My name is Douglas Ross Mann and I was born in Perth on the 22 April 1945 to Norma and Jack Mann. When my parents separated in 1947, my father refused to pay any maintenance. He was involved with another woman who he later married. With no social security payments back then, my mother was forced to put me and my brother, Barry, and sister, Thelma, into the Parkerville Children’s Home. They have also sent submissions to this Inquiry. My mother got a job as a sales assistant so that she could pay for our keep at the Home. She did not get any help at all from the Mann family and had to live in a one-room boarding house in Hay Street, Perth.

When we arrived at Parkerville, we were separated. I went to baby land for 2-3 years, Barry went to St.Gabriels and Thelma went next door to Padbury. Miss Holt cared for me at baby land. She really loved the children and I was one of her favourites. Even after I joined my brother at St Gabs, she was the only person who showed me any affection at Parkerville. She was like an angel.

I also remember Ron the truck-driver who was good fun and mucked around with us. He never got angry and was like a father figure to the kids. 

I hardly got to see my sister at Parkerville. She got very sick with rheumatic fever and because she didn’t get medical treatment early enough, spent over 6 months in Royal Perth Hospital and then never came back to Parkerville. She still suffers from this illness because her heart has been damaged. Another child actually died from rheumatic fever at the Home. 

In fact, medical treatment was almost non-existent at the Home. One day I got a big gash on the top of my head because I walked too close to one of the older boys chopping wood. It should have been stitched but all they did was wrap a towel around my head. I have a big scar from that incident which is a constant reminder.

There were about 30 kids per cottage. We slept on the veranda and in winter up in the hills it was freezing as we only had a few blankets each. The bathroom was at the end of the veranda, the toilets outside and inside was the kitchen and eating area.

We were cared for by cottage parents and they were very strict and cruel. As I was a bed-wetter, I used to be belted daily. They used to throw me under a cold shower then belt me really hard with a large strap while I was wet. This was extremely painful – especially in winter – and left big red marks on my body. They also used to rub my face in the wet sheets and then my brother had to wash them. I cannot remember a day when I did not get belted for wetting the bed. 

These beltings have had a profound effect on my life. To this day, I cannot have a cold shower and can’t go swimming because I suffer from hypothermia. Also, right up to this day, almost every night I wake up and go to the toilet because of the fear of wetting the bed. This often takes me 10-15 minutes, as I don’t really need to go. 

Beltings were common for all the kids and mostly were not deserved. For instance, if we didn’t polish the floors or do our other chores properly we were belted. Other chores included preparing breakfast, cleaning tables, washing-up and gardening. 

Another awful memory I have of my time at Parkerville was going to school. We attended the Parkerville District School that was about 1-2 miles away and we had to walk there and back each day on a gravel road. This was really painful because we weren’t allowed to wear shoes. I can remember crying all the way to school in winter as my feet really hurt – chilblains were common – and in summer we would get blisters because the road was so hot. If I walked too slow or fell over, the older boys who used to walk us to school would grab me by the scruff of the neck and push me along so that we wouldn’t be late. If we were late, then he would get a beating.

The only time we had shoes on our feet or wore nice clothes was when we were taken to concerts or the movies in the city. I can remember going to see Bobby Limb and Dawn Lake in ‘Tonight at Eight’. These occasions were great fun – we would go by train or truck, but I also remember finding it hard to walk in the shoes.

We weren’t even allowed to have football boots when we played in the school football team. I have a photo of the team and the Parkerville kids are the only ones with bare feet, but it was good fun playing. 

We attended school regularly and even if we were sick we still had to go. I was a bit of a dunce at school and had a real fear of the teachers. The beltings I got daily for wetting my bed made me really fearful of those in authority. I felt victimised at school and used to get the cuts a lot for getting sums wrong. I found it hard to learn and just remember trying so hard to be quiet and ‘invisible’ so that I wouldn’t get into trouble. I gained nothing from my schooling.

My mother used to visit us every 2-4 weeks. I can still visualise her coming up the hill carrying two shopping bags with some goodies and toys for us, but they were always taken off us when she left. I also remember my grandmother coming a few times. Apparently my father came once, but I was too young and can’t remember his visit. 

A rally or motor vehicle club used to come up occasionally and they would bring us ice creams and drinks. Also, every few months a mobile lolly-shop would come up and we were given sixpence to spend. These were exciting times.

Hunger pains were always with us. There was never enough food. I used to always offer to do the dishes so that I could scrape the pots and eat the scraps. I still scrape the pots today and it drives my wife and daughters crazy!!

Life on being ‘released’

In 1956/57 Mum was able to get my brother and myself out of Parkerville. We all lived with my grandmother in South Perth, except for my sister Thelma who lived somewhere else. My bed-wetting stopped immediately. It was not long though before my brother Barry ran off with the circus. 

Even though it was good to be out, I still felt victimised. I attended school but because I had no confidence and felt so worthless and so very lonely and fearful, I didn’t do well. I still got the ‘cuts’ for getting my sums wrong. I never made any close friends. I was a real loner and used to bury myself in books. 

I left school when I was 14 and worked as a labourer but found it difficult to hold down a job for any length of time. I had a real problem with authority and found it hard to get on with my bosses. Basically, I went from one job to another until I joined the railways in 1960. Even though I remained there for five years, I never gained enough confidence or had enough trust to make any close friends. The only person I was really close to was my first girlfriend from Parkerville, Clare Boswell. We used to catch up with each other on occasion, but only about twice a year. I named one of my daughters after her.

Then in 1965, I was called up to serve two years national service and served time in Vietnam. I did manage to make some close friends during these years, but they were killed in Vietnam. I remember one particular mission, 24 of us went out but only 4 of us returned, the rest were either killed or injured.

Together with my Parkerville experience, Vietnam just made things worse. When I finished my service, I just couldn’t settle down and couldn’t get on with anybody. I now exist on a Totally and Permanently Incapacitated (TPI) pension. I have no concentration anymore, I can’t apply myself to anything and even when I try, I just lose it. I also have nightmares about Vietnam and when I awake, I then worry about wetting the bed.  

In the 12-13 years after Vietnam, I lived by myself in a number of flats and began to drink heavily. My loneliness, lack of confidence and feelings of victimisation increased to the extent that I attempted suicide a number of times. Three of these attempts are documented at the Concorde Hospital in Sydney, the Royal Newcastle and Royal Perth Hospitals. I spent 3 months in each of these after failed suicide attempts.

Then at the age of 36, I met my wife my wife-to-be, Dorothy, We married in 1982 and had two baby girls within two years. As I was unemployed for 5 years after we married, and although it was tough, I was able to spend a lot of time with my daughters. I was determined they weren’t going to miss out like I did – I spoilt them rotten.

Dorothy and the girls have been the making of me. For the first time I experienced happiness. Without them I think I would be dead now, either through alcoholism or a successful suicide. I rarely drink these days, only a few beers on special occasions, but I do usually get drunk on Anzac Day.

Even now at the age of 58 I still feel like a victim. I still lack confidence and can’t mix with people. I rarely go out and prefer to stay home watching TV. I am the happiest at home. 

To this day, I remain a very lonely person and feel completely inconspicuous. Although Vietnam compounded these feelings, Parkerville has a lot to answer for in the way they treated me and other kids back then. That is where my problems today really come from. It horrifies me to think that people can treat children so cruelly. It was so wrong.

I have been having counselling for years now through Veteran Affairs and have been on anti-depressants and sleeping tablets for years.
How I feel today

The absolute sadness I still have is the loss of family, never receiving or giving presents, having birthdays and all that family stuff. That is all I ever wanted. The only family I have ever really known is my wife and daughters. 

Although I felt close to my Mum, she never really felt like family. Having gone into Parkerville just before I turned two I never had the chance to develop real love for her. I never got to know my sister and although I knew Barry was my brother, we were separated for most of the time at Parkerville. Then when we both left the Home, he ran away with the circus shortly after.

I only saw my Father on a few occasions in all the years after leaving Parkerville. His new family never wanted him to have anything to do with us. When I did see him it was good, I just wanted to hug him and never let him go. He recently died and they still denied our existence. I loved him and really, really missed not seeing or having him in my life. 

The one thing I wish had been different in my life is that I had grown up with my family. Instead, my childhood was painful and miserable.

---------------------------------------

As I have problems writing, I have had help in putting this submission together. It is an honest and true account of my time in institutional care, and after.

Yours sincerely

Douglas Ross Mann
28 July 2003.
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