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“it just
reminded me
of why we
have fought
so hard for
this for 
so long.”

when Kerryn Phelps 
and jackie stricker 

stood on the steps of 
new york’s City hall 
this month to legally 
wed after 14 years of 

being married in all 
but name, they had 
their daughters by 
their side. this was 

the moment they had 
longed for, as they  
tell Juliet Rieden.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY Michelle holden 
STYLING BY judith cook

 I
t was fantastic, wasn’t it, 
Jac! I almost couldn’t believe that 
we were standing there in front of 
the New York City clerk [Mike 
McSweeney, who decided to take 

the ceremony personally], who started 
this really very beautiful, moving 
ceremony. The words were lovely and 
then at the end he said, ‘By the power 
vested in me by the state of New York,  
I now pronounce you married’.” 

There’s a pause as Kerryn Phelps lets 
the phrase wash over her all over again 
and I can hear a frisson of excitement  
in her voice. “I actually became a little 
overwhelmed by the personal emotion  
of the event,” she says. “It just reminded 
me of why we have fought so hard for 
this for so long.” Did she cry? “I did.  
We all had a bit of a sob,” she says,  
with a throaty laugh.

Professor Kerryn Phelps is not  
prone to outbursts of emotion. She’s  
the calm, analytical GP at the top  
of her profession, who loves to lobby 
politicians with precise, reasoned 
argument and weigh in to the political 
jousting arena on matters she feels 
deserve her passion. “Jackie’s better  

at talking about feelings,” she says. Yet 
speaking to The Weekly the day after  
she legally married long-term partner 
and the love of her life, Jackie Stricker, 
Kerryn is clearly overcome. 

The couple are in New York with  
their two daughters and their niece  
to legally seal the Jewish marriage 
ceremony they went through 13 years 
ago – also in New York. After much 
debate and the advocacy of New York 
City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, The 
Marriage Equality Act was passed in  
the state of New York in June this year, 
making it the sixth American state  
to allow same-sex marriage. It’s now 
become a hot tourist destination for  
gay couples longing to tie the knot, 
including Kerryn and Jackie.

“It’s quite an amazing scene when  
you walk through the City Hall offices,” 
says Kerryn. “There are women fully 
dressed in bridal gowns standing at the 
counters trying to get their marriage 
licences and there are queues and  
queues of people waiting to get in  
to the chapels – it’s full-on. 

“There were male couples, female 
couples, you name it. There’s a whole ➤ 

Modern families 

jackie Stricker (left) 
and kerry Phelps with 
two of their children, 
Gabi, 12, and jaime, 30.H
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Kerryn PhelPs&
jaCKie striCKer
I wanted a fairytale,  
just like my friends …  

I didn’t think it was fair  
I couldn’t get married.
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new interest in people of all different 
types getting married in New York  
since the legislation was changed a  
few weeks ago.” 

Kerryn and Jackie were not in bridal 
gowns as they were in that memorable 
and, at the time, pretty provocative 2001 
Archibald Prize entry painted by Jenny 
Sages, three years after they originally 
married. They did, however, dress up  
for the day, along with daughters Jaime 
Fronzek, 30, from Kerryn’s first marriage 
to her high-school sweetheart, Michael 
Fronzek, and new addition 12-year-old 
Gabrielle, who was counting the sleeps 
in the build-up to her mothers’ big day. 

Gabi has been with the couple for 
three years and, in November last year, 
they were granted parental rights over 
the youngster. So, it was especially 
important to Kerryn and Jackie that  
the newest member of their family  
was there to witness their union.

Kerryn and Jackie first got together  
in 1997. They’d known each other 
vaguely for four years, but it wasn’t  

until they sat down for an impromptu 
dinner in a Sydney restaurant that  
sparks were ignited and, both of them 
are clear, the attraction was immediate 
and powerful. “From that moment  
on, we just couldn’t get enough time 
together,” recalls Jackie, who is now 
nestled on a sofa in the couple’s family 
home in Sydney’s eastern suburbs, her 
arms outstretched to poodles Lulu and 
Paris, who Gabi has just returned with 
following their afternoon walk. 

“That was it. I hadn’t felt like this 
about anybody else ever. I just knew if 
Kerryn wasn’t there, I couldn’t breathe,” 
Jackie says, dramatically, although you 
know she means every word.

Jackie was living with someone else  
at the time. Aware she was about to  
turn her whole life upside down over  
a woman with two kids whom she 
hardly knew, she sought the counsel of 
her surgeon brother and life-coaching 
touchstone, Phillip. It’s a story that has 
become an intrinsic part of the Kerryn 
and Jackie love story. 

“Phillip was operating at 7am, so he 
told me to meet him at 6 for breakfast,” 
Jackie recalls. “I blundered in, sat down 
at a table and burst into tears. There was 
this shocked look on Phillip’s face and  
he said, ‘Tell me what’s wrong’. I said, 
‘I’ve met this person and I don’t know 

what to do.’ My brother is very 
practical. Actually, he’s very like 
Kerryn. So he said to me, ‘Are 
you mentally attracted to  
her?’ and I said, ‘Yes’. ‘Are 

you emotionally attracted to 
her?’ And I said, ‘Yes.’ ‘Are 
you physically attracted  
to her?’ ‘Yes.’ He said, 
‘You’re f*****.’ And  
that was his speech at  

our wedding.” 
“With all the precision  

of a surgeon,” Kerryn chips  
in and they both break into 
laughter. This is how it is  

with Kerryn and Jackie. Their 
anecdotes are shared, as are their 

sentences and, while the nature  
of the telling may differ, the 

passion is the same. 
Phillip Stricker also remembers 

that morning. “I could see in Jackie’s 

face that she was happy, so all the rest of 
it was academic,” he says. “She was happy 
and that’s all that mattered to me.” 

Within three weeks, both Jackie  
and Kerryn had left their respective 
partners, and Jackie had moved into 
Kerryn’s home on Sydney’s Northern 
Beaches with Kerryn’s children, Carl  
and Jaime, then aged 14 and 16. Soon 
after that, Kerryn suggested they marry 
and, six months later, they tied the knot 
in New York. 

“We couldn’t get a rabbi in Australia 
to perform the ceremony at that time, so 
Jackie phoned reformed rabbis in New 
York,” says Kerryn. Rabbi Ari Fridkis 
performed the ceremony back then and 
also came to the couple’s civil ceremony.

Marriage had been part of Jackie’s life 
plan since she was a little girl, but as a 
gay woman, it was also something she 
assumed she couldn’t have. “I grew up 
thinking, ‘I can’t get married’. And my 
mother, when she was alive, was really 
upset when I told her I was gay because 
she thought that it meant I couldn’t get 
married and I couldn’t have children. Well, 
that’s all been turned on its head now. 

“I wanted a fairytale, just like all my 
friends had. I didn’t think it was fair or 
reasonable that I couldn’t get married 
just like them,” she says.

Jackie’s father, Alfred Stricker, who has 
always been completely supportive of his 
daughter’s relationship, admits his wife, ➤ 

the couple married in new York in September, 
after changes in the law made new York the 
sixth uS state to legalise same-sex marriage.
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Jutta, took a little longer to come round. 
In the early days, it took her a while  
to get used to the idea because she 
always thought that her daughter would 
have a child,” he says. “But she got  
used to the idea and then supported 
Jackie wholeheartedly.” 

As it turned out, Jutta was there with 
Jackie and Kerryn for that first part of 
their wedding, back in 1998. “She saw  
us get married and it was important to 
me,” says Jackie. 

The wedding was a truly joyous 
occasion, but back in Australia, the 
couple had lit a very different fire. “The 
furore in the Australian media when  
they found out what we’d done – Kerryn 
was reasonably well-known because of 
her media career – was just incredible,” 
Jackie remembers. 

“It was like a bomb exploding. ‘What 
do you mean you’re getting married? 
You can’t get married! How dare you 

use the word marriage.’ The vitriol that 
came out was staggering.”

Kerryn was equally blindsided by the 
public reaction. “We certainly didn’t 
intend to set off a national movement. 
What we did at the time was just a very 
private and personal ceremony of our 
own, a recognition of our own.” 

The repercussions were extreme for 
the couple and those around them. 
Jackie, who was then working as a 
teacher at a private Sydney girls’ school, 
was openly criticised and felt she had  
to quit her job. Kerryn lost her position 
as a medical columnist in a Sydney 
newspaper. “Looking back now, I think 
it was necessary to have the difficult  
time that we went through in order to 
understand that there were a lot of 
people going through a far more difficult 
time with their sexuality,” says Kerryn. 

“Up until then, I don’t 
think either of us had really 
completely experienced  
the homophobia and 
discrimination others 
encountered in their  
careers and families.” 

“That said, we were both 
closeted in our professional 
life,” says Jackie. “This  
blew the whole thing open.” 
Added to this, Kerryn fell 
out with some of her family 
in subsequent years, including her 
daughter Jaime. A six-year period of 
painful estrangement ensued, which 
was again aired in the media. 

“It was horrendous,” says Kerryn. 
“And I’m actually, by nature, an 
optimist. But I think that the only 
way that I could emotionally handle 
the rift at the time was to think, ‘I 
have to get on with my life’.”

Looking back, Jaime admits she was 
“a terrible teen”. Finally, it was Jackie, 
distraught at losing her own mother  
to cancer, who reconciled mother  
and daughter.

“I was at home in the holidays staying 
with my dad and a letter from Jackie 
came,” explains Jaime, then 24. 

“I hadn’t spoken to them for such a 
long time and I got quite a shock. It 
basically said, ‘Kerryn doesn’t know  
that I’ve sent this letter, but I’d really  

like to see if maybe we can try and work 
out our relationship, and at least have a 
talk about it.’ 

“So we met, just Jackie and I, and 
nutted out a few issues from the past  
and realised that we could really have 
something great. I’d grown up a lot  
and I’d travelled around the world, and 
started university. When we turned up  
on the front doorstep, Mum didn’t know. 
She was emotional to say the least. We’ve 
worked very, very hard at being great 
from then on.”

“I don’t think Jackie wanted to go 
through another Mother’s Day with me 
an emotional wreck,” says Kerryn, who 
still finds it painful to recall that time and 
accepts that blame was on both sides. 

“Any parent who says they never put a 
foot wrong in bringing up their children 
is deluding themselves. I think not only 

did Jaime have to go 
through a period of 
developing into an adult, 
but I also had to reflect 
on my role in things.”

If Kerryn needed any 
reassurance that she has 
come through the other 
side, it’s having both  
her girls standing by her 
side as she and Jackie made 
their commitment legal. 

“They really do have  
a unique and special relationship. And 
they complement each other so well, not 
only as a couple, but also as mothers to 
me,” says Jaime, who also says she sees 
her mother and Jackie’s relationship as a 
model for her own budding romance.

“They have two very distinct 
personalities. From Jackie, I get a lot of 
nurturing and shopping, and girly sort  
of things, and with Mum, it’s mentoring 
and work and morals. But, as a couple, 
they’re just so much fun as well.”

Also fun for Jaime is having a little 
sister, a role she takes very seriously. “I 
come and look after her some evenings, 
and we get on really well,” she says. 

Gabi wasn’t a planned addition to 
Kerryn and Jackie’s world. In the past, 
they had tried to have a child of their 
own through IVF, but it wasn’t to be. 
When Gabi first came along, it was 
purely a temporary arrangement. ➤

the sisters  
are very close, 

despite the  
age gap.

“what we  
did at the
time was
just a very
Private and 
Personal 
Ceremony
of our own.”
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“I’ve known Gabi since she was a 
toddler,” explains Kerryn. “She came to 
live with us when she was nine. We were 
asked to look after her and, initially, it 
was on a temporary basis, but last year, 
it became permanent through the courts 
and we now have parental rights. She 
needed a loving home and we were  
able to provide it. 

“Of course, it was a huge decision. 
We’re both in our 50s, but it wasn’t  
a decision that was ever in doubt. We 
just had to adjust to the reality of the 
decision, that’s all.”

And Gabi has certainly given this 
couple a new mountain to climb. “She 
has changed our lives in every way,” says 
Jackie. “For a while, I thought I was too 
old, but then I realised it didn’t matter – 
it makes you feel 10 years younger.”

When you meet Gabi, she seems to be 
incredibly happy. She’s changed her name 
by deed poll to Gabrielle Stricker-Phelps 
and calls Jackie “Mama”, Kerryn “Ma” and 
she has a wonderful extended family of 
siblings, uncles, cousins and grandparents.

“I gaze from a distance and I see that 
they’re clearly meant to be together,” 
says Kerryn’s brother, actor Peter Phelps, 
of his sister and Jackie. “They’re a great 
example of how it can work. And now 
they’re bringing up another child, it’s  
just solidified them more.”

The next battle for Jackie and Kerryn 
is in Canberra, to change the marriage 
equality laws in Australia. “The legal 
recognition is a validation of your 
relationship that you can’t actually 
explain until it happens,” says Jackie. 
“Suddenly, everyone’s equal and that’s 
what it’s all about. And getting married 
made me feel a part of that. It also made 
me very angry with Australia because 
[our marriage is] now recognised all  
over the world, and then you go back  
to your own country and you’re not.” 

Gabi and Jaime wrote to Julia Gillard 
and Jackie and Kerryn took their letters 
to the prime minister when they went to 
meet her last month to lobby for change.

“Gabi wrote that she wanted her 
parents to be able to get married just like 
her friends’ parents and ‘Don’t think the 
fight’s over when my mums die. If it’s not 
through by then, then I’ll keep fighting 
for them’.” Watch out, Julia! ■ 

GAy Women join the debAte

Q Is it important to you as a gay woman to have same-sex marriage legalised  
in Australia and would you get hitched if you could?

Chef and food 
writer Christine 
Manfield (far left), 
58, and her partner, 
Margie Harris, 54, 
have been together  
for 34 years.

A “we’re not the marrying kind. we 
have been ‘living in sin’ happily for  

34 years, so why change now? However, 
we believe everyone has the right to choose, 
so we support gay marriage and equality 
in the eyes of the law,” says christine.

Journalist and  
care nurse Margo 
Kingston, 52, is 
currently single  
and godmother  
to Reilly Leon, 13, 
Stella Leon, 10,  

and Darcy Rusina, 12 months.

A “I’m in favour of civil union, which  
I think is exactly the same thing, but 

it hasn’t got the tag of marriage on it. I’ve 
got two main problems with legalising 
same-sex marriage. 

“The first is that its fundamental 
assumption is that a life partnership 
between a man and a woman is the  
same as between a woman and a woman 
and a man and a man, and I think it’s  
not. It is different. My experience as a  
gay person has shown that. Most people, 
when they realise they are gay, will be  
very upset and will have to come to terms 
with that difference, that minority status. 
To accept that you’re gay is to celebrate 
the fact that you’re different. 

“The second is societal. This insistence 
on being the same, on changing a concept 
that has been embedded in our civilisation 
- the union between a man and a woman. 
I think it’s unnecessarily provocative 
and can lead to a backlash. I don’t see 
any reason to take on that proportion of 
society which is dead against same-sex 
marriage and confront them, when we can 
have a civil union, which gives everything, 
but the word ‘marriage’.”

TV and radio 
personality Julie 
McCrossin (far left), 
57, and Melissa 
Gibson, 48, have 
been together for 
16 years and have  

two children, Amelia, 19, and Luke, 22. 

A “we’d love to marry after 16 years 
together, as a gift of love and 

commitment to each other and to our two 
adult children. Besides, after eight turns 
as a bridesmaid, it’s Melissa’s turn to wear 
the big, white, froufrou frock,” says julie.

Network Ten’s 
Narelda Jacobs 
(left), 35, was the 
first openly gay 
newsreader in 
Western Australia. 
She is currently 

single and has a daughter Jade, 16.

A “Yes it is important to achieve real 
equality. Like heterosexual couples, 

including our prime minister, not all same-
sex couples will choose to be married 
should same-sex marriage be legalised. 
Instead, they may be content with de 
facto living arrangements. However, it 
is important to have the option so that 
people attracted to the same sex are not 
made to feel like second-class citizens. 

“Most people today are horrified 
that mixed-race marriages were once 
prohibited here in Australia between 
indigenous people and the settlers, in 
South Africa under apartheid and in the 
USA. Hopefully, in the future, people will 
be similarly disgusted that people who 
are attracted to the same sex were so 
blatantly discriminated against because of 
their sexual preference and be shocked at 
the injustice and bigotry, in the same way 
as we now abhor past race discrimination. 

“I hope that this marriage issue will 
be resolved with open minds and brave 
hearts, and that society will accept all 
of its citizens equally and provide legal 
recognition of same-sex marriages.”
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