SENATE COMMUNITY AFFAIRS REFERENCES COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO CHILDREN IN INSTITUTIONAL CARE

submission

From-  June Smith

The Secretary

Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee

Suite S1 59

Parliament House

CANBERRA   ACT  2600

Dear Secretary

                        Re:  Inquiry into children in institutional care

In 1961 aged 19years (a minor at that time) I was admitted to the Royal Women’s Hospital, Carlton Victoria (a public institution) for the birth of my first child.

At that time I was an unmarried girl.  My mother had deserted me when I was aged 13years.  My father told me to leave home when I was 16 years old as I was employed, and would have to care for myself.  He also had several of my siblings to care for.  My father was both physically and mentally abusive.  I had no extended family in Australia as I had emigrated with my family from England when I was nearly thirteen years old.

My pregnancy was the result of a three-year relationship with a Chinese-Malay student. 

My treatment at the above public hospital was unconscionable and breached their duty of care.

My human rights were violated, I was subjected to duress and suffered their conspiracy with the Catholic Family Welfare Bureau (known as St.Joseph’s Foundling Hospital, Broadmeadows and Carlton) to defraud me of my child.

I was admitted to the Royal Women’s Hospital in labour on the 28th October 1961.  I was in labour for a day and a half, during time I was left alone in a ward, no one explained anything about what I should expect to have happen to me.

In my final stages of labour I was taken to the delivery room, I was frightened and in great pain.  I remember seeing a few nurses and a doctor, at least I think he was a doctor as he was the only male in the room.  When my son was being delivered I felt the doctor cut the opening to the birth canal.  I remember screaming that he had hurt me as no anaesthetic had been administered to me. 

When my son was born my baby was placed on my chest in a creamy coloured blanket and I fell madly in love with him.  

I told everyone in the hospital ward where I was that I was keeping my child and would not let him go.  My treatment by the nursing staff from then on was unconscionable, breached their duty of care, violated my human rights and defrauded me of my child.

             Although I had said my son was not for adoption, I was given tablets to dry up my milk.

             I know this because I asked a nurse why I was being made to take tablets, and her reply was ‘to

             dry up your milk’.   I was not shown how to breast feed my own baby like all the other mothers

             in the hospital, although the sheets were soaked with my son’s right to nourishment.

I was a bit upset about not being allowed to breast-feed my son; I wanted to feed my own baby like all the other mums in the ward

However, the nurses told me that my son would have to be adopted.  I told them I didn’t want him adopted, he’s my son I would say, I love him.

I was never able to breast-feed any of my subsequent children.

             I asked the lady where I was temporarily staying if I could bring Micheal (correct spelling) home 

            until I found a job and somewhere to live, she said yes.  I was euphoric.  Later that day her

            husband came in and said that I would not be permitted to bring my son to their home.  My world

            just fell apart. I was devastated.  But I still decried any words regarding adoption.  I was told

            again by nursing staff  that there was no way I could keep my baby and that if I loved him I would

            do what was best for him.  I just kept crying out, I loved him and didn’t want to lose him.

No Almoner visited me to tell me of the options that were available to me.  No one spoke to me about ways I could keep my baby, I was just ignored.  My baby stayed at my bedside and I watched him as he slept.  When he was unhappy I placed my bent finger near his mouth for him to suckle on.  I adored him.

A few days later my baby and I were transferred by ambulance to the Henry Pride Wing of the Royal Women’s Hospital at Kew.  This was for continuing post-natal care.

The ward I was in was an open ward, of about 24 beds, I think the beds were divided into blocks of eight, four on each side of the passageway.  Mothers and their babies were kept together, the babies in a bassinette alongside their mothers.  

The Matron or Sister-in-charge at Henry Pride, I don’t know which, but she wielded much power, my name for her is unprintable, she harassed me non-stop.  She did not stop telling me I was selfish for wanting to keep my own baby.   She told me you cannot take him out of here you have no where to take him.  What can you offer him?  Stop thinking of yourself.  If you love him think about him; what can you give him; you would want the best for him.  She was horrid.   I cried and cried.  I felt I was hurting my son for wanting him, for she had made it very clear that I was worthless and my son deserved better than I.  She was relentless in her pursuit of my son

Her tone when speaking to me was condemning, contemptuous and shaming.  She made me feel worthless. Her treatment of me contumely.  All the other mothers in the ward could hear what she was saying to me.  She discriminated against me on the grounds of my marital status.

Never did she arrange for the almoner to see me, nor for any other professional that could have helped me.  She breached her duty of care and denied me my right to be treated like other mothers in the hospital.   She denied me my maternity. Her treatment of me was unconscionable and breached her fiduciary duty of care, she violated my human rights as a mother.

             She cruelly promoted adoption above my rights to know of alternative options to keep my own 
             child

             I was not informed of the Social Welfare benefits that were available to me at that time and 

             had been available since 1945 in the term of Special Benefits, contrary to what we now hear from 

             the social workers of yesterday. Nor was I informed of foster care until I could find a job and a

             place to live.  I was not advised that I could seek maintenance, nor that subsidised child minding 

             facilities were available to mothers who had to work full time.

            I was not even told that I did not have to sign a consent form.

            Under the law I had the right to know of these alternative options but they were kept from me.

            Her actions constituted a breach of duty of care, unconscionable behaviour, and a breached

            Statutory Law.

            A consent was not legal if any duress was involved.  The act did not express what

            constituted duress, just that no duress took place. 

I had no one to turn to.  I had no money, as I had not worked due to my pregnancy, I was living 

with strangers as a mothers help until my baby was born and therefore had no permanent 

address.  No where to go with my son.

I sank further and further into a sea of hopelessness.  I cried most of the time. No one comforted

me.  No help was offered just this total aloneness, abandonment.  I finally signed that consent, I 

do not remember doing so, but my signature is on the form.  The person who took my consent appears as Ellen Maeve O’Collins, Social Worker. My recollection of the day I signed this consent is nil.

 I remember at sometime this so-called matron taking away my baby from my bedside and placing him in the nursery.  I was forbidden, by her, to see him.  I was then left alone in the ward with all the other young mum’s, married of course, and watched them as they cuddled and fed their babies for several days.  No one comforted me in my obvious distress.  Hardly anyone spoke to me.

Part of me died forever

Upon my discharge from hospital this matron suddenly handed me my son, placed us in a taxi and told me I was going to the St.Josephs Foundling baby home at Broadmeadows, (also an institution) where she told me I had to give my son to the nuns.

I do not remember much of the drive to this dark place but I suddenly found myself in deep distress in an office, I know it was an office because it had a type of desk in the room.  I was standing clutching my son to my chest and crying desperately when a nun came out of nowhere and snatched my baby from my arms and disappeared.  I became frantic I was screaming for my son.  I remember being made to sit at the desk, I was sobbing and yelling for my baby and all I got was this nun pushing papers under my face and telling me to sign here, here and here.

I think, because of my hysteria and the fact that I would not leave without him I was told that I could come back and see my son before the revocation period of 30 days

I don’t remember getting home or much that followed for the next few weeks.  I used to visit my son at the home to hold him and tell him that I loved him.  No one in that home offered me any consolation or help in any way even though they could see my despair and complete desolation.  They did not even talk to me; their demeanour was condemning and superior.  I was nothing to them these supposed holy women of God.

I do remember once a novice asking me if I would like to feed my son his bottle.  This never happened again and I am sure that young good-hearted girl got into trouble for talking to me.

I revoked my consent a few days before the 30 days was up, but by this time I was clutching at straws, I was so desperate not to lose him, drowning in despair, helplessness and loneliness.  I prayed so hard for help.

I received a telephone call from the foundling home asking me in a very reprimanding tone what was I going to do about my son, I told them I don’t know I just don’t want him to be adopted, I told her again and again that I loved him, I didn’t want to lose him.  She demanded that I come to the home to see them as I just couldn’t leave my son there. 

When I got there, there was a woman, dressed in a grey suit; she had a typed consent for adoption lying on a table nearby. I started to cry, I told her I don’t know what to do, but I don’t want my son adopted.  She said then why don’t you keep him, my heart grew lighter, I looked at her with hope and said, how can I, she said that I could find a job as a live-in housekeeper where I could take my child.   I was beginning to think positive, but when I asked her what could I do with my son until I got such a job I realized I had been lured into her trap.  She started telling me that I could see for myself that I could not look after my son.  I had no where to take him, I could offer him nothing whereas a “nice” married couple, those who could not have a child of their own would look after, love and care for my son, as I could not. That my baby deserved two parents. She even said that she would try to find a nice Chinese couple to adopt him!

I did not realize it at the time but she was also acting for the adoptive parents.  I thought my son had a worthless mother, that I would in some way cause him harm.  Her tone was patronizing.  I signed that consent and have never seen my son since.

This woman breached her duty of care in separating my son from his mother for no other reason than that she was unsupported.  She breached Statutory Law by placing me under duress in order to obtain a consent to adoption.

She breached the United Nations declaration of the rights of the Child (1959) which states in part…a child of tender years shall not, save in exceptional circumstances, be separated from his mother.  It also stated society and the public authorities shall have the duty to extend particular care to children without a family and to those without adequate means of support   

The name on the consent form is Inglis K Jones, Sister-in-Charge, Foundling Hospital Broadmeadows 

I was also later to discover an affidavit written by this person in which she has projected me as a mother happy to give away her son ‘in his best interests’.  As far as I am concerned this woman violated my human rights, her conduct was  unconscionable and she has made a false affidavit.   My son was abducted by her under unlawful duress.  Her treatment of me was contemptible

In 1964 I was a married deserted wife with a six-month-old son.  I managed to care and raise my son with no help from anyone.  I did not even receive maintenance for 18 months.  I worked, my son was cared for by a triple certificated nurse, and she was wonderful to him.  Even years later when he was a young man if I saw her at the shops she would always asked after him.

Yet during 1964 babies were still being routinely taken from their young vulnerable unsupported mothers.  Why?

There was no legislation for the taking of babies, so who condoned this atrocity.

We have been told it was the mores of the time.  To hear this flippant statement of all that happened to me angers me immensely.

I have suffered over the years from trauma, grief and loss; I have never been able to come to terms with my loss. How can a mother come to accept that she had to watch others taking her child and she could do nothing about it.

My subsequent children have all suffered as a result of my loss as I have never thought myself worthy of them.  I learnt not to trust people, sometimes to the detriment of myself.  I have lost friends and husbands because I cannot cope with my loss.  My children are paramount. I adore them all.   I know they love me.  But I know they have suffered. Over the years they were growing up I would often withdraw into a place no one could enter.  They did not know they had a brother somewhere, I never told anyone, except my two husbands that I had had a child adopted.  It took me 36 years before I told anyone else.  Society had condemned me as a mother who willingly gave away her own child.  I was shamed into silence.  

I have obtained under the freedom of information paperwork about the birth of my first son and the lies uncovered have deepened my trauma.  My paperwork states I am three years older, that my boyfriend who allegedly came from Singapore (did not), had returned to his country prior to our child’s birth, (untrue) details of my own family were fantasy.  The most horrid words imaginable for any mother were written as follows. [I]…’had come in and willingly signed a consent to adoption with no apparent distress’. The woman who wrote this lie was not even present when the second consent was taken. When I read these words I suffered so much, how could anyone write such atrocious lies about my love for my son.  My son has these papers and now refuses to see me. The woman who wrote these lies and signed my first consent was

Ellen Maeve O’Collins. 

I have in the past few years written and told her of the lifelong trauma, grief and loss that I have suffered at her hands.  I have never received a reply.

My papers from the Catholic Welfare Bureau also state that I attended at their office which was near the hospital in Carlton on the 26th September 1961.  This is an absolute lie.  I never, repeat never set foot in their office at any time during my pregnancy and the subsequent birth of my child.  I believe this was written to cover up the fact that the Royal Women’s Hospital usurped their authority by colluding with the Catholic Family Welfare Bureau (St.Joseph’s) to bring about the separation of myself from my baby for the purposes of adoption.

My belief of this collusion between the hospital and the Catholic Foundling Home has recently been reinforced on two separate occasions.

1. Was when I was part of a protest in Melbourne a few months ago to request that the  Victorian Labour party honour its promise of an inquiry into past adoption practices.  A nurse approached us and said she remembered the time babies were routinely taken from young mothers, she thoughtfully stated it was terrible, awful, a bad time.

2. Was at the Women’s East Mental Health Conference a few weeks ago at Box hill, where a paper was presented about the realities of past adoption practices.  A nurse spoke out in the audience saying that nurses were ordered to remove babies from young unmarried mothers.  She also thought it terrible. 

3. The intention by the Royal Women’s Hospital to remove my baby was premeditated by the fact that the letter ‘A’ for Adoption is noted on my hospital admission papers.  The use of this terminology can be supported by a hospital memo dated the 11th February 1960
I have requested under the freedom of information all my hospital records for all my children.  I have never been able to obtain my medical/treatment record sheet for the time of my first son’s birth.  No other mother that I know of has been able to obtain this part of her record from this hospital.  A doctor telephoned me from the hospital because of my frequent requests for my medical record.   He informed me that they did not keep the medical records at that time, they were destroyed, he further added that they did not even keep the fluid charts of that time.  Yet I have the fluid chart of my hospital admission 6 weeks prior to the birth of my first child when I was admitted for a blood transfusion.

I also have the medical records of my subsequent children.  Is this a cover-up?  I believe so.

Mothers in other states can obtain all their medical records and social-worker/almoner’s records.  We in Victoria are denied these.  Why?

In Victoria I am forbidden to know my son’s created name or anything that could identify him to me.  Victoria cruelly is the only state in Australia that forbids mothers any identifying information about their own child. 

The Royal Women’s Hospital staff;  who were not supposed to be an adoption agency, breached their duty of care and treated me with discrimination and abuse, their behaviour was unconscionable and breached their fiduciary duty of care.  They denied me my basic human rights as a mother under the United Nations.  Which stated on 10th December 1948. No one shall be subjected to…inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

The staff by their unethical and unlawful practices defrauded me of my child.

Social Workers of that time used unethical, emotional blackmail and inhumane practices to illegally gain consent forms.

This breached statutory law. Their behaviour was unconscionable and breached their fiduciary duty of care.

I may have only been in institutional care for a short while but the impact on my life has been insuperable.

Please accept my submission.

