational qualifications; my studies at school were interrupted with periods of hospitalization as a result of polio. I hope schooling has changed a little since the era when many people thought you must be mentally as well as physically handicapped. For five years after I had turned 19 I was in and out of hospitals in Wellington.  This meant there was a lot of time for thinking and reading, and I came to feel very deeply that I wanted to do something with my life and not just waste time.

It was in 1939 that I became a resident at Bishop Julius Hall, and there began three of the happiest years of my life, when I made lasting friendships.  I was motivated to apply to go to BJH, partly because my mother had been christened and married by the Reverend Awdry Julius in Timaru and confirmed by Bishop Julius. As the chrysalis becomes the butterfly, I was transformed into an independent person, no longer relying on others as I had done previously. The chapel services and the communal life at BJH nurtured my Christian commitment. This has been deepened since by my involvement for over 30 years in the third Order of St Francis, and the commitment to a life of prayer within the 
Church.

At Bish it was necessary for me to study for the preliminary examination in order to gain entrance for the Diploma of Fine arts course at Canterbury College. I found the study a great challenge and my English coaching with Molly Berry (Rogers) left me with a love of learning. Molly was to achieve honours in English and to be head of the hostel in 1942. I cherish many memories of those days.

I remember Juliet Peter was always in charge of the decorations for the annual Bish Bash (the BJH Ball). One year she designed a highly amusing set of posters on life at Bish. These were produced on brightly coloured paper by the art students. One of them depicted Friday night’s dinner, which was always shark and sinker. We were apprehensive what Mrs Connop, the cook, would say about the poster of students sitting around the table with Mrs Hendrie carving up the huge brown-yellow spotted sinker. Imagine our relief and hilarity when Mrs Connop asked if she could have it as a memento.
At the age of 26, I enrolled at the Canterbury College of Fine Arts. I was by far the oldest person in the class and I remember one of the youngest students saying to me, ‘It means more to you, doesn’t it? You’ve had to fight to get here, which of course was absolutely correct. I remember, as I sat behind the blue Britway curtains of my room on the Bish lower balcony, that I was most amused when some students, one Saturday morning, red out of the paper, almost in disbelief, that a Christchurch Girls’ High School girl senior to them was engaged at the advanced age of about 23. I don’t think they suspected my age.

In 1944 I graduated with a Diploma of Fine arts in painting. At this stage I was realizing that what I really wanted to was to study occupational therapy, but I was turned down for training in New Zealand on the grounds of physical disability. For a period I taught art in New Zealand, and then sailed to England to study painting at the Central London School of Arts. Throughout this period there were times when I felt like giving up hope of ever being able to train as an occupational therapist, but it seems that inner strength kept me going as I waited for the opportunity to arise. A chance meeting with a member of the British Occupational therapists’ Council resulted in my being offered a position as the tutor in charge of art and design at the Liverpool School of Occupational Therapy. The principal of the school persuaded me that I should also study for my OT diploma at the same time. For three years I was able to support myself on £16 a month and in 1952 I graduated as a member of the Association of Occupational Therapists (AOT). This is regarded as a world-respected qualification.

I returned home in December 1952 and became Masterton’s first occupational therapist. I think the medical staff at the Masterton Hospital were surprised when the service was started in 1953 as they had no real idea what it was all about. In January 1955 I was to be appointed deputy principal of the New Zealand School of Occupational Therapy in Auckland, run by the Health Department in Wellington, and December 1959 became its principal.
The opportunities for further training were very limited in New Zealand. There was no training course available for clinical or school tutors. The clinical staff were doing a great job at the time and the students were inventive, but official recognition was lacking and was essential. In 1957 I returned to Britain to study for the Post-graduate Diploma in Education, in occupational therapy. For the next 13 years, I was the only person in New Zealand to hold this diploma.
The task which confronted me on my return to New Zealand in 1958 was not an easy one. It was not until two years later that any post-graduate course was finally established. The main challenge was the lack of staff. As deputy principal Id had established tutorials in all academic subjects. Now more time for the students in school, and for teaching assistance in clinical situations, became pressing concerns. An extra dimension, appreciated by the students, was the 1961 acceptance for training of Colombo Plan students mainly from Malaysia and Singapore.

In 1966 I was awarded a British Council Bursary for three months’ study in Britain. I think there were those who were surprised at the award being made to someone working in occupational therapy.

In 1972 I retired. The head of the Department of Mental Health in Wellington, who had overall responsibility for the school before it was located at the Central Institute of Technology in Upper Hutt, asked me to write a history of the school. I completed this in 1976.
In 1983 I was honoured by the New Zealand Association of Occupational Therapists, who resolved ‘that they recognize the contribution of Frances Rutherford to occupational therapy by establishing a Frances Rutherford Lecture Award to be presented biannually at the New Zealand Association of Occupational Therapists conference’. It was my pleasure to be able to present this award in person in Auckland in 1992.

My retirement has been a very happy one. Now in my 86th year, I am very happy in my small home and lovely garden. Granted, I am much slower now and depend quite a good deal on help, but I have more time to think, pray, listen to music and potter in the garden. As I write this it is looking so colourful. I have about 40 roses and I really enjoy the garden’s planning and designing. I rather like to work in Matisse colours and I am fortunate that my gardener always does what I want.  In the last 19 years my Havana brown Siamese cat, Miss Peppercorn, has ruled my life, but has been a wonderful companion.

I have come to see that all I have achieved in life has been guided by move of God and His creation.
