To:   The Senate Inquiry into Children in Institutional Care

From:  Lorraine Davis

I was born in Launceston on the 24 July 1942. I was the fourth child of six children but lost a brother who died at 10 months old. My mother left my father when I was about 2 and half years old – I think she had post-natal depression. She took the baby, Gloria, who was then about 3 weeks old, but gave her back to Dad and she stayed with him. There was no supporting parents allowance in those days. My oldest sisters, Shirley and Marlene and myself went into the Launceston Girls Home. My brothers stopped with my father who boarded with a woman who took in welfare children. However as one of them kept running away, he too was put into a home in Launceston. 

At the girls’ home, there were three dormitories, the nursery, the junior and the senior ones. I stayed in this home until I was 8. I was rebellious and kept running away. I would go to the park near where my dad lived as I thought my Mum would come back to get Gloria and I could see her, but I never did. When I ran away, Matron Rogers always used to find me at the park.

My mother wasn’t allowed to visit us at the home, as they thought it would upset us too much. This was really cruel. If she had of come, I would never have let her go. I missed her so much and if she could have visited, it would have made all the difference. 

Mum knew the lady who had the corner shop near the Home, and Shirley would take me and Marlene there to pick out what we wanted and Mum would pay later. 

The biggest memory I have at the Home was yearning for my mother because I was bonded with her. I vividly remember the nightmares I used to have about her – she would be at the end of a tunnel and I could never reach her. 

Dad would visit us about once a fortnight or month. He would take us to where he boarded and it was awful because the woman would ask us about our Mum and we would always burst into tears.

At the home, we went to Glendhu School in Launceston. I remember feeling different because we had different uniforms and were referred to as the ‘home girls’ and were on the ‘free list’. There was also a bit of teasing from the other girls. There was one teacher there, Miss Wilson, who was a lovely person. She would give us treats because we never had any. I used to have trouble with my tables, and Matron Rogers would help me. 

Some of us girls wrote a poem about being home girls that we used to sing. It went like this:

The girl home girls

The girl home girls

The girl home girls are we

We’re always up to mischief

Where ever we may be

Some think we are cranky

They make a big mistake

Where ever the girl home girls are

We’re always wide-awake

Bread and fat for breakfast

Bread and fat for tea

A lump of bread as big your head

As stale as it can be

That is all I can remember, there are a few more lines.

I remember getting really sick at the Home once. I was lying on the floor and Matron wrapped me up in a blanket and took me to the hospital. I was in the children’s ward and Miss Wilson and the class sent me cards – I felt real special. Also, Matron would come and see me with the other home girls. 

I was quite naughty at the Home and would often get locked in a room, but I never went hungry as there was a gap under the door and my sister, Shirley, would push bread and jam under the door. 

One carer at the Home, Mrs Bailey, was often cruel to us girls. She would pick on them, especially on my sister, Marlene. I remember her beating Marlene one day and she had bruises all over her. But she was sacked for doing this.

Rotary, Apex and the Lions used to have functions for us at the Home, mostly at Xmas time and we would get presents. 

When Matron Rogers left, a new Matron came. As I was still running away, she sent me down to Hobart to the Magdalene (Good Shepherd) Laundry. This was an awful place and very strange to me. I had never seen nuns before and we had to get up every morning at 6 am and go to Mass and say the rosary. My knees used to get so sore from having to kneel so much in church.

I felt really lonely too as I missed my sisters so much.

I was only 8 but had to work every day in the laundry from after breakfast until 5pm with a break for lunch. It was a huge laundry and we used to do the laundry for all the hotels, schools and hospitals in Hobart. I worked in the ironing room, sometimes I would iron but mostly I would fold and damp the laundry reading for the presses. They must have made heaps of money from doing all this laundry, also, from the huge farm out the back where they grew everything.

From the ages of 8 to 12 while at the Magdalene Laundry I never had any schooling. On occasion though, we would be taken by an ‘auxiliary’ for an hour and she would read us a story, that was all.

We had torn up newspapers for toilet paper and as I loved to read, I would go to the toilet a lot so that I could read the pieces. Often I would try and find matching pieces so that I could finish whatever I was reading. 

The food wasn’t too bad, not that I was used to good food. We weren’t allowed to utter a sound at mealtime, unless it was a special saints day. One thing I did hate was once a week on the way into breakfast we had to have a drink of water with epsom salts and lemon. I used to hide on these days, but would get punished and not allowed to go to the movies. 

Movie nights were fun. The sisters would sit down the front and us girls at the back. I remember one terrific film with Esther Williams was being shown, but as soon as she appeared in her bathing costume, the Reverend Mother stood up and stopped the film. 

Another fun-time was at Xmas when we were allowed to go out the back to the farm where we had races and played games and did get better food.

Overall though, this was a bad place and I have bad memories. The girls used to fight a lot, even throwing irons at each other some times and we never got to see the outside world. All out letters were read, going in and out, and any parcels received were always opened. 

I used to get into trouble a lot and got lots of beltings. Mother Peter used to give me pep talks and tell I could be a saint. I remember being chosen to sew up Archbishop Young’s curtains for his beautiful house next door to the Laundry, which was probably paid for by the sweat of us girls. Mother Peter told me I was specially chosen for this, I was probably about 11 at the time.

I ran away a few times. I remember one day after being punished by standing in a corner for hours, I decided to escape through a tiny window. I ran away down to Sandy Bay, it was wonderful to be on the beach, see the sea and feel ‘free’. When it got freezing at nights I would go back.  

Once when I returned I opened a door to get back in and it was the door into the confessional. I wrapped myself in the priests’ vestments and fell asleep. I remember being woken by the floor shaking and it was the nuns going to early morning mass.

Also ran away once with another older girl at afternoon tea-time by smashing a window and jumping out. I was scared as it was a long drop to the ground and ended up cutting my hand.

When any girl left the Convent, they just disappeared. My good friend, Louise, went missing one day and found out that she had got out. I was absolutely devastated. Louise wrote me a letter and said that is was not all peaches and cream outside, but I just wanted to be outside with her. I went on strike and wouldn’t work in the laundry.

Mother Peter told me that I could get out when I turned 16 but I didn’t believe her and argued with her. I asked how come then there were still people in there much older than 16 working in the laundry and on the farm. The Reverend Mother then told me that I had to apologise or go and I thought this was terrific as it was my chance to get out, so I wouldn’t apologise. I was then called into the Rev. Mother’s office and she told me I going on a holiday. I was elated. Mother Peter was in there also and she was crying because she knew where I was really going.

At the age of 12, I was taken to the Lachlan Park Asylum. I was horrified and knew that I would never get out because back at the Laundry we all knew if you were sent to this place you were there for good. I went on a hunger strike at first, but started to eat after a few days. 

I used to look after the little kids in this place. I’ll never forget the ones with encephalitis – there were about 6 or 7 of them – with their swollen heads just lying in their cots waiting to die. There were also 5 girls in there who were just vegetables, 3 were sisters, one of them, Margaret, had the most beautiful smile. Once I remember the nurses putting hot water bottles on them without covers on them and they got bad burns. There were also 25 little Downs Syndrome children who would be taken out of their beds each morning and strapped onto potty chairs where they stayed all day until they were bathed in the afternoon and put back to bed. They weren’t allowed to walk or run around. One little boy I really adored in there was Andrew, he was deaf and dumb but a beautiful child.

As the children’s ward was not locked, I decided to escape one day, but I didn’t know how to get out. I remember it being freezing cold and the nurses found me before I could get out. They took me back to the children’s ward and gave me a tablet, which I spat out. Later they came back and told me to get dressed, and they then took me to another ward where I could hear lots of screaming. This was where they kept the ‘real crazies’. They put me in a cell with a small peephole in the door. I was so scared I couldn’t sleep.

(This incident still affects me. Recently I went to look over the old Fremantle Gaol, which is now open to the public and which used to be an asylum. During this visit I went into a cell and immediately had flash-backs and had to leave). 

Anyway, I was let out of the cell the next morning for breakfast and went into the courtyard of this ward and became fascinated by another girl there. She was blind and repeatedly banging her head on a pole. I asked her if that hurt her head and she knew my name and everything that was going on, this amazed me. The nurses then come and took me back to the children’s ward. 

Not long after, I was told that I had visitors, a Mr and Mrs White. My friend Louise had told them I was in the asylum. He was the Minister for Health then and she used to do volunteer work with kids like me. I showed them through the nursery and they were really nice to me.

The next Sunday, they came and took me out to live with them. After spending about a month in the Asylum, this was such a relief but I was confused. I didn’t talk much and couldn’t understand why they were so kind. I found it hard to trust anyone. 

During my time with Mr and Mrs White, my mother came to visit me. This was good but uncomfortable, both for her and me. I still loved her, but after so many years it just wasn’t the same. 

They sent me to school but I found the work really difficult, I had had no schooling for years. I used to go to the education department a couple of times a week for special classes and also had them at St Josephs. Mrs White used to help me also. I remember feeling scared all the time in case I got into trouble and would be sent back to the Magdalene Laundry. Everyone knew this was the place for naughty girls. Even to this day, I carry this stigma.

Eventually, when I was 15, Mrs White asked me if I wanted to leave school, which I jumped at. She organised for me to do the tests for working for the Post Office, and went through them all with me. I hated doing long division. When I sat the exam, I passed, thanks to Mrs White. I still remember the advice she gave me, “if you have trouble doing any question, just go onto the next one, don’t get stuck on what you can’t do”.

I then went to Burnie and worked as a telephonist. I stayed with Mr and Mrs Button who I knew and used to call Nan and Pop, they were really nice people. I remember the welfare officer waiting outside for me on pay-day to make sure I was using my pay carefully. This was embarrassing because I didn’t want anyone to know my background.

Mr and Mrs White then left for London where Mr White was to take up the position of Agent General. I remember them flying me to Melbourne to say good-bye. 

After this, I was transferred to Launceston and then changed work to being a nurse’s aid near Perth for a while. Then I transferred to St John’s Hospital in Hobart where my friend and I saw an advertisement to join the air force and decided to apply. We were sent the exam, which I passed but my friend didn’t. Even though I was sad my friend didn’t pass, I was proud – it was really good for my self-esteem. The reason I passed was remembering the advice Mrs White had given me before. I did just that and passed. They flew me to Melbourne for an interview and not long after they sent me a letter saying I had been accepted and that because I was 21, I had to get an authority signed, which I signed myself.

I then did my training at Point Cook in Melbourne and stayed in the air force for 4 years. There were lots of good times. I took to the discipline and institutional life like a duck to water. 

I later met Mr & Mrs White when they returned from London. I remember them telling me that I could be a rich person if I sued for what had happened to me. They said they would help me if I wanted to, but as Mrs White was such a strong catholic and well-known, I didn’t want her reputation tarnished. I have attached an article on her.

I met my husband in the force and we were married and had 3 sons. We spent time in Malaysia on three occasions. Being a wife and mother was good, but difficult. My husband was away a lot on postings. It was hard to show affection. If I had not had that time with Mr and Mrs White it would probably have been a disaster. My marriage lasted 20 years but it was an amicable break-up and we remain friends and keep in touch to this day.

The effects of being raised as a state ward have been awful for me. 

· I could never live in Tasmania again;

· I have always and still are careful about not being found out, especially about having spent time in an asylum;

· I still feel like a little girl lost;

· I find it difficult to trust anyone;

· I have flash-backs; and,

· Suffer with depression and post-traumatic disorder.

At the age of 40, I had a breakdown. They say life begins at 40, well mine nearly ended. I couldn’t sleep and was put on medication. I started seeing a psychologist as I was all mixed up. I needed to put the pieces together as I didn’t know her I was. For years I was traumatised because I thought I had a mad part to me having spent time in a lunatic asylum (that’s what they called a mental home in those days). I had forgotten I was put there because I had gone on strike at the Magdalene Laundry.

To recover after the breakdown, I took the kids and spent 6 months by the sea in Mandurah. I thought this would help but it didn’t. I returned to Perth and saw the psychologist again, but she said I needed medication and should see a psychiatrist.

I was admitted to Niola Hospital for a complete rest. I slept for the first two days. I had sessions with a psychiatrist who drew me out to speak about my childhood. This was the first time. I stayed in there for a month. It was a painful time, but a relief.

I am now 61 and have done some carer courses and am now doing some counselling courses so that I can help people who have suffered, especially state wards and homeless kids.

I hope that this Inquiry will do something for people who have suffered as state wards, because our ordeals and sufferings have gone unrecognised or ignored for far too long.

Lorraine Davis

7 August  2003
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