
After 51 years, Sharon Richards, paediatric nurse, has called it a day. With 30 years in Wellington Hospital and 21 at Wairarapa she has many stories to tell. 

She trained in Wellington and started out in ED, geriatrics before switching to paediatrics. She remembers the uniforms – “Stiff hats, starched at the Chinese Laundry in Newtown. Belts were stiff and tight and we wore a starched collar with a stud. I used to poke hankies down my neck to stop it from rubbing. Our shoes were white regulation into which we slid our thick white seamed stockings (always straight, never crooked) which were held up by a suspender belt. It was such a relief when panty hose arrived around the mid sixties. When we were training we wore pink and white candy striped dresses in our first year and in the second year mauve stripes under our white starched tunics. When we were fully trained they were green with long sleeves. What a difference from the colourful comfortable scrubs we wear today.”

Sharon recalls that the charge nurses were pretty stiff too and the doctors were kings. “We never called them by their first name – it was all very rigid. We were lowly and had to stand up for everyone in a higher position. Anyone senior to you always went through the door first.”

Changes in drugs and technology have also been enormous. “We used to run a drip counting each drop –no flow guards then. Now everything is disposable but then everything was made of glass and recycled. We rinsed the dirty nappies before they were sent to the laundry. Nothing was thrown away. Pans and wash basins were washed and polished and hung up on walls. There were no dressing packs, disposable syringes,dinamaps or sats machines. We had incubators but they were nothing like they are today. With new technology the survival rate of tiny babies is now far greater.”
“We had routines too. Everything used to be strictly four hourly – giving pain relief, feeding babies. If it didn’t suit the schedule –too bad. I remember feeding all the toddlers in one big room and then they were all placed in a circle onto potties, ready or not. Parents were almost banned –the wards were so different. The parents were not there when they were in pain and they used to scream at the nurses that they wanted to go home. It was horrendous but attitudes changed gradually over time and now parents sleep in the room with their child.” 

Despite the regime, Sharon loved every minute of her training and subsequent nursing. She says she learnt a lot from the children she nursed. “Children are just so positive and uncomplicated. They are trusting, honest and will always tell you what they need. They don’t cry if there is no pain. I have learnt that many children are not frightened of death. They know there will be no pain and they seem to accept. The parents though always struggle.”
Sharon says it is very important to include the parents in their children’s care and make them feel that they have an important part to play in their recovery. “I always tell colleagues to listen to the mother – she knows her child best and it’s very important to listen. It is very important too to be honest - if you tell a child it doesn’t hurt and it does they won’t trust you.” She lists the qualities of a good paediatric nurse – “You have to act the goat sometimes, be happy and adaptable to children’s needs, be patient and get parents on your side.” 
It’s been a wonderful career. Sharon recently went to a 50 year reunion of nurses at Wellington Hospital and discovered that out of her class of 30 only three are still nursing. She says she has had total job satisfaction for 51 years and that she will “miss it like anything.” She will miss the wonderful team of eight nurses and three paediatricians at Wairarapa Hospital and looking after all the children in her care.  However there much to look forward to – spending time with three grandchildren, three orchid houses, a new section to develop. She walks at least one and a half hours each day – “I never take a car”. She is keen to help with children’s reading programmes and learn how to woodturn. We wish Sharon a long and happy retirement.
