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Every Saturday afternoon, a phone rings at a quiet house in the hilly, dreamy countryside not far 

from the village of Boorowa in the NSW Southern Tablelands. 

Leonie H, who values her privacy and doesn’t want her full name used, hurries to pick up the 

phone and settles in for a pleasurable half-hour or so.

 

She is 88, describes herself as “a little old lady” and has lived alone since her husband died 12 

years ago. Her house and the garden she loves are surrounded by 550 green acres populated by 

wallabies, kangaroos, wombats and birdlife. 

At the other end of the phone, somewhere in Victoria, is Ruth Liu, a 22-year-old fourth-year 

medical student. 

Ruth and Leonie have never met face to face. Until last year, neither was aware the other 

existed. 

But despite the physical distance that separates them, and the difference between their 

generations and heritage - Leonie was raised a Sydney girl, Ruth was born in China and has 

lived in San Diego, Tasmania and Melbourne - they have spent the past year becoming firm 

friends. 



“I do love to hear how my dear Ruth is going,” says Leonie. 

“Every single week, no matter what else is happening, I can look forward to talking to Leonie on 

Saturday afternoon,” says Ruth. 

Leonie offers Ruth cake recipes, describes the latest doings of a family of blue wrens on her 

property, and talks of “the olden days”. Plenty of stories there: she and her late husband lived in 

a tent for 16 weeks while their country house was being built, bathing outdoors in a galvanised 

bathtub, a pot of water heating over an open fire. 

Ruth tells Leonie of her studies and the pressure of exams, of living in group houses and of her 

experiences studying in hospitals and clinics in Mildura, Swan Hill and Bendigo. 

Their long-distance friendship began within a project created by Monash University medical 

students called Conversation in Isolation. 

 

As a new coronavirus laid its grip on the world early last year, a Monash student, Steph 

McKelvie, dashed off a Facebook post suggesting fellow students might wish to help those who 

found themselves isolated. 

Like many of her peers, Steph had unexpectedly discovered she had time on her hands. Her 

placement at an aged care facility had been cancelled. “It seems a lot of us are wondering how 

we can do our best for our communities at this time,” she wrote. 

“Society is also facing a challenge in promoting social cohesion in a time of great uncertainty 

and social distancing.” 

These were prescient words, posted on March 16, 2020. It was the day the Victorian 

Government declared a four-week State of Emergency to give the state’s health system a chance 

of “flattening the curve”. It seems so long ago now.  

 

McKelvie asked what her friends thought about volunteering to help those worried about being 

infected, such as older or immunocompromised people. Within 48 hours, 75 students, most of 

them from the Monash School of Rural Health, were busily brainstorming ways of easing the 

burden of loneliness across the state. 

They hit on the idea of providing friendly voices over the telephone, each pairing up with a 

person in isolation. A telephone call could reach into the most remote settings; into aged care 

homes, whose residents were locked away from family and friends; and to socially disconnected 

young people. 

Amid COVID-19, the telephone was safe for both volunteers and those seeking a voice from the 

world. Since then, 250 medical and allied health student volunteers from all around Australia 

have been trained in the art of conversing with former strangers. 

Many of the volunteers have learned they get as much benefit and pleasure from the phone calls 

as those they call. They have been, almost effortlessly, building the skills of listening and 

forming profound connections; immensely important for aspiring medical practitioners. 



 “It is our hope that these skills will not only benefit them in everyday life but also in their 

healthcare practices in the near future,” says Dewmi Abeysirigunawardana, a co-outreach 

coordinator for Conversation in Isolation. 

Meanwhile, universities, organisations like Social Health Australia and headspace, plus GPs and 

social workers, championed the cause by identifying the isolated who could do with a friendly 

chat. Leonie thinks a daughter in Melbourne may have put her name forward. 

Ruth remembers feeling anxious before making her first call. Her concern melted quickly within 

Leonie’s welcoming warmth. 

Leonie, it happens, had long known about the power of a voice on the phone. 

“When I was about Ruth’s age, I was a telephonist at the Sydney GPO,” Leonie says. 

 “I didn’t like the shift work, so I moved to the complaints section of the Australian Gaslight 

Company. People would ring up saying their gas had stopped working, and we’d get it fixed. 

“One fellow was upset because the company was digging up his street. His daughter was going 

to be married and he didn’t want guests walking through mud. We got that fixed up, too.” 

Now a new generation is using the telephone to try to fix a pandemic of loneliness, and creating 

surprising friendships all over the place. 

And Ruth and Leonie? They are determined to keep their Saturday afternoon relationship going 

way beyond the time of lockdowns. 
 


