Caroline Carroll   (Francis.) 

Born 31 July 1952.

June 25th 1953.  According to file was charged with having no fixed place of abode - made a Ward of the State.

File states a brother 13, & sister 7 already in care at Westmead Boys Home & Brooklyn Orphanage!

12th July 1954 left Bidura Children’s Home for first foster home in Coffs Harbour.

My memories of this period of my life are not happy ones. This woman was a sadistic alcoholic! Most days the foster parents drank they would often become violent, screaming pushing even throwing knives at each other. I would huddle in my bed if it was night or stay well out of the way outside during the day. 

There were three wards living with her. (Including me) Of-course we all thought we were sisters, as we were very young when she took us in. I was the middle child!!! 

This woman also had three grown daughters; one lived in Coffs Harbour & was a willing participant in the foster mother’s games. One she liked to play was to make us strip naked &  award a prize to the child who could withstand the hardest belting! We were always made to strip naked when she belted us. I won on one occasion because the long ruler she was using broke on me. I received a colouring in book.

I was terrified of the dark. There was a man who used to walk around the streets carrying a sugar bag, we were told he collected children cut them up & carried them in his bag. I was often locked in the garden shed, which was pitch-black covered in spider webs; mice could be heard scuttling around. She used to send someone to scratch at the boarded up window calling to me that it was the man to get me & cut me up. I was so frightened I would wet myself, for which I would be belted for being filthy. I was around 4 or 5 years old.  

(as I write this I can feel the same feeling of terror I had then.) On another occasion I took her watch to school & gave it to another child whose mother promptly returned it! Boy did I cop it this time. I was belted (naked) then had to dress in only a nappy put a dummy in my mouth stand on the front footpath till the school bus came past! As you can imagine it was great fun for the kids on the bus. I think I was about 6 at the time. On my 6th birthday she had a party for me, on the table was a glass of liquorice as it was my birthday I was offered it first I took one & bit into it. It wasn’t liquorice but black electric cord she grabbed me by the hair screaming how I was greedy taking the biggest piece she made me get undressed & belted me in front of everyone to teach me not to be greedy! 

 As I am writing this I am feeling so sad. 

I don’t remember ever being hugged. I know I never felt loved just lost & bewildered by my life.

I stayed at this foster home for 7 years this is just a few of the incidents that happened in that time. Others, I still do not let myself think about.
We arrived home from school one day she called us into her room (we knew we were in trouble) someone told her we had been playing on the road on the way home, after belting us she said that I should know better my sister was run over by a truck! I looked at my “sisters” they seemed fine to me. Then she told us we weren’t sisters & we certainly didn’t belong to her, she was sending us back to the orphanage as we had caused her enough trouble.

 March 9th 1961 returned to Bidura.  File says “the ward seems quite a good type has not given too much trouble. She is quite bright but shows traces of nervous behaviour. Certainly quite placeable”  

March 15th 1961 foster home in Lithgow.

At first I remember that I didn’t mind this home too much except they kept insisting I call them mum/dad. I was never belted here. they had other ways of  dealing with me. Religion/ guilt.

They were both strong Catholics I enjoyed going to Mass each Sunday, but remember being disappointed to hear the woman telling everyone outside church how “she was a Ward of the State who needed discipline, she wasn’t very bright but what could you expect when who knows who or where she came from” 

How do you go from being quite bright to not very bright in a couple of weeks?

After I had been there about 9 months another Ward arrived, though she was younger than me she was much more street smart, I didn’t like her but the foster parents did. I was told I was to be sent back to Bidura as they could no longer deal with my attitude. (this is very hard to write as I still carry enormous guilt about it.) I stole some money from the foster father I took it to school & bought lollies for kids in my class. Well that was the last straw, I had dragged their good name through the mud they had never been associated with criminal types before.

28th July 1962. Returned to Bidura. The Psychologists report reads-“ in the past 12months Caroline has been returned from 2 foster homes she impresses as a very bewildered tense and anxious little girl. It appears the placement of a younger girl before she had resolved her initial feelings of insecurity is cause for her subsequent poor behaviour. Caroline’s sense of rejection and general insecurity would best be met by a placement in a WARM & SYMPATHETIC foster home.” 

Of-course I was never told this just that I was an “extremely ungrateful girl who had been given every opportunity by two very kind & decent foster homes, and to top it off I threw it back in their faces by being a thief.” 

On arrival back at Bidura I was given the standard vaginal tests -  legs tied in stirrups. When I protested I was told they knew “ how quickly I would open my legs for a boy!”

I was 9 years old! I had no idea what they were talking about. The pain was horrific I was crying the matron just pulled me off the table told me to “shut-up as I was nothing but a dirty stealing tramp”. 

7th September 1962.Transferred to King Edward Girls Home in Newcastle. Life at K.E. wasn’t too bad we all went to a local school where all the other kids referred to us as Homies so we never really did fit in. I was growing up. Found some friends in K.E. who had been in the home scene for quite a while, so it wasn’t long before I absconded for the first time. We had a great day walking around the beach but of-course the police caught us & brought us  back. I think we absconded a couple more times so we were all transferred to different homes!

28th November 1963. LYNWOOD HALL.

What a shock! This place had bars on the windows every door was locked, the staff all jangled when they walked as the keys hung from the waist. Usually gave us fair warning when they were coming! My introduction was done in front of all the girls at assembly on my arrival. Miss Davies screamed at the girls “here we have another thief a slut who runs away to meet the boys she has been given chance after chance No More, she won’t beat me I have had them tougher than her & beat them all one way or another!” (I didn’t know what a slut was! I had never voluntarily had intercourse. Looking back I was incredibly naïve.) Lynwood was awful but on the whole the girls all stuck together. DAVIES was an absolute evil madwoman.

She hit, kicked punched dragged you around by the hair she would get so angry she would spit all over you as she screamed the foulest language, most of us had never heard the words she came out with but after living there a while we could all put any sailor to shame. 

I had a friend at Lynwood who suffered from a very bad stutter this ‘woman’ used to take her off till one day  my friend hit her. I don’t know how Julie survived, she was beaten so badly then thrown into CLINK for a month on bread & water. Julie was 14, a couple of the staff would allow us to take some food into her when Davies was out. I think we all had a turn in clink -  it didn’t take much to end up in there. This woman rarely addressed us by name when she wasn’t calling us sluts or whores she called us by a number, we were all given a number when we arrived to sew on our clothes so she used this rather than our names. We were kept very busy, school was on the premises but it was less than basic. Our main work was in her garden there was never a weed to be seen the house was immaculate we scrubbed & polished day & night. As a punishment I was made to scrub the main bathroom with a toothbrush there were at least 12 showers & toilets when I was finished she would come along kick over the bucket tell me to start again.  

Another punishment if someone was talking at night she would make us all get up strip our beds fold the blankets turn the mattress make the bed AGAIN this could go on all night girls would faint but she left them on the floor. On another occasion we were served eggs in curry sauce I couldn’t eat it. I gagged every time I tried it was visiting day she would not allow anyone to see their visitors till I finished my lunch I couldn’t do it. She made the visitors sit outside till visiting hours were over. I was most unpopular. 

In 1964 granted approval to spend the Christmas holidays with a family, I didn’t want to go, I knew how these things turned out! But of-course I was ungrateful, etc.etc. So I went. The people where lovely, very caring & completely shocked by the treatment we received at Lynwood. They spoke to me about staying permanently with them, which was the first time anyone had ever asked me what or how I felt about something.  I was very keen to stay with them -  I knew they where good people, but the DEPT. didn’t like you to make arrangements without consulting them first! So they came up with a reason why I couldn’t live there. These people had a mentally handicapped daughter. Kathy lived in special accommodation but came home for holidays. The Dept. in their wisdom said these people only wanted me as a carer for Kathy. (I guess nobody would want me for me!!) In my file it says I told the Dept. I didn’t want to live with these people!!!  While at Lynwood I learnt ballet, I was quite good & the teacher encouraged me even arranged for me to have extra lessons at her studio where I met a friend of hers who eventually asked me to live with her & her family. This woman was lovely we got on really well, not so well with her kids though, but her husband left her so again I was on the move. Her sister offered to take me this time I did tell the Dept I didn’t want to go but of-course I was ungrateful etc. So I went, I was never happy there they didn’t like me.  I couldn’t work out why they took me - probably her sister asked her to. I was 14 and this woman decided I couldn’t stay there as she knew when I turned 15 I “would be off after the boys” !! (What was all this obsession with state wards & boys?) So once again I was sent back to Bidura.Then back to Lynwood Hall.

 About this time we were all in the garden when a man walked down the path, when he asked for me I nearly fell in the roses. I had never seen him before. He turned out to be my brother. Davies didn’t even tell me he was coming just screamed at me as I stood there with my mouth open to hurry up I could go out with him for a couple of hours. This was my introduction to my family! A few weeks later I had more visitors -my parents. I was told this time that they were coming. 

But that was all I was told no reason why all of a sudden I had a family no explanation where they had been all my life. When they arrived I was told to kiss them hello & go sit in the garden with them. I didn’t know these people. I wasn’t offered any help or support in suddenly being confronted with them.

As I was now 15 the Dept.told me I was old enough to look after myself! They found me a place to live a job in a kindergarten & I was on my own. After never being allowed to make a decision on my own I suddenly had to make them all. I didn’t even know how or what bus to catch to & from work. 

When I look back at that scared lonely kid I am amazed she survived. How did she survive? Luck. How could they put a naïve, ill equipped, confused kid on the streets? They found me somewhere to live & a job but I had no one. They had taken my family my confidence stole my education left me with huge guilt that it was all my own fault. My relationship with my parents was not successful they were strangers. My brother drifted away he was older & had made a life for himself in the country. Years later I was to learn my sister was in an institution a couple of suburbs away. She had written many letters to the Dept asking about me, she never had a reply. 

I was to find out at age 15 I was one of eight! I have managed to meet 2 siblings. With the help of VANISH, I have now made contact with my sister who was looking for me, we have yet to meet but hope to one day. I have made contact with my eldest brother but he prefers not to have any contact with me as he says it is too late.

It has taken me 50 years to be able to say I am a former state ward. From age 15 I did everything in my power to hide my past. I carried (still do) such guilt & shame I was told nearly every day of my life I was worthless unlovable, I believed it. I suffered physical/sexual & emotional abuse. Because of this harsh early treatment I feel my life has been a huge struggle. I have always felt alone. I married young had 2 children. The marriage didn’t last, was it because of my background? Without doubt it would have contributed to it. I knew so little of what family life should be like, I know I was incapable of trust I longed for love but was unable to accept it or know how to give it. I worry what insecurities I have inflicted on my kids. Have I damaged them with my inability to reveal myself even to them?  That fear of rejection never leaves. I feel they have suffered by never knowing maternal grandparents/aunts/uncles/cousins..      

I realise my life may not have been ideal with my natural parents; I may not have survived as two of my siblings didn’t. What I don’t understand is why the Dept. deemed it necessary to deny me any contact with any member of my family. When I read my file my sister & my parents had written asking for contact with me on several occasions. I also don’t understand why such brutality was allowed in both foster homes & institutions.

So what can happen from here?   I have started attending a peer support group where other care leavers are sharing their experience.  We need this.  This is our history  - I don’t have a family history of parents and siblings – and this group of people have an understanding of my life.  We can talk, we can share and I know there is little judgement – not like the shame and embarrassment I feel if I talk with others who do not have this life experience.  Many care leavers would benefit from counselling – but the counsellors need to have an understanding of what our lives were like – not just an intellectual “model” of how we should be “treated”.  We need opportunities for education – even at 50+.  We were not in environments that were encouraging of learning.  We need assistance with family reunion – how can we cross the gulf of years of separation by ourselves?  We need people who will advocate and speak on our behalf….after years of shame and embarrassment, years of never feeling “good enough”, years of “put down”  and labelling – our self esteem and self concept eroded – how can we have the confidence and sometimes the skills to meet and confront Departments and Providers who took away so much.

 I was a Ward of the State. According to my dictionary this means a child under the care of a guardian or the protection of the courts. I had neither.   

If you wish to contact me for further information:

C/- VANISH

199 Cardigan Street

Carlton    3053

03 9348 2111
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