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To her five grandchildren she’s “our brilliant Grandma who’s 
on TV”! To us she’s the trailblazing icon who’s shattered 
glass ceilings with a steely glare and irrepressible talent.  
In a candid interview Ita Buttrose talks to Juliet Rieden 
about her childhood, the funny side her friends know so 
well and what’s next after quitting Studio 10.

O
n a glorious Sydney 
autumn day, Samantha, 
almost 10, and Elyse, 
eight, are performing 
cartwheels in the sand. 

Byron, 10, and Clare, eight, are 
chasing tadpoles under the pier and 
Jack, five, is crouched on his haunches 
pondering building a castle when 
suddenly he spies Grandma. 

Group hugs, it seems, are 
spontaneous and frequent when  
Ita gets together with her five 
grandchildren and today the children 
just can’t resist. It’s as if The Weekly 
photo team isn’t there at all and starts 
with five-year-old Jack racing towards 
Grandma, an unstoppable stampede 
of energy, arms outstretched; then the 
hug snowballs as his siblings and 
cousins follow suit. 

It’s wonderful to witness. More 
often than not when The Weekly 
undertakes photoshoots with children 
and animals, the day turns into a  → 

Ita
Buttrose
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Yes, I am the monster,” she says, 
laughing and rolling her eyes. “I took 
all the kids to see Harry Potter and the 
Prisoner of Azkaban with the Sydney 
Symphony. The kids loved it. Music 
has always been in our family.”

When Ita was young she played the 
piano and sang. In fact, if she hadn’t 
become a journalist, opera singer was 
next on her list. “I did singing lessons 
and when I started work I was 
studying for the concerto competition 
in Sydney, Grieg’s Piano Concerto in 
A Minor. But then I started work as a 
copy girl on The Weekly and that was 
the end of it. Journalism won out.”

It was Ita’s father, Charles Buttrose, 
a war correspondent and editor who 
became assistant general manager of 
the ABC, who alerted her to the job 
with The Australian Women’s Weekly. 
Dazzled by the fascinating people 
Charles would bring to home, Ita 
decided aged 11 she wanted to follow  
in his footsteps. “Dad was my hero and 
my parents’ friends were in the business. 
They seemed such interesting people.” 

Domestic war zone 
Ita describes her childhood playing in 
the streets around Parsley Bay in 
Sydney’s eastern suburbs as idyllic, but 

her home was a domestic war zone.   
“My brothers and I just accepted that 
Mum and Dad used to have quite 
serious arguments. It wasn’t unusual 
to see shoes flying up and down the 
corridor. You’d open your bedroom 
door and a shoe would go by and 
you’d think, oh yes, Mum and Dad, so 
you’d shut the door again. We used to 
make a bit of fun about it, but I think 
when you grow up, it leaves its mark 
somewhere on you, but I don’t feel 
that I’m scarred in any way.”

Ita was the only daughter with  
three brothers and says being in that 
male-dominated household helped her 
get where she is today. “My brothers 
always told me I should be grateful to 
them because they taught me how to 
be competitive and how to speak 
‘bloke’! They said they were crucial to 
whatever success I’ve had and there 
might be some truth in that.”

Ita’s parents finally divorced when 
she was 16. “The divorce was awful, 
the media were all there in full flight. 

The girls on the Telegraph women’s 
pages where I was working would 
hide the papers so I couldn’t see. 
I remember being with Mum at the 
court and The Herald photographer 
was trying to get a picture of her and  
I swung my handbag and spoiled it. 
He called out, ‘You bitch!’. 

“Dad was in a senior position at  
the ABC so people kept saying, ‘ABC 
chief this, ABC chief that’. At one 
point, I gather the board even 
suggested that he should resign for 
getting a divorce, and Dad said, ‘I’m 
not leaving, if you don’t like it you can 
fire me.’ Well, they didn’t.” 

The fallout also meant upping sticks 
and breaking up her childhood home. 
“We stayed with Mum, because Dad 
had another woman whom he later 
married. But we had to leave the 
family home. That had an impact on 
us. Mum found somewhere else and 
life went on, but it wasn’t easy.”

Living through that made Ita  
even more determined to become 

financially independent and of course 
the rest is history as she quickly rose 
to be the most important woman in 
Australian media. But looking back 
there is one particular incident that 
sticks in her throat. “I couldn’t get a 
bank loan. I must have been one of 
the best paid women in Australia at 
that time. I was editing The Weekly by 
then. But the bank manager wouldn’t 
have a bar of me. He was so rude and 
horrible. ‘Madam, this is not a 
laughing matter,’ he said when I 
nervously declared, ‘I don’t think I’m 
going to lose my job if that’s what you 
mean’. Oh my God, he was so vile.”

She says while the battle for gender 
equality is ongoing, women today 
have more freedom than her 
generation. “There was no maternity 
leave, no single mother benefit, there 
was a tax on the Pill, there were  
no women in the House of 
Representatives when I started at Cleo 
– no women! When you reflect on 
that, then you can see how far we’ve → 

“There are things  
I want to do that are 

difficult when you 
are tied down.”

The grandchildren 
are aware Ita is 
different to other 
grandmothers. 
RIGHT: Elyse, Clare, 
Jack, Byron and 
Samantha with Ita 
and her dog, Cleo.

delicate juggle of catching the 
moments when everyone is in good 
humour before the scene crumbles 
into a fractious mess. I should have 
known Ita’s grandchildren would be 
different. Even her groodle (Golden 
Retriever/Poodle cross), Cleo, is 
impeccable: elegant, well-behaved in 
every shot. This family loves to be 
together and can’t help but show it. 

The grandchildren – architect 
daughter Kate’s two, Sam and Clare, 
and environmental scientist son Ben’s 
trio Byron, Elyse and Jack – are rarely 
photographed. But they’re aware their 
grandmother is different. “They know 
I’m on television and Sami’s very 
interested in what she calls ‘being 
famous’,” explains Ita as we chat in her 
Sydney apartment. “She said to me one 
day, ‘Grandma, is being famous fun?’ 

“The idea of being famous occupies 
their minds. Sami was in the dog park 
just recently and she’s chatting away 
to somebody saying, ‘My grandmother 
is famous’. The woman said, ‘Oh 
really, who’s your grandma?’. And 
Sami said, ‘Her name’s Ita’. The 
woman looked at Kate [Ita’s daughter] 
and said, ‘I only know of one Ita’, and 
Kate said, ‘Yes, that’s her!’ 

“Then Sami and Clare saw my 
photograph in Priceline and thought 
they are my stores. They say, ‘there’s 
Grandma’s store’. So, you’re not quite 
sure what goes on in their heads.”

Ita, as you’d expect, is firm with her 
grandchildren – and her dog –  instilling 
old-fashioned values of good manners 
and respect. “I use the same rules that 
I used raising my children. Rules and 
boundaries. Strictly enforced,” she says. 

Does she see herself in any of the 
five? “I have different connections 
with all of them,” she muses. “I think  
I sometimes see myself in Sami. She’s 
creative, she writes already. She’s shy 
about it but it’s there. Jack’s just like 
having a football coming at you. I 
have empathy with Byron and his 
music, it’s special, we often talk about 
the piano. Elyse is into books. Both 
Clare and Sami draw and are artistic. 
I’m not. I can’t draw to save myself.” 

It’s school holidays and Ita has been 
doing her bit. “We play monsters. I’m 
the one who has to do the chasing. IT
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come. We just need to knock a few 
more doors down, that’s all.”

Ita doesn’t recall facing any sexual 
harassment in the workplace herself, 
probably, she says, because she was a 
boss from the age of 25. And while 
she completely acknowledges the 
validity of bringing perpetrators to 
account she does worry about where 
we go from here. “I think flirting is 
now out. And I must say I’ve always 
quite enjoyed a harmless flirt or two.  
I don’t think that’s a fault; I think it’s 
just appreciating the opposite sex. 
They are quite delightful. They’re  
not all bastards.”

Looking back, Ita says her 
adolescence was pretty innocent and 
confesses she’s concerned about what 
today’s youngsters are exposed to. “I 
think it’s a big issue for all parents and 
grandparents; to work out a way to 
stop children being exposed to porn at 

such a young age. Some of the porn 
that teenagers watch gives them a very 
wrong idea about sex, about how you 
treat a woman. They see porn where 
sex is often aggressive and think this is 
the way women want to be treated.”

Why I quit Ten
Two days after our shoot was Ita’s last 
day on Studio 10, the morning show 
she co-hosted with Jessica Rowe, Sarah 
Harris, Joe Hildebrand and Denise 
Drysdale. In her statement the 76-year-
old media icon said she wanted, among 
other things, to spend more time with 
her grandchildren. “Well you can see 
how gorgeous they are,” Ita coos. 

The tabloid media went into overdrive, 
concocting a rift between Ita and Denise 
Drysdale supposedly based on high-
jinks involving brussels sprout-throwing 
at the show’s Christmas shoot. “All 
this nonsense happened in November 
and it’s still bubbling away,” she sighs. 
“It’s not uncommon for families to 
have incidents at Christmas lunch and 
that’s what happened in our family. 
It’s all over and done with.”

The incident was in no way 
connected with her decision to leave, 
she tells me. “I’ve been thinking about 
it for a while. I’ve been there almost 
five years. I lead a very busy life and 
there are certain things I want to do 
that are very difficult to do when 
you’re tied down for two or three days 
a week doing a television show.”

She actually resigned two days 
before Jessica Rowe announced her 
departure. “I said to [Executive 
Producer] Lucy [de Luca], ‘I’m 
thinking it’s time for me to go’. She 
said, ‘Oh no, everything’s beginning to 
unravel’. I didn’t really understand 

what that meant until Jessica 
resigned on Friday. I didn’t want 
to harm the show. It would have 
been terrible for two of us to 
leave together, so I waited for 
Jess to work out her month.”

On the show Ita revealed a 
wicked sense of fun Australia 
hadn’t seen before and garnered 
an army of new fans. “Sarah 
[Harris] reckoned that they  
saw a side they hadn’t seen 
before and I said, ‘I think it was 

always there’. People who know me 
really well know I can horse around 
and have a sense of humour… I can 
mimic people and do accents. But you 
don’t often have a chance to show this 
side of yourself in public. On Studio 10 
I guess there was an opportunity  
to show another side of me.”

Ita is now busy working on two 
books – one fiction, one non-fiction. 
But she’s not finished with TV. I ask 
her why she’s never had her own 
show. “I’ve often asked that myself 
but I haven’t been successful in that 
regard,” she says laughing. Would she 
be up for it? “I’d love to,” she replies 
quick as a flash. Watch this space. AWW

Exclusive

Ita left Studio 10 
(inset) for more time 
with her “gorgeous” 
grandchildren. 


