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Stories of Queensland - Women Protest, Regatta Hotel

 On the 31 March 1965 in  Toowong Brisbane,  Merle  Thornton and Rosal ie  Bognor  made
headl ines  when they chained their  ankles  with a  padlock to  the foot  ra i l  of  the bar  in
the Regat ta  Hotel .

The women were protest ing the law,  Sect ion 59A of  the Queensland Liquor  Act ,  which
excluded women from enter ing and dr inking in  publ ic  bars .  Hotels  and bars  faced huge
fines  i f  they served women a  dr ink.  There were different  responses  and act ions on the
day and the weeks fol lowing the event .  Some sympathet ic  male  patrons brought  the
female act ivis ts  a  beer ,  but  the media and pol ice  were soon aler ted.  After  s ignif icant
media coverage,  Merle  Thornton and Rosal ie  Bognor  received hate  male  and cr i t ic ism
for  s taging the protest .

Despi te  the backlash,  the brave act ion of  Merle  Thornton and Rosal ie  Bognor  became
the s tar t ing point  for  women's  l iberat ion in  Brisbane.  The Liquor  Act  was repealed la ter
in  the year  and Merle  Thornton establ ished the Equal  Opportuni t ies  for  Women
Associat ion (EOWA) in 1965.  As i ts  president ,  Thornton led a  successful  campaign to
repeal  the ‘marr iage bar’ ,  which prevented marr ied women from working in  the
Austral ian publ ic  service.  The organisat ion also addressed pay inequal i ty  and the
treatment  of  women in  the workplace.

Thornton cont inued her  service to  women and while  working as  an academic at  the
Universi ty  of  Queensland,  she introduced the f i rs t  Women’s  Studies  course in
Queensland in  1973.

In 2020 Thornton was awarded the honorary doctorate  of  le t ters  f rom the Universi ty  of
Queensland for  her  remarkable  impact  on women’s  r ights  movement  in  Austral ia .  The
UQ Vice-Chancel lor ,  Debbie  Terry explained that  “Acknowledging and recognis ing that
contr ibut ion through an honorary doctorate  of  le t ters  is  of  course the highest  honour
that  we bestow as  a  univers i ty ."

The Regat ta  Hotel  a lso acknowledged Thornton and the bar  is  now named Merle’s  Bar
in her  honour .  This  protest  is  considered a  pivotal  moment  in  Austral ian women’s
l iberat ion movement .

Thinking Activity:  THINK-PUZZLE-EXPLORE

•  Think – what  do you think you know about  this  topic?
•  Puzzle  –  What  quest ions or  puzzles  do you have about  this  topic?
•  Explore  – How might  you explore  the puzzles  we have around this  topic?

Extra for experts:

Watch the video ABC News Story from 1965 (4 mins)  
ht tps: / /www.abc.net .au/educat ion/four-corners-women-rat t le- the-chains- in-publ ic-
bars /13722280
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