Honourable Senators. 05/07/03
 

I am sending my account of, "With God Behind the Eight Ball," addressing Section 1. (b) "the extent and impact of the long-term social and economic consequeces of child abuse and neglect on individuals and the adequacy of existing remedies and support mechanisms.  
(f) noting that the legal system is beyond the means of seeking justice3 and reparation in my case.  
 

When you read my submission, you will see that my career, religious profession, my health and my security in retirement were all destroyed by the personal abuse I received, and by the effect of realising the extent of abuse within the Church and the Order that I had given my life to.  My stance against abuse within my Order has left me without economic security that I still argue for within the authorities of the Church and my Order, the Christian Brothers. 
 

What follows is a copy of my work:    
 

I am, honourable senators, 
Yours sincerely. 
James Albert McGregor. BA. Med

Chapter 1. Welcome War Orphans. 

The smells of the port, coal and seaweed, the taste of salt and the screech of wheeling, protesting gulls I experienced all together. There was a film of diesel-blue spreading out from patches of oil on the otherwise clean transparent sea. The sea was peppered with schools of lethargic mullet that only occasionally gave a quick, silver flash in the azure blue of this harbour - Fremantle. My young eyes were hurt by the full glare off flashing silver sheds and dazzling whitewashed walls. 

I smelt the pungent whiff of the ship’s smoking funnels and experienced the taste in the air of sour, fermenting wheat. Rail carts noisily shunted and little men stained in blue-black overalls confidently waved and shouted messages to an invisible controller. The ship’s siren blasted a prophetic protest from the all-seeing Spirit of my future. Two weeks into my sixth year, a stolen Abadonian boy, I was entering my sun-baked land. 

Dressed, for effect in the McGregor kilt with all the trimmings. Overdressed, I was sweltering. My whole body ran rivers of perspiration and one salted bead rolled from the brow onto my top lip. I licked away the gritty taste of Australia. 

I eagerly leaned over the ship's rail. Soft, coloured streamers whizzed overhead. Some snapped and sailed away, while others unfurled in a noisy flutter down onto people in shirt-sleeves, cotton dresses and hats, waiting. Their waving arms and smiling faces I studied. They contrasted with those pressing around me. British migrants; men in suits, ties and hats and ladies perfumed and over-coated in their sensible, full length grey garb with matching hat and noisy, stiff black shoes. We won the war and the lottery to come to Australia, so they said. Lucky me to be chosen!

Like myself all my fellow migrants were sweltering. I looked to right and left and down at the crown. I smiled a little at their obvious happiness, but did not share their excitement. Their sense of belonging was an emotion I did not possess or know. I could respond to the happiness seen in others. I had learnt early the necessity of feeding off emotions by careful, concentrated staring. Responding to emotions in others I nurtured as my greatest survival skill. 

An unseen hand of a carer grabbed my arm and sandpapered me through the body crush at the ship's side. I was deposited back with my group, the consignment of sixteen children from Nazareth House Aberteen. One dark deck down. 

"The Aberdeen Bunch", four girls and twelve boys, was a small group of a shipload of dozens of children: The Lost Children of the Empire. We "Stolen Children" were the economic victims of the War. Because of the War desperately poor children were surrendered to out-dated institutions run by religious orders of Brothers and Nuns and other Christian philanthropist accountable to nobody. Being powerless children we were deprived of all human rights. We were lied to for the next forty years. Not one of us was really a "War Orphan." Seldom in the annals of sentencing were the world’s worst criminals given longer terms than we stolen children were to serve. 

I, James Albert McGregor, was not aware of an individuality that is nurtured in love and acceptance. Still, belonging to the Aberdeen Bunch was better than not belonging at all, one step better than being completely emotionally dead. My childhood was to be a continual struggle to resurrect myself, a clutching at straws, a searching for imaginary excuses for surviving. 

There you have the two sides of this story, A BOY STOLEN and CHURCHES that given the nod by governments, acted WITHOUT ACCOUNTABILITY. 

So I put up with, "line up," "state your name," "your country?" "what town again?" Family was eradicated from the list of things that counted. Lists were ticked off by yet another batch of imposing and proud officials who just boarded the ship: a priest, Brothers and Nuns and a string of civil servants. Head tapping checks, moving to separate groups, double-checking, calling out my name when heard. All was finally completed. We were herded off the ship as "The Delivery of the Christian Institutions Group." On entering one of the silver sheds we partook of a prepared party. 

It was a media stunt. We children smiled and waved stuffed full with cakes, ice cream, sweets and cordials? 

"Welcome to the war orphans! Where are you from? What is your name? What a cute accent and you look great in your highland kilt! Great blond hair! Oh how cute! Can we have a couple more here in this photo? Here have a shilling!" 

"Ah! Thank you mister." 

How proud the people of Western Australia felt when they read their evening and morning papers recounting their generosity to the child war victims of the Mother Country. Western Australians were generous enough to accept thousands of us into their vast empty State. 

"Oh, the war orphans! Welcome! Welcome!"

Such willingness by the public to graft us into their communities and families was never carried out. We belonged, body and soul, to the State and herded into our correct Church. What little the general public were allowed to contribute they did willingly with an overflowing generosity. However, like us, they were kept from the true criminality of our existence and upbringing. 

Somewhere from Scotland to Australia, James Albert McGregor had become Albert, and later I would be known as Bert. This is my story and it is the truth. 

My carers told me that my names were Albert McGregor, not James or Jim. Well, I accepted it, never realising till 40 years later why the change was deemed necessary. Mother, Isabella Stuart McIntosh McGregor, having lost her first son, namely myself, to the dictates of social and moral conventions, named her second son James. He is now my dear friend Jim. Yes I am and always will be a bastard. 

Mum followed the puritanical ultimatum of grandmother Helen. Grandmother wished to climb the Catholic social ladder after the move down from the Highland village of Tomintoul, to the newly acquired family mansion in Virginia Street, Aberdeen. A bastard grandson, even if the first grandson, was not an appropriate appendage for mixing with the "right" people. There was also a war on and an extra mouth to feed was just too much. I had to vanish from her family before mum was allowed to return "home". 

My carers must have known of my brother’s existence and name and so they changed my name. When we first met forty years later I loved my step-brother Jim immediately, for I saw the lines of suffering etched on his face and the understanding of the same in mine. I am content to remain Bert for his sake and also because most of my story is associated with that tag. 

The "keep them ignorant of family" policy resulted in a detachment that made separation just one of those events that changed our lives and friends every few years. Unbeknown to me, I had already been separated, back in Aberdeen, from my two brothers Jim and Alex. Both were left in Nazareth House Aberdeen. Alex was to join me later, but I was never to know our relationship even though we grew up together. 

Reflect on this fact, the cover up of the kidnapping of thousands of British children was known by governments and the churches. Tactics to deceive both the victims and the general public were in place by the time the first ship load of Post War Child Migrants arrived in Australia, Canada, Southern Africa, Rhodesia and New Zealand. 

Back at the wharf the media and government officials melted away with their stories photos and lists and slowly only the Protestants and Catholics pastors and religious remained shepherding their allocated flocks from the November 1947 delivery. We were divided up, first Portestants separated from Catholics, boys from girls, brothers from sisters, big from small. A quiet tension, coupled with bewilderment, descended on us. We Catholics were then further divided among Nazareth House Subiaco, St Joseph's Girls' Home, Castledare Boys' Home, Clontarf Boys' Town, Bindoon Orphanage Farm and Tardun Farm. 

At the time of our arrival in Australia, all governments, British and Australian, National and States, washed their hands of us. They completely abandoned us given a small levy to the Churches for our upbringing. I was never to see or speak to a government official as an inmate, a ward of the State of Western Australia. I was never to know that a Government level of responsibility for my welfare existed. The Child Welfare Department was for the State Institutions. Perhaps the State felt justified in assuming that there was no better care than that to be found in Mother Church and her dedicated band of Brothers and Sisters. It was a fatal error. 

As far as I was concerned we Catholic child "war orphans" were completely owned by these Nuns and Brothers for the rest of our childhood and youth. How too human did the members of Mother Church prove to be, especially when we are given a free, unsupervised hand! With the servants of Mother Church was how I served my first life sentence, 10 years. 

 

The division in that shed dissolved the Aberdeen Bunch and most I have never seen again. I was separated from a Franky Frane, just a friend, but the last tie I had with the known. I drew Subiaco Foundling Home, or rather they drew me, and I believe that that choice was fortunate for me. I was also declared an Aussie Kid! 

"You are in Australia, you are Australians now. You are Australian kids from now on. Get into the van, and we will drive you to your new home," said Sister Mary. All the Sisters seemed to be Sister Mary. I wondered why? 

 

Chapter 2. Nazareth House Subiacco. 

 

"Albert McGregor, Albert McGregor, you’re wanted!" called one of the big girls from St Joseph’s orphanage up on top of the hill. I stood up from the crowd of 30 toddlers sitting and playing on the lino floor. 

"Yes?" I replied 

"Are you McGregor?" she again bellowed.

"Yes Miss," I again answered, adding the Miss, as she appeared very dominant. 

"You're wanted in the parla, folla me!" 

She turned with that disdainful twirl that teenage girls sometimes develop when dealing with an age set that they are glad to have left behind, and began walking a mile a minute. I weaved through the crowd of toddlers, half walked, half trotted. 

Out of the single story foundling building she stormed. Then we headed around the ‘Big Gardens’, giant trees, manicured lawns, geometrically shaped flower gardens of roses bordered by tall pale poppies and sadly stooped hairy buds. These simple, yet delicate pastel coloured flowers, towered above a carpet of bold purple to blue pansies. Noisy bees were harvesting dusty yellow pollen. 

"Keep up, McGregor!" she bellowed. 

I remember thinking, "She's got shoes on, she must be important." 

To me that was an infallible way of telling the status of "Big People." I grew up in just shirt and shorts. It must have been summer because my bare feet felt the heat of the tar-sealed path as we circled the lawns and gardens that led to the huge convent house of the Sisters of St. Joseph. Our little appendix building, Nazareth House, struck me as small and poor in comparison.

Two different Orders of Nuns lived on the one hill at Subiaco. Our humble Nazareth Sisters religious garb compared unfavourably to the imposing St. Joseph Sisters’ voluminous habits. The St Joseph Sisters, Josephites, had such wide big habits, topped by a flared, triangular, head gear shaped like an ancient Egyptian Prince, that made finding faces something of an achievement. The diminutive black habits of our small Sisters of Nazareth, and the small white wimple bordering a rounded motherly face made for a more homely if nineteenth century effect. However, the clatter of the giant rosary beads that both Orders wore on the belts made sure you infallibly identified both types as 'Good Sisters." That phrase, "the good sisters," always preceded talk about them by the clergy and the Christian Brothers.

Up the wide steps the big girl pulled me. We crossed a cold marble veranda and we stopped at the huge double door. She suddenly grabbed my hand again, and in no time we were rushing down a long, cold but brilliantly polished corridor. Different smells were all around me; clean, polish and wax candle and wood smells. A nodding Sister glided past, big, smiling and clink, clink, went her rosary beads. Josephite! 

Near the end of the corridor the big girl suddenly opened a high side door. Inside was a toilet and wash room. My face was smoothed clean with lots of water and her elbow grease. Cold water rushed down my chest and belly. Then she drenched my hair, produced a comb from a bottomless pocket of her apron and savagely raked my hair into place, taking a little care to get the part straight. All the time I was transfixed by the big, white, gleaming basin and brass taps with cracked ivory handles, and squirming over the movement of cold water down my back. I didn’t merit dirtying the white towel with parallel red lines running down the middle hanging on the near by rail. She used her skirt to dry my face and as if remembering had a quick look at my grubby hands. She "tutted" with her tongue drumming on teeth, as my hands got the treatment with the now hot water. Another inspection followed. 

"Do you wanna pee?" she asked. 

"No miss." I answered. 

"You'll do then." 

Then out the door we flew. The long corridor opened out at a sweeping polished wooden staircase, a couple of life size prayerful statues of St. Joseph and Jesus and then another door swirled into view.

"You have to wait in here," she said. 

She opened the brass handled dark brown door of the parlour and closed it behind me. She was gone. I was alone in a dark room.

I felt wet, clean and bewildered. A long shaft of light came from a not-perfectly- closed, heavily curtained deep bay window at the far end of the room. The beam of light ran along the middle of a beautiful, wooden table and crashed into fresh flowers in a polished brass vase on a neat white doily. High-backed wooden chairs, about a dozen, were up at the table, tall straight and evenly spaced down both sides. The same antique type chairs with arm rests and velvet cushions were against the walls, where space allowed. It was not a wall to wall carpet but big enough to easily hold the table and chairs and leave about a metre of free floor board up to the wall. 

"Tock, Tock, Tock." 

A massive shadowy grandfather clock was heard before seen in the far dark corner near the bay window drapes. Its fluted wooden cabinet looked black in the darkness of the room. Tall and dark it was except for the brass moon face, the Roman Numbers, and the long narrow glass door showing more brass chains, weights and a swinging pendulum. There was a smile on the brass face of the moon and little brass stars were scattered around. The clock seemed to have an eternally slow, lonely, forgotten and isolated existence.

"Tock, tock!" 

There was a big brass edged mirror over the mantle-piece opposite the door. The other wall opposite the bay window had a monster painting of a giant Sister. Perhaps it was Mother Founder, Mary McKillop, facing half forward with the suggestion of a smile? Well that figured. If I went to heaven I think I’d have a happier smile. Serious business this being holy. She had a black book in one hand and rosary in the other. She looked stately, her humanity smothered, like an advertisement for a future big Saint. 

The sound of sharp leather shoes marching on polished floor, overplayed by the tinkle of delicate teacups, interrupted my inspection. 

I was down near the clock when the door swung open and in marched about eight Josephites. The clock gave a tangled jangle of disturbance when I backed into it. Not half as ruffled as I felt. Statuesque nuns filed around the table and sat, moved chairs, sat again and the young one near me pointed to the bay window end. I dragged over one of the fancy armchair types and sat. 

The drapes were raced open by the swift arm movement of a confident disciplinarian type nun. Sunlight flooded the parlour. My invisibility was destroyed. The rosary beads stopped crackling. Light and life transformed in full brightness the colours and the atmosphere of the room and the faces of smiling nuns. 

Eight dark-habited nuns, in sombre Egyptian headgear looked at me like a happy firing squad. Cups, saucers and plates seemed to have a life of their own as they quickly spread around the table from their gleaming silver trays. Food on bigger plates, sandwiches and cakes, started their laps of honour and soon all was still again and I was left surrounded by gleaming china, tea, cakes and SISTERS. 

"What's your name?" asked Mother Superior from the far end of the table. 

"Albert McGregor sister, er mother," I answered and hoped I got it right. 

When in doubt always address a sister as mother. They love it. 

"Where are you from?" she asked.

"ABERRRRRDEEN."

There was a buzz around the table as they all confirmed the heavy Aderdonian accent. 

Some giggles and lots of little beaming red-faced smiles of satisfaction. A plate of tiny Leamingtons stopped in front of me.

"Go on have one," coaxed the smiling young nun. 

"Thank you Sister," I said and did. 

These were the Sisters who looked after the big girls, so being up close and personal to a little blond cute boy was something of a treat for them. So they loved my accent, that’s why I’m here! Then it happened again.

The girl's skirt had not dried the back of my hair and droplets of water occasionally drained off, cold, and trickled down my spine. The back of my shirt acted as my makeshift towel. Eight straight backed and dainty nuns, were talking and eating, drinking tea and occasionally casting glances and questions my way. I felt a little boxed in, as it was, so instead of using my hand on the back of the shirt I began to wriggle my shoulders against the back of my chair, expecting the shirt to do the drying for me. It didn't work.

"Ants in your pants, Albert?" asked one nun.

There seemed to be a competition between them to see who was the most natural or observant "mum" figure. 

"No, Sister," I replied.

Now once I get fixated on a personal problem I become embarrassed. That droplet of water magnified its affect about one hundred times. I turned a deep red. I was trapped and helpless. I tried sitting back and squeezing that droplet to death on the chair. No good, it was lodged in the hollow between my shoulder blades. I rolled my shoulders forward, and the thing rolled down to the middle of my back. I started to slide up in the chair. I got it! I suddenly sat down in a normal position. There was no place to rest my eyes to regain my composure. Being aware of being embarrassed only made my discomfiture more acute. 

"What's wrong Albert?" asked reverend Mother. 

"I got water down my back Mother Mary," then blushed an even deeper red and broke out into perspiration. 

When I reach the perspiration stage of embarrassment, I experience acute shame. Some got the giggles while others, the ones closest to me, laughed outright. So "unsisterly"! Well at least they were enjoying themselves. 

Almost on cue another drop fell down my back. I gritted my teeth and froze. That's why I remember the occasion, afternoon tea with "the Good Sisters," and me wriggling all the time like a worm on a hook because that big girl did not dry my hair properly. Or perhaps it was that sort of attention that really made me uncomfortable. 

There was a lasting result from that day, I worked hard to destroy all trace of my Scottish accent. I no longer wished attention from being cute or different. I wanted invisibility from that incident. 

Sister said, "All inside now, its bath time." 

I don't know why I love water, I suspect it is something that we are all born with, though many lose it due to the contamination of parental fears. Water drew me like a magnet and still does. There is nothing I love better than to swim along a beach, or reel off laps in a good swimming pool. These toy, body-parts, shaped backyard pools generally evoke a mental curse from me, as they militate against the freedom of swimming in straight lines, swimming alone. Given the opportunity, I rather swim alone and in the nude, for that has become for me the essence of controlled skill with freedom of space. It is what I did not possess but longed for as a child growing up in an over-supervised and prudish straight jacket.

Bath time at Nazareth house was a classic example of what I mean. Our bath followed the usual queue where our nakedness was wrapped round in a towel. When we reached the top of the line a shocking, wet and cold American Indian type loincloth was tied around our middle, and we were deposited in what could be described as a cement laundry tub.

The senior girls from the orphanage on the hill did the honours, supervised by a good sister or two who were always anxious to get the task over as quickly as possible. I supposed I came out clean, though other boys used the water before my turn. I don't remember seeing the girls being bathed, so I suppose we boys were segregated to the laundry. I only remember the procedure, the rush and that wet cold Indian loincloth. 

My mind long since resolved that such a procedure was considered proper for the spiritual protection of our minders. Can you imagine the prudish attitude in which we were living, and the repression of self esteem and sexual awareness in which we were being schooled. 

I still pray every day, "Lead us not into temptation," but bath time at Nazareth House was really outrageous. It still brings a smile to my face when I recall the stupidity of it all, and sadness when I consider the repression of sexuality of all involved. 

One of the impressions of happiness I have carried from Nazareth House Subiaco was the swimming pool. I loved the warm water and especially the heat of the sun and, above all, the smell of the willow tree and exploring the little yellow leaves that seemed to always stick on me. Water beetles come to mind: little rowboats with big sweeping front legs at full speed trying to escape my cupped hands. The dead fat drowned brown beetles filled me with fascination and concentrated inspection. Nazareth House pool for me was a magical warm and happy space. 

I was seven going onto eight, so it was time to move on through the system. It was separation time again. My smaller childhood friends, girls and boys, vanished. A whole childhood world vanished. As usual it was complete: no reunions, no revisiting, no reminiscing, no memories, no photos, no souvenirs, no past. It was as though my past did not matter: I did not matter. Bonding with a past was destroyed yet again!

I have mainly good memories of the Sisters, except for that day I was caught kissing one of the girls and I got belted and locked up. Well that was the norm for those days. The Sisters could not tolerate any form of relationship between fellow inmates. That had to be eradicated at all costs. They knew what dreadful sins follow human affection! The good sisters were not allowed to give signs of affection and we were not allowed any personal friendships with each other. Kissing girls was definitely a no no – a mortal sin! Any way girls were soon to leave my childhood world forever. I became too much for the Sisters. Line up and division followed. "Suffer little children to come to me!" said Jesus. Time for the men to take control of terrible boys. Then we belonged to the Brothers from about at about eight years of age.

 

 

 

Ch.3. Raising Children in Monastism. 

One of the conditions necessary for growth in self worth is to give a child his/her own space, some privacy, into which invasion is only in emergencies. Self worth and personal dignity grow out of this freedom, when experienced in an environment of love and acceptance. Such conditions did not exist, was forbidden to exist, in institutions controlled by monks. Growing up was impossible under the care of a religious community trying to raise hundreds of stolen boys. 

As religious the Christian Brothers were trained to be emotionally detached from each other, boys and possessions. Religious of the 1940’s and 1950’s were armed with the moral theology of Tanquarey and the anti-social reflections of Thomas A Kempis. "As often as I go out among men, I return less a man." They were untrained for child-care work and certainly were unenlightened in the modern dictates of child rearing. With these factors in mind I am always conscious of not condemning actions performed in times of ignorance. 

Our minders were moulded in the emotionally self-destructive spirituality of the Irish Religious Training of the Eighteenth Century: prayer, penance and self-denial. Their spirituality stressed a severe repression of natural emotions. All virtues were listed and to be perfected. All sin and vices were to be discovered, confessed and eradicated. 

Theirs’ was also spirituality based on individual effort and avoiding the faults of their culture. Perhaps we small children were society’s tangible products of emotions and feelings sinfully extended beyond the dictates of God's Commandments. Perhaps we were sin personified, the middle element of the three evils, "The World, The Flesh and The Devil"? In reality we were just lonely, abandoned little kids in the clutches of a monastic community.

As Christian you had to admire the Brothers moral and religious convictions. I certainly did. However, perhaps their ignorance of psychology and an overdose of Puritanism warped their attitudes towards us. What at the time was considered proper spiritual attitudes and values for the training of religious was wrongly applied to the rearing of children. I was raised with hundreds of boys as miniature monk. 

Our very existence was a social and moral stain. Strict discipline, perpetual supervision and corporal punishment were deemed proper for the salvation of our immortal souls. All hardships and deprivations were justified in return for "winning" salvation. "What does it profit a man to gain the whole world and suffer the loss of his soul."

For us the herd environment became the norm, personal privacy was eradicated. One's individuality was diluted to almost non-existence by submergence into a kid’s community. The group was paramount and your Number, not your name, clothed you with an institutional identity. 

Numbering was a system for the smooth and efficient handling of hundreds of boys. Our minders could not, dared not, cope with individuality, but could manage counting off numbers in the tasks of feeding, bathing, clothing and routinely moving boys from one activity to the next. 

To be fair to our carers, they were forbidden to cope with individuality. Personal friendships led to a strange sin, the sin of having "a particular friend." Practically however, handling vast numbers of boys seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day, bred a detachment which damaged the humanity of many Christian Brothers. 

You might be thinking that I am exaggerating. I knew my given name, well at the time I thought I did, but seldom was it used when our group was being manoeuvred through necessary daily chores. My given Numbers gradually become more dominant and meaningful to me than Albert McGregor. I will take those numbers to my grave. At Castledare I was Number 2. At Clontarf I started Number 11 and when I left at the age of fifteen I was Number 62. Belonging was finding Number 2, 11, or 62 on shirt, shorts, pyjamas and towel and to be in the right position in a line up. All was well if I wore the right Number clothes and answered "Present " whenever that Number was called. So Numbered we were all dissolved into a herd. 

Have you ever considered the negative aspects of queuing. For me queues were the constant state of tension, suspense and dread. Coming out of war torn Britain, where queue meant rationing, insufficiency and disappointment, now it was bondage. As children, three times a day we queued for meals, morning and afternoon tea. We queued again for school, a queue for change room, a queue for showers, a queue after showers for inspection, a queue for putting out your laundry, checking to see you had the right number on your clothes. Again we queued for collecting laundry, queued for pictures, queued for punishment. We even queued for church and for the rosary procession. There was tension to not be late, to never miss your Number when it was called. 2, 11, and 62!! 

Being Number 2 at one stage never helped. Oh God, how I hate queues. Even today I still walk out of a bank or post office if there is a queue. Today I cannot sit in the middle of a church pew, I sit and kneel at the end, or in one by myself if such luxury exists. 

The word associated with queing was " next!" I always hoped to slide past inspection without having to hold up the line. 

"Next!" prefaced everything. 

" Wait over there! Next!" was always trouble. 

It was trouble because my routine was interrupted and set my mind racing for possible reasons. It was trouble because it at least meant joining in at the end of the line followed by a cross-examination. It was assumed you would by lying. To have my minder thinking negatively about my standards was more than I could bear. It was also trouble for it meant the strap or missing out on some treat like the movies, or having to turn up the next morning for a cold shower. 

"Wait over there! Next!" Trouble, trouble! 

"Go to the end of the line. Next!" meant queing again for up to 20 minutes.

Being pressed between other bodies just as anxious as myself to get the experience over still turns me right off. A shuffling forward queue: I'd rather miss out altogether! Queuing up as a child was like being trapped inside a giant worm, squirming forward in an organic grinder. It’s horrible, being part of a living worm, never in control, experiencing the invasion of your personal space! Such was a giant negative of my congregate care. 

I don't suppose anyone ever gets over the impersonal functionality of congregate care where bonding was frowned on and no love was allowed or available. Next!

A monastery is a place of prayer, work and penance for personal holiness. Well that what they used to be in the 1940s and 50s. The Second Vatican Council of the 1960s sanctified our culture, the environment, all creation, cultural difference and even our humanity. Spirituality moved from self- denial to building spiritual relationships on the full flowering of the individual. 

As boys in a monastery of the 1940’s and 1950’s we had to say our prayers. We prayed lots: beside the bed morning and night, morning prayer in church, often Mass, prayers at the start of school, Hail Mary on the hour, every page had JMJ written on the top. (JMJ? Jesus, Mary and Joseph.) Evening prayer were said, sometimes the whole rosary, lots of hymns, half hour religion each school day, confessions on Saturdays, Mass on Sundays, benediction on Sunday Nights. We learnt lots of types of prayers and of course our Penny Catechism had to be known cover to cover by heart. So we had a monastic routine of saying prayers and receiving the Sacraments. 

I didn’t mind. To me it became my routine for contacting and talking with my God. In time I became the chief Sacristan and Head Altar Boy!! The Brothers saw something in me, I discovered a relationship with God. 

Emotionally I hated breaking rules, and sin was out of the question. One could not go through a day without committing sins. The Brothers were masters at pointing them out to us in examining our consciences each night. 

"Oh hell! That’s me! I didn’t do that one this time! Is that a sin? Oh my, I am terrible!" raced through my mind as on my knees with two hundred boys the promptings of the Brother on night prayers purified us. 

"Oh my God I’m very sorry that I have sinned against You, because You are so good. With Your help I will not sin again. Amen." we all said this Act of Contrition with gusto. 

It was the end of night prayers, the beginning of freedom to race out of the chapel and off to bed. I always felt better after that prayer. I accepted that I was not perfect, a sinner in fact. However, I would make a serious effort to get a virtue or two and to wipe out at least one of my sinsStrange that success was always stolen from me. My that Devil was sure clever! I always kept forgetting I had guardian angel! He was too silent when I needed him. Still it was good experiencing Jesus and Mary and to have something to confess to Mgs. Denschol on Saturday. 

 

 

Ch. 4. Castledare Boys’ Home.

Castledare Boys' Home was run by the Christian Brothers. I was planted into a world crowded with boys. I fell in love with nature, especially animals. I got better at remembering names and faces. I became aware of the individuality of boys and Brothers around me. Friendships began to develop, but this time lasting friendships. 

However, there are some names that I will not use. I will not mention the names of any Brother who was abusive towards me. Why should I perpetuate the memory of those who hurt me? 

It has been popular to insinuate that we children of the stolen white and black generations were degenerate. Hints from other writers that we were promiscuous. Any deviance perpetrated on us, by Religious and others, was nothing when you consider the "nature" of the children and youth with which they were dealing! Those apologists for the Church, some writers I have read, who tried to blacken our reputations by tarring us with the sins of our minders are wrong. To my mind such writers were cowardly. Such unjust accusations, I feel, were to cushion the horror of abuse by Priests, Brothers and Nuns. I have no doubt that the Church wanted to accept that somehow we had inherited sexual deviance. 

I have always seen the boys as individuals, not a class type. The individuals I lived with, really got to know, were unique. Illegitimate children or stolen and rejected children might have been classed as bastards by society of the day, but I never expected that the Church would hide behind class to lessen the evil of child abuse. 

They were the children of my childhood. I still see the child, the face, the eyes and colour of their hair, his physical build, his name and always dressed in shorts and shirt. What fun we had at times! I still see the generosity, the friendship freely given. I know his likes and dislikes his fears and loneliness. Most I have never seen as adults, but boys of my memory are still living. To me they will never be the inheritors of evil. 

Perhaps I was surrounded by a special group of friends, my gang, because I do not know of any case of sexual abuse among ourselves committed by any one of us. I think we would have been shocked to our very core had such a thing happened. It just didn’t and I thank God for that. 

I have loved the memory of my gang all my life. I was always able to make allowances for my fellow sufferers. Among ourselves we developed a solidarity that I compared with the mateship of the Aussie Diggers. I hope they have found happiness. I can understand those who were crushed by their upbringing and could not cope. Most I believe have died and I know that my God was waiting to receive them and give them the love they were denied. 

"Esto Vir," was one of the mottoes of the institutions and it means, "Be a Man.’ It seemed to me that institutionalisation loaded us with a monastic and moral life style that most men could not bear. Yet I repeat, despite our conditions, or perhaps because of our religious indoctrination, I never heard of a fellow stolen child who was abusive, promiscuous or deviant sexually toward my friends or myself. 

Shower time at Castledare and Clontarf was a very public and communal affair. After Subiaco, it was the exact opposite but the Brothers always closely supervised us. We had to be clean every evening. Lots of soap and hot water and inspection of ears, hands, fingernails and behind the legs. 

In the end, I didn’t think that the moral authorities of the time would ever allow us to be clean. There was no amount of washing that could remove the perceived stain of our birth. For this moral and social rejection I hold the Church and its Institutions accountable. Jesus was never so exclusive of anyone. He died for all. The salvation won by Jesus was for all who could universally forgive, accept and love. Jesus would have washed away our sins over and over and smothered us in love and acceptance. My Church seemed to have lost that cleansing, healing power. 

Imagine what would be the reaction if we children stood up and pointed out the sins of Mother Church. Disbelief! Retaliation! Denial! Dismissal! Our condemnation, humiliation and punishment would surely be followed by accusations of gross ingratitude. So what redress did we have against sins within the Church Organisation? Who could possibly believe accusations of Child Abuse coming from such children? 

Most archbishops and bishops and religious leaders that interviewed me forty years later, gave the impression of horror and disbelief. I wonder now what they though of me and my story, if they ever have, from behind their barracade of the Institutional Church? I saw that the Institutional Church they would defend right or wrong! "Right" or "Wrong" was where our paths diverged. The Church "Right" I would accept, but the Church "Wrong" I had to attack. I often left such meetings realising that they could not yet see or accept that I too was the Church, that all victims of abuse was the Church abused! "Suffer little Children to come to Me! But woe to those who scandalised one of these little one!"

When a boy I saw dimly what was happening. Without language, power and protection I had to wait for growth and understanding. I had to wait for maturity, for the right TIME. 

"When I was a child I used to talk as a child, think as a child, reason as a child; when I became a man, I put aside childish things." 

Now I see clearly. Against abuse TIME was our champion. One day we would become adults. The only power we had as abused children was in TIME. In TIME the realisation of what happened grew with an ever growing, glowing clarity. With TIME darkness became light. Society, finance, legal redress, establishment, governments: all have failed. "Jesus, wash us yet more, and cleanse us from their sins," as I drift back in TIME. 

A little white van driven by a diminutive, tubby, middle- aged Christian Brother named Thomas McGee in 1949 drove me from Subiaco to Castledare. He was a good man, dressed in the black suit that Brothers wore when out of their monastery. He also wore a black business hat. Brother Thomas always seemed hassled. I was to find out as time passed. For the present he suffered from too many kids and too few staff. 

Castledare was big, big buildings, wide roads, big trees, lots of lawns, a big water tank on a high tower that attracted a great flock of pigeons. Big beautiful gardens surrounded by never-ending, chest high, soft green hedges. Big asphalt spaces connected the never-ending buildings. Castledare was situated in the middle of a big farm. I could walk among a herd of giant, tame, Friesian cows. 

There was a friendly, happy, ginger Irish terrier named Danny. The whole back half of his curly hair body waggled with joy when with us. Jim, the farm hand, owned a temperamental blue heeler but before long I was one of only a couple of boys who could pat it under the careful supervision of Jim. A one man dog for a lonely, tall farm hand who always dressed in work clothes. Chickens, calves and a few pigs added variety to the population of the dairy farm. Corn, vegetables and pastures were the crops grown under the high sprinkler irrigation system. On hot days I loved to get drenched under those sprinklers. 

I loved the wonders of the milking shed. I was always attracted to the chaff cutter. The big, brown, speeding leather conveyor belt powered by a noisy, smelly, oily engine operated a shaft that turned the twin guillotines. Bran, molasses and pollen were added to the chaff in measured quantities and given to each cow to entice lots of milk. 

We came out of the feeding shed our faces covered in powdered pollen and molasses. The smells of cow, urine, mud, dung and chaff are universal for all dairy farmers. Almost getting bogged down in the oozy mud and cow manure of the holding yard, quickly taught me to avoid that area. I used to watch the milk bubble up into the little upside-down glass as it passed through the pipes to the separating machine. Milk and cream were separated. I loved to drink warm milk by the tin-mug full and scoop up thick cream. I got on well with farmer Jim Fox. Left alone he was contented, silent and satisfied with himself and did not make waves. He seemed a hermit by disposition. I respected that. Being able to pat his dog was sufficient proof that we clicked together. 

Castledare introduced me to animals and I loved them. I even developed a particular friendship with Magpie, my very own pet-milking cow. Sadly, I found poor Magpie dead in the morning paddock. They said she died in Calf, but that had no meaning for me. I died a little more that morning. Relationships with people did not enter my sphere of awareness but there were few animals that I could not befriend.

Best of all, down one side of the property was the Canning River about 40 metres wide. A fenced off swimming pool was in the river that often in summer was choked by millions of jellyfish. The river always had the smell of tar, salt and rotting swamp. 

Across the river was the thick melaleuca forest of white soft paper barks. This forested was infested by moths, bush flies, beetles, biting ants, bats and mosquitoes. It was out of bounds to swim over there but we all lived for the day when we could. 

Outside the fence of the river swimming pool and just to the south of it near our big gum tree, was an old, black, sinister sunken barge. That's where the tar smell came from. The barge was rotting away. Just to the right of the river swimming pool, about twenty metres from the bank, was my best spot. It was the smelliest, muddiest and warmest yabby pond, which any boy would fall in love. It was the world’s best yabby hole. A yabby is a small fresh-water crayfish. 

In this new and rich environment I lived in a fantasy world; I had mastered the technique of blocking out what was disagreeable, learned to absorb only the pleasurable or interesting to myself. I had no past except the arrival at Fremantle memory of any adult who was good to me prior to Castledare. Apart from a few boys associated with the Aberdeen Group, I have no recollection of fellow inmates. Yet I must have been well cared for. I was skinny yet healthy, moderately adventurous yet not prepared to take too many risks. I was a physically fit eight-year-old. 

From the age of eight my memory could no longer block out the negatives of my existence. I saw that I had no human attachments, no significant adult mentors, no ambitions, no social skills. I couldn’t read or write or carry on a sensible conversation. I, to all appearances, was slow, a complete silent dunce. However, my mind, whirled round like a never-ending movie projector, capturing and storing images of thought. I sorted and sifted images till they made a sense to me. My mind was never at rest till events fell into place. At Castledare I fell into place, I became Number 2. 

I still remember our arrival at Castledare. We had been there less than half an hour and it was "Piece Time’. The official welcome was an afternoon tea party. Matron Rosy was our cook. She was big and jolly in every way, Aboriginal I think. I became lost, overwhelmed by the numbers of boys from Grades One to Grade Three. Matron Rosy fussed around us new arrivals. Not your cakes and cordials, or bread and jam, or hard honey bread was served. On this occasion we were served giant lumps of honeycomb. A Perth factory had donated a mountain of congealed honeycomb. A chopper was used to break off pieces for us. I was sticky with yellow honeycomb for hours later. 

The procedure was to untuck your shirt from your shorts and hold up the end of the shirt so as to take the lumps of honeycomb. Over one hundred seven-to-ten-year-old boys had afternoon tea on lumps of honeycomb. The Brothers called it "piece time." 

Over the coming years, thanks to the donations of "seconds" from biscuit factories, boiled lolly factories, fruit windfalls from orchards, we had some wonderful "pieces". 

I especially enjoyed "Mill and Wares" clusters of cream between biscuits. 

"Line up under the piece tree," a Brother bellowed. 

If you were clever, you could physically survive on the experience of this sort of good thing. Your spirit all the while was weeping away in an agony of loneliness. 

Br. Thomas liked music, expecially Steven Foster songs. So we had a great choir. Before coral competitions we all lined up and received a piece of pineapple. There is such a thing as mass superstition. Our choir was to sing in the Junior Section of the Eisteddfod for all Perth’s Christian Brothers Schools and Colleges, at the Perth Town Hall. We all had to have our good luck charm. Pineapple was supposed to clear the throat and sweeten the voice. We believed in it and I'm sure we would have been very nervous without that pineapple. 

We were dressed all fancy like, new suit, tie, shoes and socks, would you believe. Hair oil, Callifornian Poppy, plastered down our combed hair and made us glow. There were about 30 of us in the competition choir and Br. Thomas McGee was a talented choirmaster. I'm not sure but I think we had to do the Gregorian Chant version of the Agnus Dei , (Lamb of God), as the set piece, followed by a harmony piece, probably a Steven Foster number and our final piece, the own choice number, was Where E'er You Walk. 

Throw the voice at the top of the mouth then let the instrument produce the sound. I always knew when I had the correct production as I escaped into the shear pleasure of soprano singing. 

Music was a good thing to which I learned to cling. It was taken for granted that the Orphanage choirs would win, and we always did. Mind you we were a captive group, always available for practice. Dom Merino, that great Benedictine composer from the New Norcia Benedictan Monastery, once declared that we were worth 100% for one of his own compositions, the Easter Regina Caeli, (Queen of Heaven). 

Latin motets became my favourite music. I never understood the Latin language but the music always had beautiful harmony and was prayerful. Beauty and goodness always attracted me. Assumpta Est, Parnis Angelicus, Ave Maria, 0 Salutaris Hostia, 0 Esca Viatorum and Palestrina’s Masses, I loved them all. 

Brother Thomas loved Steven Foster songs, so I learned to as well. Down in the Corn Fields, O Susanna, The Camptown Races. I used to almost weep when we sang; "Midst pleasures and palaces though we may roam, be it ever so humble there’s no place like home." That touched the very centre of my sadness. Another hymn I loved was; 

"God of mercy and compassion, look with pity upon me. Father let me call Thee Father, this Thy child returned to Thee. Jesus Lord I ask for mercy let me not implore in vain.

I now detest them, never will I sin again."

I never knew it then, but I had reached a high form of prayer and union with my God. I could pray out all the unexpressed feelings and emotions which we orphanage kids were not allowed to show or express. Music became my emotional safety valve. I could enter into the feelings and sentiments of prayer, love, sorrow, goodness and beauty without being teased by my peers or noticed by my minders. Music was one of my best ways of talking to my God and His Mother Mary. 

I loved to sing, and thank God I had a voice that was true and pitch that was always reliable. My place in the choir was top row centre of the soprano section, to sing from above for the others to keep pitch and tone on track. Kevin Lynch was another soprano leader of our choirs. He was from England and could read. 

I remember one year when we were short on numbers to fill the choir. We cheated a bit, placing a few non-singers to mime. Naughty of us, but we were always short on numbers when you consider that we were up against schools that had many hundreds from which to choose. 

Beautiful music created for me times of sheer bliss. I can still tell you the names of all our choir masters and accompanists. Mr. Swift, from the Perth Symphony Orchestra, played for Br. Tom. Mrs. Taylor for Br. M the paedophile, Mrs. Saddler played for Br. Steven Glen. Br Steven Glen was a visiting choir master from St. Patrick’s technical School, situated just behind the Perth Catholic Cathedral and the Royal Mint. Br. Steven was a short fair man with red hair, a wonderful musician, very kind and a talented French Horn player. I believe he was a Scot from Duneedin in New Zealand.

It’s amazing that in my destroyed personal life I was still capable of laughing, smiling and appreciating beauty when occasion provides. Or perhaps the deprived child has learned instinctively to seize any moment of pleasure that will take them out of their condition if only for a few fleeting moments. In viewing docmentaries of children in disaster areas and studying their emotional reactions I see in them myself. I see children who almost too soon, too willingly, crack smiles or exhibit emotions asked of by the film crews. Running, chasing, screaming and laughing in the midst of their struggle for survival to please those beyond their destitution or just to grab a few straws of personal pleasure. Perhaps these are survival instincts. My emotional releases in care were at a Third World Standard. All my higher feelings, emotions and desires belonged to my created SPIRIT WORLD.

"One, two, three ......." Johnny counted. 

He was an Irish lad, 7 years old and, like all of us wearing the itchy woollen black bathers with the white cotton belt with a silver metal buckle. I was under the water beneath the jetty attached to the under-water beam holding my breath, trying to "break the world record." 

"Fifty, fifty one." Johnny continued. 

If I had drowned Johnny would have kept on counting, then gone on to declare forever that I was the best. Johnny Mullen, who died last year, 2002, and I were inseparable mates. 

My ears began to sing to my brain a high pitched sound. Flashes of white circles sped past my shut eyes. My ballooning cheeks could no longer hold in the air pressing to escape. I just had to come up or explode and drown. I think my record got to about sixty seven slow counting. The Canning River was another blissful place. 

Johnny Mullen was a short, black haired, round faced, tubby-cherub type Irish boy from London Derry. I was the opposite, tallish, fair and skinny. Walter Kerkoff was from Scotland. He was a tall and sandy-haired daredevil. He would do anything associated with swimming, fishing and catching or keeping animals. Robert Isaac was a stolen generation aboriginal. We didn’t know what aboriginal was let alone "stolen generation." We stolen whites and the stolen blacks were all one. Michael McCafferty, Alan Haslett, Julian Gill, Kevin Lynch and Hugh McConnel were also my friends, all part of our "gang." 

The English boys were always high in my admiration. They could all do a wondrous thing: they could all read. Someone in the English Nazareth House system believed in good education for orphans. May she be in Heaven today! Reading was a magical skill that the likes of Kevin Lynch, Julian Gill, Gerard Reardon, Alan Haslett and the other English kids had mastered before coming to the educational neglect of Castledare. 

Back at the river pool, I then counted for John and eventually, having succeeded in not drowning ourselves, we lay in the hot sun on the grassy bank. I got very bad sunburn. We all learned quickly how to avoid the blister stage but in the beginning, as little British kids at Castledare, it was blistered faces, shoulders and weeks of peeling off dead itchy skin. Our sunburn treatment was a smearing on of calamine lotion. It was cool for a few seconds then the heat of the burn returned. Despite the small set back of bad sunburn, we never turned down the opportunity for an afternoon by the river. 

Walter suggested we catch some yabbies in the pond. It was always a mystery how Walter came up with his ideas and original techniques. We all know now that the normal way to catch a yabby was with meat on the end of a piece of string. Such conventional normality was not known and certainly would not be efficient enough for Walter. Besides where would we get string and meat? He had us all standing still, knee deep in this pungent, stagnant, hot and muddy pond, with the burning sun on our backs. Walter caught a couple in no time. I suspect he had radar vision of the bottom of the pond. 

I felt a few feeling around my toes and heels. Yabbies crawling onto my little toes always sent shivers up my spine, which I tried to hide from the others. You were not supposed to move when that happened. The technique was to let them crawl on and then settle on your foot by first allowing them to explore between your nervous toes. Once on your foot you slowly slid your hand down the relevant thigh and leg until it hovered about an inch or two above the settled yabby. When in position it was the simple quick grab that brought success. Cheers and whoops of celebration followed. Another yabby for the tin! 

I never knew how creative a fishing technique it was until I met "normal" kids and became annoyed at their disbelief of my technique. I remember being amazed at the yabbies turning red when cooked by Rosy. We only ate the tail meat. It was sweet but it had to be a massive yabbie to give you more than one mouth full. Never enough! 

John B was not a normal kid. Mind you, I now suspect that many of us had deep mental problems or were permanently suffering traumatic stress. I know I was. But Johnny B lived in a world of his own as far as the rest of us were concerned. He always got lost, arrived late and seemed abstracted from everything. John had a habit of running away and getting his head shaved as punishment. He always seemed to lose his shorts and shirt at the river. John B at the river was as naked as the day he was born. It never was an issue among us, but he seemed to always annoy the Brother on duty. Perhaps it was because John always had to be closely watched. He never got sunburn. He was the Australian equivalent of The Lost Children of the Empire, The Aboriginal Stolen Generation. Unlike us, one hundred percent white genes, he was taken because he did not have one hundred percent white genes. 

Well this day a nude John B. joined us in the yabby pond. He seldom spoke but on this occasion he caught the biggest yabby ever. Suddenly he let out a yell, threw the yabby into the long green grass and hopped out of the water. He rolled in the grass holding his right foot. How he cried and screamed! The yabby was making his escape through the long grass. Actually I scrambled out thinking the giant yabby had caught him. It appeared that the giant yabby had nearly severed John’s big toe. Blood was squirting everywhere over the grassy bank. He eventually sat up on the bank holding up his foot, crying his eyes out. We were all shocked and worried. Accidents had that effect on us all. We all gathered round "oohing" and "aahing". Br. M. eventually came over and carried him up to the dormitory, then into the van and finally, with matron, to the children's hospital. I think it was called the Sir Charles Gardiner Hospital. 

That evening he turned up in new shorts and shirt, with his foot lost in a mountain of smooth, tight, clean, white bandages. And his black hair was combed shining smooth. He gleamed, he looked so clean. Later some kids said that it wasn't the yabby that cut his big toe but the lid of a rusty tin. Well that figured. Our river fun often ended in such dramas. We were in trouble as we "caused" the accident but I more so because we had inconvenienced our minder. 

Freddy B. once split his head open on a dive. Talk about blood! Yuk! He ended up in hospital and contracted tetanus. 

"Mother Mary could save him," we were told. 

We prayed for days, sure he was going to die, only Mary did plead with her Son Jesus to spare his life. Freddy was always delicate after that accident and from then on we all had to take special care of him. Special care for us meant keeping him out of harm’s way, checking that he was all right. We did care for him, for he was one of us. We were very good at caring for each other, in our own way, as by then we know we were on our own. 

We were not supposed to have personal concerns, emotional problems and individual ambitions and needs. If we did there was no one interested enough to stop, see and listen. Yet I don't think any of us would have remained sane if we did not have a special group of peers who cared. We cared for Freddy B, lucky to be alive. He was a child who never lost a gentle bewildered innocence. Freddy was a suffering child who would never lash or deliberately cause others pain. I hope the world has been kind to him. 

The biggest drama at the river at Castledare concerned another aboriginal boy. There were quite a number with us in the Institutions after the War. We had been at Castledare for about a year. We had all graduated to the diving board outside the fenced off pool and were practising our springboard dives. 

The idea was to get height from the board doing the swallow and then jack-knifing for a smooth entry without splash. I was hopeless but I had a private sub plot: to see how far underwater I could swim after the dive. I was popping up nearly three-quarters of the way across the river. I knew the day of my first crossing was not far. We could get across but we didn’t because we had to be sure to make it back. We were all about nine-year-olds.

C.J. called out, "Help! Help!" 

He disappeared under the water a little, then surfaced and repeated the waves and calls. 

"He's drowning, I think!" someone yelled.

"Corse he isn’t," someone else answered, "can’t be drowning."

"Corse he is," I shouted. 

We hit the water like a dozen bombs in a string of explosive dives. Then swam, splashed and kicked our way towards him. Soon there were a dozen heads, arms, legs and bodies all clustered together in the middle of the river, like a mob of frantic seals. The mass of us sort of climbed over, shoved, dived under each other but generally headed back towards diving board. Past it we headed for the old barge. We ducked, pulled, shoved and dived in and out of the group till eventually we scrambled onto it. Exhausted we all sat there breathing deeply, looking at each other. We were all pooped. 

There was no time to rejoice, as we were ordered out, lined up and ticked off for going into the "deep". So ended another day at the river.

We were seldom praised for any great deed that we had accomplished. Praise generally came from conformity to perceived values, convenience to, or for something that reflected glory on, the Brothers. All our actions seemed to be valued by whether they caused convenience or inconvenience to them. I soon perceived our existence as simply adding to the glory and honour of the Church. That was the meaning of life. But in our kids' world we knew that we had saved the life of CJ that day. It remains a life long happy memory. 

I became a very good swimmer. We all did. Later, as a teenager I took this skill to levels of qualification and certification that would have made my peers proud. 

Fate, luck or whim was a factor in our upbringing. Michael McCafferty and I were chosen by Br. Thomas McGee to take piano lessons from Mr. Swift. Mr. Swift was elderly but a good teacher of music in the old classical tradition. For months we practised our scales, fingers up and down the keyboard in ever-increasing speed, skill and dexterity. We had reached the stage of playing scales both hands together, tucking thumbs under, fingers over, almost without thinking. Whichever key I was asked to play did not daunt me. Michael and I had a confidence in good old Mr Swift even if he at times fell asleep during the lessons. 

Well, sad to relate, one day Mr. Swift went to sleep permantely. Yes, believe it, he went and died on us. Our lessons came to a sudden stop. About the same time Br. Thomas McGee was transferred. Br. Hugh Crowley, I think, was the next director of Castledare. He had a booming deep voice and towards us a hands-off attitude. After Brother McGee, he was an invisible man. Old, long wrinkled face and blond hair, he was a small man compared to the young giants that made up his monastic community. 

I went to my minder, Br. M., the you- know-what, and pleaded. 

"Please Brother, when are we going to have more piano lessons?" I asked. 

"Piano lessons, piano lessons? Well what can you play McGregor?" he demanded. 

"Exercises Brother." I hopefully replied, having gained a response from an adult. 

"Come and play for me," he said. 

We walked to the hall together. I sat at the piano and played as best I could. 

'Is that all you can play?" he sneered.

"We are not up to tunes yet Brother," I replied with a sinking feeling in my stomach.

"A waste of time!" he decreed and the long lanky man dressed in his soiled black religious habit strode out of the hall taking my music dreams away. 

I sat on that piano stool and sadly watched him leave. I still long to learn and am always starting again. What might have been still haunts me. No one was allowed near the piano without a teacher or a Brother present. My beloved piano was out of bounds. 

But why could I not read? I was supposed to be bright and I caught on quickly. Perhaps this has the explanation.

I was fated to be under Br.M’s. control for my whole time at Castledare. He had the task of assigning the new arrivals to classes: Grades 1, 2 or 3. We, Michael McCafferty, Wally Kerkoff and myself, were standing up the front of Br.M's class, Grade 2. We actually had on new grey shorts and shirts, our new school uniform. I was conscious that my hair was combed, as my white hair had a habit of standing on end around the crown without that Californian Poppy. It was a treat for the first day in my life of formal schooling. 

In Scotland and in Western Australia, the Nazareth House Institutions did not give their young children any grounding in their letters. Perhaps the Scottish educational system waited for an extra year. Naturally any reading or spelling test would prove disastrous. 

"Kerkoff, spell cannot," Br. M. ordered 

"Kainite?" he suggested. 

"Wrong!" he bellowed, then he pointed his blackboard ruler at the chest of McCafferty.

"You!" he poked McCafferty in the chest.

"Kanot sir?" Michael suggested. 

A disgusted look at McCafferty followed, then the ruler swung to my chest. 

"Well?" at me.

"Kannot, Brother?" I suggested. 

"Ummm. Well you all better stay in my class. Sit down!" he ordered. 

I wondered if he could spell it as he did not give us the answer. 

With such a brilliant diagnosis we three eight year old illiterates from Scotland, being really pre Grade One level, were promoted to Grade 2 to be taught by a completely unqualified, disinterested and possessive paedophile. Three years later another such flippant diagnosis was to promote me past Grade 5 to Grade 6. For my primary schooling I had no Prep, no Grade One, and no Grade Five. Education was not a priority for most of our unqualified teachers. 

It was also not a high priority of the child migrant scheme. We were to become farm hand and recruits for the Australian Army in case of another War. Australia had to "Populate or Perish," declared the Minister for Immigration, Arthur Caldwell. We were the recruited answer for any future invasion by the "Yellow Peril," the government’s term for the Japanese. In the minds of the Government of the day we were seen as future cannon fodder. The Japanese Pacific conquests during the Second World War had really spooked Australia. 

As I said, the Child Migrant Scheme gave low priority to our education and as a consequence, I suffered constant public humiliation. I will remind my reader we were Wards of the State, yet among the teachers we had unqualified, unsupervised "Lay" Christian Brothers. The Brothers were not held accountable for the sub standard education offered us, not even to our official guardians, the State Government of Western Australia. I was to remain illiterate until well into my teens.

The qualified teachers like Br. Harnity, Br. Roberts, Br. Foley did not seem to stay around long enough to be effective. Good teaching Brothers were reserved for a higher class of Society’s children. The Venerable Edmund Rice, for the free education of the destitute boys, started the Christian Brothers in Ireland. We, the poorest of the poor, got the bottom of the barrel of their professionals. 

Our worth did not rate high among our minders but what really surprised me was an underestimation of our ability to establish a relationship with their God. I always viewed God as a personal friend who would not leave me orphaned. He became my father and Mary my mother. To me this relationship was as natural as a child bonding to its family. All other natural relationships were forbidden or taken from us and no natural bonding was possible. 

We were encouraged to be good Catholics. I really believe that from the earliest age I was naturally a good Christian. I'm not sure if the Religion thing attracted me, but the reality of a loving Father and Jesus the great Saviour, convinced me that I was loved. I simply substituted a loving God and His Mother for natural love. The Catholic Church housed my Loves. 

The spirituality of our minders seemed a never-ending input of personal effort. For myself, saying lots of prayers was stipulated. I found I quite naturally meditated by using the daily routine of our prayer life to enter into a state of presence, of communion, of enjoyment and peace with God. In this relationship, God has always been good to me and I am sure it was His method of easing my pain. 

Religious services were my way of publicly professing my return of love to God. I loved Mass and the Sacraments, though I found Confession rather trying until the notion of Reconciliation took root after the Catholic Council of Vatican Two in the 1960s. 

From my boyhood at Castledare I was a willing and eager server at Church Services. 

I remember the very first time I was an altar boy at Benediction, the adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. My job was to keep the charcoal glowing by swinging this thing, the thurible, back and forward during the service. Twice during the Benediction the priest spooned incense onto the coals and I took great pride when billows of white perfumed incense just about choked everyone out of our chapel.

On this first occasion, when it came to the elevation of the monstrance, I had to direct the incense smoke towards Him. Unfortunately, I had not closed it properly, leaving about half an inch for the coals to escape. I took up my kneeling position on the first step of the sanctuary and prepared to incense the Heavenly Host in the monstrance. I swung up with great gusto and to my surprise, coals flew out onto the sanctuary carpet, onto the altar cloths and into my hair. Little burning rings grew out from the spots where red coals landed. My hair singed and the carpet burns started to produce little spirals of black smoke. Suddenly I was in the air, being carried out by Brother Wise, while a couple of other Brothers stamped out what might have become a whole burnt offering. 

The final hymn for that Benediction, the Tantum Ergo, was constantly interrupted by explosive laughter from the kids. A depth charge, (what we called a smothered laugh), or a giggle was enough to start a new eruption. I turned a deep shame-faced red and I think it took a couple of days to return to my normal state of calm. Still, as I said, I remained always a willing volunteer for altar duty. Over the next eight or nine years I was frequently given the job, especially on cold weekday winter mornings. I liked to worship my God.

Don't make the mistake of branding me a holy person. I simply needed to have someone and God was the only option. My faith belonged to the realm of emotional necessity. I am not talking about reason, my relationships with my God and His Mother were not reasonable. Rather my faith grew into a kind of experiential reality. My need for relationships was that strong. 

I am and cannot be anything other than a Christian. I have remained in the Church even though its failed servants and its institutional policies have been the source of all my pain. God works with and in our humanity to sanctify. I find it unrealistic in people to be shocked by the Church. Sin is what is shocking. God chose to pass on faith and salvation through humanity. With the present Church Institutions, being Christian seems a less needed skill than being Directors and Administrators, Politicians and Diplomats. I don’t believe there should be any room for careerism within God’s Church. Teachers and followers yes! Power brokers and administrators no! I find it difficult today to find a true priest for the people of God, the Church. They are so diluted on the ground, and yet how the Church needs holiness today!!

What is shocking has been the attitude of many Church authorities in claiming the moral high ground when dealing with the failure of their servants. They did not go out in compassion towards innocent victims. In choosing to conceal or deny in house sinfulness, especially the problem of child abuse, they allowed pedophiles to operate for years. In so doing, they failed to protect the Church, their flock. Victims multiplied and shame descended on my God’s Church, on us all. 

I found that humility was the one virtue lacking in my dealing with church authorities on the issue of child abuse by religious. Today in matters of sexual and physical abuse, it is only right that the Church is also to be held accountable. Mandatory reporting to civil authorities is a great step forward. Yet some States through Statutes of Limitations and opposition to mandatory reporting have added to the suffering of the abused. 

Before leaving my childhood at Castledare, there are a couple of other incidents that are screaming for inclusion. It's strange what I have chosen to remember and if all the "lost children" were to write their stories I am sure all accounts would be unique. I am not writing to give a definitive account of the long-term effects of congregate care but rather to tell my story as a case study. 

Discipline was the keynote of our upbringing. It had to be, for so few minders were surrounded by hundreds of often very deeply troubled and traumatised post war children. Here is a humorous story that showed our creativity when discipline became the end in itself. 

It was a hot day and we were confined to the small oval for a lesson on bowling. Cricket was an Australian national obsession in the late 1940’s and at night we were subjected to listening to the radio broadcast of Test Cricket between Australia and England. The Summer of 1949 again saw cricket the sport of the season. We were being taught how to bowl a cricket ball. We all lined up and took turns using a tennis ball bowling it at three wickets 22 yards away. 

"Don’t bend your arm!" was the oft-repeated direction from Br.M. 

As a little kid, used to throwing stones, not to bend your arm to deliver a bowl produced some unique physical contortions. I remember my head tilting to one side and my arm coming over and launching the ball up into space instead of down the cricket pitch. 

"That’s a chuck you fool. Next!" came the encouraging comment from Br. M. 

To the end of the queue I shuffled and tried again and again, becoming all the more infuriated every time my best effort was declared "a chuck." I didn’t like failure in what looked a deceptively simple action. More and more boys gradually drifted away but I stayed till the lesson was finished and I was still "chucking." 

The fire was short and furious. The hedge down the end of the small oval simply burned away. We were all lined up in the middle of that small oval in three rows and told not to move till the investigation was over and the culprit punished. Needless to say the investigation proved a failure. 

"Well, you will all stay lined up here till the culprits own up," declared Br, M.

He marched off up to the Brothers’ house. Half an hour later - he probably had afternoon tea - he marched back. 

"Well, who done it?" he demanded. 

"We don’t know Brother," several answered. 

Now if we did not know or could not find out we were certain it was not one of us. Where would we get matches? Nobody had a matchbox. I came to believe that the hot weather coupled with glass and dead straw grass caused the fire. It was very hot and soon we were all supposed to go swimming. 

"I can do this all afternoon if you like," he said in an angry voice and again marched off.

Sighs of annoyance came from the three lines and further accusations proved fruitless. One hundred or more of us entered a state of near despair. It was then that someone suggested a volunteer victim. Paul Knots agreed if we made it worth his while. So our little treasures of a piece of string, an elastic band, marbles and a stray boiled lolly added up to a considerable treasure for Paul. It seemed ages before Br.M. marched back. 

"Well?" he demanded. 

Paul stepped forward and performed one of the most brilliant acting jobs I have ever seen in my life. He cried, rubbed his eyes sore, professed his guilt and promised not to do it again. Grabbing Paul by the shirt collar the giant declared triumphantly, "Change for swimming!"

Cheers from all except Paul and the bully. I learned a valuable lesson for my teaching career: never conduct an investigation without having possession of at least part of the truth, or you are likely to offend the innocent.

The friends and benefactors of the institutions were treated to a concert every year. The Singing of our champion choir was always the feature item. To perform a musical was something different. 

We had to perform a period dance to Mozart’s minuet. The first line went, "Set midst a stream of courtly Pomp." For the number we did the singing as well as the stately dance which went like this: 

"One, two and three, point right toes out then half turn to the right remaining elegantly stiff and aristrocratic. One, two and three, point left toes in and with full turn bow slowly looking all the time at your princess. etc. etc. (Young Ronny Rooney was anything but a princess. He poked his tongue out at me every time.) 

"Hold your partner’s hand high and lightly by the tips of the fingers. Bow gently and make sure your wigs don’t fall off. Stop laughing! Gently, gently and stately," were constant phrased during rehearsals. 

I refused to be a woman. It never struck me as a dance, not like the fun gigs and reels we used to do at Subiaco. This one was a glorified, dignified walk, where we showed off fancy Eighteenth Century aristocratic costumes. It was all supposed to be very cute and charming. The audience loved it and, when finished, we rushed to change for the big musical. 

Br. M., who was tone deaf and had no sense of rhythm or humour, decided to stage "The Little Shoemaker." I was chosen for the part of the Little Shoemaker. We learned all the songs, dances and dialogue of the musical. One night we went with Br.M and his aged mother to what appeared to be a glorified caravan to select costumes. It was, "change," "take that off", "change into these," "What do you think Mrs. M?" "No, try on these." etc. continued for what appeared ages. Inside that caravan became a chaotic mountain of musty fancy clothes and kids. Milk and biscuits for supper and eventually we were driven home. 

I didn’t see my tree trunk till the night of the big performance. I was a little put off at not seeing nearly all of the show, sitting inside a cylinder that had the back removed and the rest painted as the trunk of a tree. I had to act like a very old man, shake on my large staff and try not to trip over a long white beard. My main moment of glory was the singing of my solo:

I live down there in the old tree roots,

And a queer old fellow I be. 

For hundreds of years, 

I’ve hammered and stitched,

No time to waste for me, for me.

No time to waste for me. etc.

After the song and dance of the fairies or elves or whatever, I had to emerge from my tree, walk bent double, slowly, slowly; try to look ahead and shake all over on that stick. It was not so difficult, dressed in my Middle Ages work clothes with leather apron. I successfully got front centre of the stage, ready for my big solo.

Mrs. Taylor played the introduction and I started to sing the first line.

"Psst! Psst!" came from Br.M. off stage to the left. 

I straightened up tall, turned right and said, "What Brother?"

"Bend forward as you sing Albert," he whispered and signed.

I mechanically and instantly took up that position. The piano introduction started again. There were a couple of giggles from the audience. Having reached, "and a queer old fellow I be:"

"Psst, Psst, bend forward.," he whispered again. 

"I am Brother, I am Brother." I replied quite audibly. 

Well the audience began to laugh. My solo was ruined, but on the third attempt I sang right through it and according to reports I ended the song standing bolt upright. 

The problem was really simple; you try singing a solo bent double. It’s nearly physically impossible to keep breath control and to produce any significant volume. The audience was aware of the struggle between the director and myself as I half straightened, corrected myself, up again, down again, up, till it was not long before they were in fits of laughter. Br.M. was not amused and I was accused of ruining the performance. Many strangers and some nuns who knew me from Subiaco days came up during the party after and said I was: "terrific," "fabulous," "very funny," "very good singing Albert." etc. That saved my life as it mellowed Br.M. 

Br. Harnity had been our Grade 3 teacher and a good one at that. He taught through rewards, HOLY PICTURES, if you collected enough gold stars. I shined at arithmetic and the other subjects like Geography, History, Nature Study and Catechism. I had a good memory but still could not read and write. 

Castledare was over, I reached the age of 10 and it was separation time again. This time all of us in Grade 3 boarded the cattle truck to be transferred to Clontarf Boys’ Town. 

I hated travelling on the back of a truck with 50 other standing kids. I was always terrified and tried to worm my way to the very front where the wood work to grab onto did not have so much give. Another favoured spot was to try to be one of the last loaded and sit holding onto the backboard. We Wards of the State had to survive years before the benefactors and the Lotteries Commission gave the money for a proper bus to transport us around. Till then it was cattle trucks. Turns were always terrifying as we all automatically pull inwards the wooden sides of the truck’s tray.

I remember once pulling into Clontarf when one side of the truck gave way and we spilled off onto the road. Fortunately it was only lots of bumps, bruises, nasty gravel rashes, tears and shock as we were slowing down for a turn the moment it happened. The Brothers must have worried over and discussed the matter, for we got our first bus soon after. I discovered the principle of rulers, "Action must take place only when preceded by some dreadful accident."

 

Chapter 5. Clontarf Boys’ Town. 

I have spent a life-time thinking about the nature of religion. I have always been appalled by the death, destruction, savage cruelty and hatred inflicted on nations, cities, villages, homes and individuals in the name of Religion. Loyalty to religion has been held up, and in this day of modern World Terrorism, is still being held up, as the only excuse needed to justify bestial behaviour. 

I was born into the Catholic Church at a time when many of the doors of false power were being shut. Ecumanism was about to replace sectarian bigotry, the index of banned books and comics was no longer public, universal uniformity of practices and language in worship was swept aside. National cultures and values in prayer, worship and music were to replace the old Roman Catholic Religious Culture. Freedom of individual conscience was declared a paramount right of all Christians. The people of God were to be promoted back to their rightful place as The Church of God. 

Only in matters of doctrine and morals the Bishops with the Pope have the final word, Why do they move slowly on matters outside doctrine and morals? The burden of past church culture and tradition drags like a ball and chain. Though declaring that WE are the Church, there has been little progress in our visibility within the decision processes of the Church. The clergy still retain the secular and administrative power, the Church within the Church. 

One issue in particular has proved shocking. The People of God have been shocked by the ruling Church’s attitude over past and on going child abuse. Many of the faithful I know have been following their freedom on conscience by wiping the dust from their feet. We seem to be tearing ourselves apart. I wonder who is "deceiving the elect" today?

Now I hold that no religion has a monopoly on the possession of God and the spheres of His influence. It seems to me that as soon as any religion claims the sole possessor of God, it has set itself on a path of spiritual folly. It foolishly and erroneously believes that because it has "captured" God and passed decrees in what areas He will work, all must bend to its will. In reality such church authorities have substituted religious authority for God, their power and authority for faith. Such foolishness, yet what disasters have resulted! 

It was necessary that God reveal Himself to humanity, the humanity He created. Yet what is the nature of God's revelation? Surely it is God's desire to share Himself, to reveal His love for all and to redeem all through a sacramental sharing of His Divine Life. God wishes for our immortality in happiness with Him. Having done this, did He then go on strike? 

I believe that the revelation of God is ongoing through all humanity and his Church. With His love, surely He continues to reach out to all humanity? I believe I have met goodness and holiness in many cultures and systems of belief. God can work around the frail humanity in His Church. However, what a disaster it is when humanity is scandalised by His Church! 

Let me now plea to all religions. Please leave intact our families, our homes, our villages, towns, cities and above all our cultures and humanity. Let the Churches lead us to God and the means of union with Him. It seems to me that for too long the Churches were, some still are, into the controlling, head counting, exclusive and competitive power games and not into the giving of God and His freedom. To kill in the name of any religion is one of the world’s greatest evils. 

To us Catholics, He has given His Church, Scripture, prayer models and the Sacramental Life. With these gifts we grow in union with Him in the earthly environment, culture, society and family we find ourselves. If it were not for the reality of my God within the Catholic Church, I would have given away the religion many years ago.

Religion has been the source of great sadness and joy all my life. I live by faith in my God but I struggle with accepting that He has placed salvation in the hands of humanity, a humanity that is not perfect. In the Catholic Church's handling of my life, the humanity of some of God's servants degenerated into conduct that in no way could be described as Christian. Some of God's servants let themselves down. Many boys, like myself, have endured a life of torment as a result. Without my faith in a loving God, I don't think I could have survived. I nearly didn’t. 

Unbeknown to me in 1953, my brother Alex arrived in Australia and went to Subiacco. Sometime about then Br. M. was transferred from Castledare to Clontarf and abuse started again. He was abusive in his possessiveness, verbal quips, emotional blackmail and sexually. Then one day I stopped. 

I spent what seemed to me to be weeks in the infirmary. The doctor came three times, could find nothing physically wrong. Doctors did not communicate with kids in those days. The Hungarian Sister Superior, (Her community had been expelled from Communist China), was in charge of the infirmary, constantly tempted me with biscuits and ice cream. I would not eat. Even the cook and his family, (I think they were the DeBonos), husband, wife and one little daughter, pampered me with cup after cup of the strongest black coffee. I used to tip it out the window rather than have the courage to tell them how I disliked coffee. They were Maltese I believe and a very compassionate family. I still don't drink coffee to this day. The Brothers came into my isolation room every now and then. 

"When are you getting up McGregor?" they coaxed. 

I really couldn't care less. Living or dying was not an issue any more. I simply was floored. I'd lost the energy and desire to go on with the life I was experiencing. I think you'd call it a nervous breakdown, but in those day, 1953-4, I suppose it was unthought of in a twelve year old. I stayed in that sick room and it became my world. I became physically weak and so desperately tired. Silence, no radio, no companions, the head of a nun peeking from behind the door a few times a day. Tempting food. Quiet, peace and lots of time. 

When I did recover I was protected from the worst of congregate care, crowds and the feeling of being a lost individual with the identifications 2,11,62. The Brothers always called me Albert after that. I was appointed the personal steward of the Brothers, the sacristan, chief Altar Boy, cleaning the chaplain’s house, killing the calf every week or two for the Brothers meat and cleaning the Brothers bathroom and toilets. 

I had all my meals with the casual staff, Mr. Joe Jackson, Lenny Tarvup, Joseph Curtis and the cooks, until I was 15 years old. One cook was an eccentric ex-army man, Mr. Tom Hussey. He liked to celebrate any Brother’s birthday by making a cake and with me, singing duets "Happy Birthday" and "Why was he born so beautiful." I had changed, I was quiet, lost a lot of the fun of life. Someone had twigged to what I had experienced. I never found out whom. 

During my breakdown I finally surrendered to the limitations of my state and purged my soul of the desire to belong to and to be loved by a special family of my own. I abandoned all desire for human love. The resolution to serve God and His church had replaced my destructive loneliness. Many good and natural needs that I craved to experience: the hugs, the kisses, unconditional acceptance, personal liberty, died or were buried so deep that I have never been able to resurrect them. Perhaps it was this illness and the subsequent protection from congregate care that shaped my personality and directed my future life? I would to become a Christian Brother, adopt the very mould that shaped my existence. 

I remember during training to become a Brother being lectured time and time again on the merits of detachment. 

I used to scream within myself: "Brother Regis, you don't know the half of it. Have you ever been forced down the empty roads? Have you ever been robbed of everything without hope of recovery? Have you experienced you self worth torn to shreds? My ultimate experience of detachment was NOTHINGNESS. To have the emptiness of your being visible before your eyes frees you to choose. Survival is only possible if you build on the foundation of hope that your God still loves you. I only had the hand of God to grasp. Detachment indeed Br. Regis Hickey! I should be giving this lecture." 

The child migration scheme of enforced detachment was such a gigantic abuse. But for the hand of God, I was doomed. To the spiritual directors of the poor, if such a person still exists, I advise them to never lecture the destitute on detachment. Preach detachment only to the very wealthy, contented, bloated materialists or to the spiritually mature. To preach it to the destitute is abusive, to inflict it on abused children is extreme perversion. 

I'd rather have had the normal luxury to explore and develop my relationships, emotions and feelings, my loves and desires and then to sanctified them. I would rather have experienced all areas of my humanity and to give the gift of my enriched self to my God. Stripping us of our humanity left little that God would recognise as His creation. Spiritual development on such nothingness had to be the gift of God. "I will not leave orphans." He also said, "I have carved you in the palm of My hand." Wow! My God is good and can overcome all evil. 

Yes, the Church has been my persecutor and lifesaver, a mixture of evil and good, of darkness and of light. Persecution, evil and darkness can crush one. I believe God gave me the gift of pursuing Him through a desire for goodness and the gift of hope in a relationship that suited my awful reality. I also believe that many of my companions shared the same gifts. Others died as broken young men. 

Life at Clontarf followed the same monastic routines as Castledare. Everything was on a much larger scale: huge buildings set in 360 acres of farm, pine plantations, football fields and that magnificent Canning River. Above all there were more and more boys; at times up to 250. Most of us were stolen children were from Britain and Ireland the rest were mostly aboriginal. 

In the mid 1950’s boys from the Mediterranean Islands of Malta and Gozo joined us in shipments of about 30. Five Brothers and Mr.Jackson were our teachers and minders. Clontarf in the 1950’s was not what you would call adequately staffed. A group of nine Hungarian nuns did the laundry, mending and manned the infirmary. 

There were a couple of adult placements. A tiny man with shattered nerves named Joe Curtis, was the butt of Mr. Jackson’s jokes and his assistant gardener. There was a mongoloid man named Lenny Tarvup, placid, smiling and he loved his food. The first cook was a Japanese man named Peter Kidama. When he died a cook named Mr. Tom Hussy replaced him. Tom had half his face missing, a casualty from World War 11. The final cooks in my time were the DeBono family. The food for the boys improved greatly with the family touch of the DeBono’s. Let me start my Clontarf stories with Mr.Kidama. 

Mr Kidama died. I was the head sacristan of the chapel at this time. Mr. Kidama’s body, in the unsealed coffin, was having its final night vigil before God prior to burial and heaven the next day. I wondered why he wasn’t in heaven already! It was also a Saturday night, the night for "pictures." We’d never experienced having a body in a coffin before, so it was a toss up as to which was more exciting; seeing the dead body or staying for the movies. Cowboys and Indians was our favourite and most common type of movie. The night also promised a "Tom and Jerry," our favourite cartoon. 

I was being pressured by a couple of my gang to go during the movies. It was just a matter of asking permission to go to the toilet, bolting up to the chapel about 200 metres away. It would take no time to have a quick lift of the lid, seeing the body by using the candles, then a quick bolt back. Our absence would not be noticed for we would return in no time. 

Three at once asking to go to the toilet, I suggested, would be a dead give-away. Finally we settled the matter. I would ask and the other two would crawl out of the darkened hall. That’s the way it happened. We met in the main toilets behind the hall, bolted past the boiler room and the down the showers passage. Once outside the shower block we ran along the front of the main building and stopped at the top of the steps of the chapel. 

We had never considered how dark it would be inside at night without a single light. The only light came from the oil lamp hanging from the sanctuary ceiling. One of my jobs was to make sure that the sanctuary lamp never ran out of oil. It gave out a little deep red glow through its red glass cover. On Saturday mornings I would replace the floating wick with a new one clamped to a little silver cross on a round cork that floated on the oil. Then I would top up the oil. In this way Jesus always had company when He had no visitors. I hoped there were no visitors this night, like a Brother praying in the dark! 

I led the way up the side aisle, feeling my way with my right hand counting the pointy pew tops. We skirted the front row and the coffin, stepped through the opened communion rail gates and across the carpeted sanctuary into the sacristy. I fumbled around but soon found the candle and the matches. By the light of that one candle we three headed out the sacristy back towards the coffin. 

"Are you sure it’s opened Albert?" asked Robert.

"Yes, the Brother said it would be sealed tomorrow morning, in case anyone wants to say goodbye," I whispered, "We’re just saying goodbye to Mr. Kidama." 

"It’s really dark and cold in here," said a nervous Paul.

"Are we going to take the lid right off?" asked a scared Robert, "I want to go back to the movie. Hurry or we will miss something." 

My heart was really pounding for two reasons; big trouble if we were caught and I was about to see my first dead person.

"Here, hold that," I said as I passed the candle to Paul. 

"Which end is his head?" asked Robert. 

"The fat end, you silly," giggled Paul. 

"Shush! I’ll lift this up and you have a quick look." I cautioned. 

"Wow!" was all they could say. 

"Here, hold this. Give me a look?" I asked.

I was looking into the face of Mr. Kidama. So still, so yellow, so dead. Someone had combed his grey hair. Under the white veil lining I could see that he had on a black suit, shirt and tie and a pair of new shiny black shoes pointed up against the end of the coffin. He usually dressed in checked shirt, patchy grey trousers and heavy boots. Tears came to my eyes. I felt so sad as death seemed the greatest loneliness I had ever experienced. I risked feeling his face; it was as cold as ice. 

There just had to be a heaven or what was the point of life? 

I mentally said, "Take him to heaven, Jesus." 

"Let’s get out of here," pleaded Robert as he lowered the lid.

Robert and Paul managed to sneak back into the pictures, but I walked in as though I had been to the toilet. Little bags of peanuts were handed round and we watched the Western, shelled and ate nuts till the show was over. In my mind I kept saying "goodbye Mr. Kidama" and wondering why they put cotton wool up his nose.

Being head sacristan was a daily "charge" as we called morning chores. It also meant doing hours of work on Saturday mornings: cleaning the sanctuary, polishing the brass candlesticks and using the big polishing machine after hand waxing the floor. The most interesting part was getting the flowers ready. Apart from the enjoyment of coming up with my own arrangements and learning from the lavish generosity of Mr. Jackson’s displays, I had a ring side seat of the tug of war between the wills of the Archbishop, Dr. Prendiville and Joe Jackson. 

Before a Confirmation, or on occasion, a wedding, Joe prided himself in decorating the Sanctuary with the most lavish and beautiful flower arrangements. There was a recent T.V. series, "Keeping up Appearances." In one programme Mrs.Bucket decided to invite the gardening king to: "My out door, in door Bar Be Que., with finger buffet. etc." The Altar in our church took on a similar appearance of overcrowding by shrubs and flower arrangements. 

After the Confirmation ceremony the Archbishop remarked that perhaps there were too many "distractions" on the sanctuary. As the acolyte at these High Masses, I had to lead on, after the Sanctus, six altar servers each carrying a large candle on a beautifully polished five foot long brass candle stick for the Consecration of the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Jesus. It was not easy to fit them onto the sanctuary because of the bushy decorations. 

Mr. Jackson lived for banter and flattery that the Brothers constantly poured over him. It was bad enough when he was given an OBE from the Queen for his services to Clontarf and education.How he was teased over that award! However the comment of the Archbishop’s on the excessive "Outdoors indoors, look" was heard by the Brothers and they played the tease for months. 

Mr. Jackson always responded with "Philistine!" "What would he know?" or "I’ll fix that trumped up aristocratic Archbishop next time!" 

He often stormed away in a make-believe huff. Actually he was a great friend of Dr. Prendiville. 

At meals I would ask, "What are we going to do next time Mr.Jackson?"

"You’ll see mate! Never you mind Albert. I’ll fix him! Too many bushes and flowers! Insulting nosy parker," he grumbled away. 

Confirmation came round again. I polished everything, shined everything and still there was no sign of Mr. Jackson. I raced everywhere looking for him. He was not to be found. Confirmation, after Easter Sunday, was the biggest religious event of the year. Only a bishop, and in our case the Archbishop himself, could give this adult Sacrament. Doing the altar flowers on such occasions was the domain of Joe. I was panicking. There were no buckets of flowers to use for the decorations and I had polished every brass vase in readiness. 

"Mr. Jackson said that you was not to worry about them flowers. He will do them early tomorrow morning." said Joe Curtis. 

I was greatly relieved. Flowers usually took hours. 

Next morning I had prepared and put out everything required for the ceremony; charcoal, incense, new candles in the 4 sets of polished brass branch candle sticks, water and wine in the cruets, finger towels, bowls and two small jugs of water, priests vestments and the Archbishop cloak. Nothing was missing, except flowers and Mr. Jackson. I concluded that his revenge was not to have any flowers at all. This would be a real shock to the kids as we were used to associating church celebrations with masses of flowers. I finally dressed myself in the altar server vestments.

There was a bit of a flutter down the back among the Brothers prayer stalls. Smiles and nods to each other were not normal behaviour. I was nervous. The choir in the loft was not comfortable, for Mr. Jackson, who also played the organ for these occasions, had not arrived. The Archbishop arrived, was met by the Director and escorted to the priest’s sacristy on the right side. I was frantic in the boys’ sacristy on the left. Lots of altar servers to make sure were right and knew when and where to move. Time to light candles and then the charcoal to put in the thurible for incensing. 

I led the servers over to the priest’s sacristy. The procession outside the church began. Just before we entered the chapel, Mr. Jackson raced ahead of us carrying a thin glass vase with one solitary red rose. He said not a word; he was obviously excited, like a kid playing a practical joke. He placed the one solitary, beautiful red rose on the altar on the right side, then hurriedly headed for the choir loft via the boys’ sacristy. His revenge was complete as the procession entered the back of the church. Even the Archbishop broke into a great smile as he entered. I had to incense his procession, walking backwards up the aisle and had the perfect view of his facial reaction. The organ started, the choir sang and the ceremony was a great success. 

As for the Brothers they played on the "insult"; the possibility of his being sacked. 

"An Archbishop is the head of the Church, not only of Clontarf, not only for all of Perth but for all of the State of Western Australia! God’s representative on Earth, Joe! What on earth were you thinking? You insulted him Joe! I bet he won’t come next year! He might even excommunicate you from the Church!" they continually teased. 

For days after at meals Mr. Jackson asked, "Did he really smile, Albert?"

The only drawback to being the sacristan was that I missed singing in the choir for it was impossible to do both jobs. I remained in the choir for all practices and competitions. We continued to win the Eisteddfods. 

People and personalities I was learning to read. Hero worship took root in my consciousness. This was encouraged through trips on Saturday afternoons in Winter to the local Western Australian Football games, Australian Rules Football of course. I followed West Perth, (the Cardinals), and the likes of Keithy London, a rover, and the Merinkos. Michael McCafferty went over the top as a fanatical fan of Perth, (the Demons). A young Graeme (Polly) Farmer, playing for East Perth, was up against Brian Foley our West Perth ruckman. Merv McIntosh was considered the greatest ruckman at the time, while "Polly" Farmer was to develop into the greatest ruckman of all time. Bernie Nailor was the greatest goal kicker for East or South Fremantle, I forget which side. 

Cricket was also very popular. At night study and in the dormitory the public address system blared out a ball by ball description. We all supported Australia in the England vs. Australia Ashes Cricket Series. Richie Benaud, Keith Miller, Ray Lingwall, Lindsay Hassett and all the other Australian players were on collectable cricket cards. We played flick cards with them against the handball or quadrangle walls. 

Hopalong Cassidy and Tom Mix, James Stewart and John Wayne were big heroes but they never came close to Wallis "Berri" and Gabby Hayes, our most popular cowboy heroes. We considered that women only spoilt movies, they got in the road of all the action and always delayed the final battle between the Indians and Cavalry. Later in our early teens we all fell in love with Doris Day. 

We loved her song: 

"Que, serra, serra. 

Whatever will be, will be. 

The futures not ours to see. 

Que, serra, serra." 

June Allison was also a favourite of mine. Not many really liked her but I loved her raspy voice and how she always won over the hero even though her chances were slim. We thought Grace Kelly was too beautiful to be a really good actress. 

On Sunday mornings the radio would blare out all over the place, so we learned all the latest pop tunes. Bing Crosby, Perry Como, Vera Lynn, Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Mitch Miller and his Singers were all popular in the early fifties. "Catch a Falling Star and Put it in your Pocket," "There’ll be Blue Birds Over the White Cliffs of Dover," "Don’t Fence me in" "Swinging on a Star," were popular songs sung by everyone. As a toddler the first song I can recall actually singing was the war song, "Lily Marlene."

Underneath the lamp light, by the barracks gate, 

Darling I remember the way we used to wait. 

I remember you waiting in the street, 

I heard your feet and I always meet, 

My Lily of the lamp-light, 

My own Lily Marlene.

I associated this song with distant memories of Scotland where roaring trucks, black water spraying truck tyres, wet and shiny tar roads, piled up brown snow and frantic chickens under a house. Was it a bombing raid of World War II? I’ve never been able to sort out these jumbled sights, impressions and smells. The song always brought tears to my eyes and a hard lump in my throat. I loveed Vera Lynn’s songs. Was this the last memory of home? 

World Championship wrestling was all the rave and we were honoured by a visit and a special feast by Big Chief Little Wolf, the "good guy" of wrestling. To clinch our loyalty the Brothers told us he was also a good Catholic. We were his guests at the Subiaco Oval for his world championship fight. There always seemed to be world championship fights in those days. At the wrestling we were spoilt rotten. It was a great night. 

Our greatest hero was John McCarthy. He won a Victoria Cross in World War 1. He was also an "Old Boy" of Clontarf. Clontarf boys’ town started in 1903. He encouraged us to be brave, not to be silly sheep following the leader. Apparently he won his VC by not obeying orders to "go over the top". Instead he started up a bulldozer at the end of the trench and with the blade down filled in the enemy trench and captured so many Germans. I could see that he had a soft spot for us and perhaps he became my first real life hero. I used to think that nothing was so bad that it did not have a solution or couldn’t be overcome. As he was leaving we formed up in a guard of honour and I really cheered and waved him away. 

The only game we played against other schools was Australian Rules Football. I was what you would call a good trier though not dedicated enough to a mere game to get my brains kicked out. I remember being in my usual place, the last reserve near the end of the season. I still had not been given a run. 

"Do you really want to go on McGregor?" asked our Brother coach. 

"Yes, Brother," I said eagerly. 

"Well get in there and get that ball!" he encouraged. 

There was a pile up of bodies near the boundary line when the substitution took place. 

The ball was bounced up and was not cleared by the rucks or rovers. I raced into the pack and got stunned and was off the field with a sore head and later a black eye all in about twenty seconds. I really needed more meat on my body. 

We were also at a disadvantage playing outside schools, for we could not afford football boots. Bare feet was the norm for our side in the early years of the 1950’s. During the dead of winter it was not fun to be stomped on by football sprigs, or stops as they are called today. Mind you, after the pain was gone in a day or so, they proved heroic scars to show off to you mates. 

Nothing could beat the fun of having nearly a mile wide river bordering the football ovals. Reddy, our big red haired Irish Terrier, was a great dog in the riverside bull rushes. It was amazing how, with nose down and tail up, he raced through water and reeds chasing water rats. He was a picture of health with his long flowing wet red hair, smiling elongated snout and a moist black nose in front of sparkling eyes. Reddy loved having a big troop of kids following and encouraging him in the hunt. 

When the rats were not to be found, it generally was time to have a bull-rush reed fight. "Poms" against "Aussies," or "Japs against Aussies," were usually the two sides in the battles. The sides generally picked themselves depending on what classroom or dormitory you belonged. Dressed down to bathers or shorts, there were splashes, war cries, battle whoops, reed bombs to be avoided, mud flying everywhere, racing for cover by diving into the thick reeds or charging in an attack. It was great and desperate fun. A great battle was when more than fifty kids took part. Exhaustion followed after several attacks and counter attacks, ambushes, pretend prisoner torturing and having covered many kilometres up and down the reedy edge of the Canning River. We usually ended up lying down on the reeds or being ordered to clean ourselves in the River by the Brother on yard supervision. 

Another craze that took hold was to have naval battles and canoe racing. There was no money to buy kayaks or a real canoe. As with every toy or game we had to imagine or create what was needed. The making of a canoe required three things: stout sticks, a sheet of corrugated iron and some road tar. If you were patient you could flatten out as many of the corrugations in the iron as you could, especially near the centre of the sheet, the sitting position. A couple of friends could be persuaded to sit on the iron when you folded it over double length-wise. With a heavy rock the ends were smashed together then hammered over. The hardest part was to wedge the middle open with a stout stick. The tar was used to water proof the ends and to place sticks, upstanding on the inside of both ends. The sticks made it easy to drag the canoe into the water and were an "artistic" touch. Tar also came in handy to seal any roofing nail holes that were in the iron. 

When finished, it was into the water and a difficult few days practising the techniques of canoeing. It was very hard hot work to recover a sunken water filled canoe, but the best hiding place for the canoes was to sink them in the reeds.

They were crude, heavy and we often got cuts and scratches. However, the fun we had playing pirates or the naval battles with mud bombs or Indian raiders on the war- path, were experiences never to be forgotten. I can still see a strung out convoy of a dozen silver canoes each with its proud young warrior paddling across the Canning to the deep channel on the far side. We tied little squares of three-ply in our hand, which made perfect paddles. 

I could dwell on river stories for the rest of this account but perhaps only two other aspects of life on the River should finally indicate in what a physical paradise we lived. 

The newspapers learned that we had "invented" a new form of fishing. We called it kilying. Making a kilie was not as easy as it might appear. An ordinary strip of tin was not heavy enough. The support iron strapping for roof gutters was good; a boomerang shaped piece of iron or steel would be perfect if not too thick or heavy. I think that it was Walter Kerkoff who came up with the idea, or perhaps it was one of the stolen Aboriginal boys. We simply made metal boomerangs. A good kily was much prized as you had more control over its flight and could sharpen the inside edges. 

My gang was now twelve or thirteen years olds. The mud flats formed a big wide bay in the Canning River. The mud flats were ideal for fishing, swimming and canoeing. Incoming tides on hot summer days were perfect for kilying. The mud flats were home for two types of fish, the "muddy" and the schools of mullet. Occasionally a couple of dolphins would hunt the flats coming in close to the swimming area near our jetty. Most of the time the bay was too shallow for dolphins. 

As we waded in blue glaring water on top of black mud that sucked your feet down to your calves, we avoided the jellyfish, especially the big, stinging bluebottles. We left trails of bubbly grey muddy water behind. The disturbed mud took minutes to precipitate down and restore the undisturbed clarity of blue over black. So clear and calm were the almost hot shallows ahead, that the holes of the "muddies" stood out, round and inviting. Our hands would almost instinctively dive down and disappear into the holes followed by arms and at times our shoulders, all the while feeling the tunnel in anticipation of touching and catching a wriggling trapped "muddy". 

"Got one!" was the usual joyful cry that announced success. It then disappeared into a pocket, tin or under a belt till one aboriginal child showed us how to thread them onto a bull-rush stem and tie the catch round our waist. I don’t remember the final fate of the fish. I like to think we cooked them, but that does not register in my memory. 

The mullet we caught did end up on a dinner table. Most of the time not ours. The Brothers allowed an overnight setting of the mullet net in our bay. Usually it was set in front of the melaleuca swamp at the far end of the football ovals. It was so dark and muddy in that forest. It swarmed with midges, mosquitoes, horseflies, dragonflies and many other species of the insect world. Mullet feed on creatures of the mud. The water in front of this forest was perfect for setting the net. 

I remember once we broke the neck of a horse trying to pull it out of its chest deep bog. Waste not want not! We chopped the poor horse up and put it in the cooking trough we used for preparing pig food.

You had to be a very good hunter for the Brothers to give you the "net boy" job. Wally Kirkoff and Hugh McConnel were two expert fishermen, swimmers and hunters. They were often called out to set the net in the evening and to pull it early mornings before the 7 o’clock Mass. The Brothers ate most of the mullet netted. Well, after all, it was their net in the first place. 

I have to confess I didn’t fancy eating fish in those days but I could spend all afternoon chasing them. Long gone were our sunburn days of Castledare. We were masters of our physical environment. 

Back to kilying! To take part in a kily hunt you had be one of our gang and of course possess an approved weapon. Hunting schools of mullet with a kily was not a noisy affair. Any noise and you would not get within firing range of a nervous school. You had to avoid sending vibrations through the water. Any clumsy or heavyfooted hunter would soon be banished from the hunt.

There was a special type of walk through the shallows and a freeze position once a school was spotted. Lift the leg sideways and swing it forward out of the water and then slide it noiselessly and as smoothly as you could back into the water. When a school was spotted, take the kily out of you bathers or shorts belt and raise it over your head and freeze that position. 

Mullet have excellent eyesight. We were told they could see a full 360 degrees at once. The inexperienced hunters would fire too soon and disperse the school before the experienced could throw. A group of experienced hunters, as our gang became, would hold the freeze, wait till the school was from three to five metres away. 

You fired the kily so that it spun like a propeller through the area of the school. In a matter of a couple of seconds from firing we would dive, gather, splash, laugh and grab at as many chopped or stunned mullet as we could gather. One day we caught ten mullet in one group attack. 

The media got their photos and story. I remember Wally being told to fix the head back onto a big mullet, while we others were staged managed in the water in various freeze poses for a special action photo. It felt like an invasion of our privacy, but the Brothers were thrilled at the positive publicity. 

No other time in my childhood and youth was the spotlight of publicity and public sympathy for us brighter than during the summer of 1955. We were divided into two classifications for the Christmas School Holidays. It was an enlightened policy of the Brothers to billet us all out to country or city families. The country boys were the first to leave and the bus and every other means of transport was fully loaded with boys. Each carried a small case of "holiday clothes" that the Hungarian Sisters had carefully prepared and packed. 

It was a happy time, full of excitement. I was on telephone duty, as most of the Brothers were driving boys to various country towns and farms from Geraldton, hundreds of miles north of Perth to Albany, a couple of hundred miles to the south, an area greater than England. 

The accident, the truck tray swinging into the side of our bus as it was crossing a narrow bridge, happened very early in the morning of the 15th. December. The side of the bus was ripped open like a can of sardines, from just behind the driver’s seat down the right side. The bolted passenger seats were yanked down to the end of the bus: a great jumbled pile of seats, jagged tin and badly injured boys. 

The result was disastrous. Senior boys were rescuing and carrying out the juniors. Many kids just sat on the side of the road or on the grassy bank, weeping quietly or remained shocked silent. Blood was everywhere. It was impossible to take it in. This was happening to us. This accident was no movie, real death was hovering overhead. Michael Bowman who had an older brother named Richard, died. Some say he died cradled in the arms of Terry McRory our senior boy. The rest of that dreadful day was a procession of ambulances, appeals for blood, constant radio newsbreaks and never ending telephone calls from the media. 

"I’m sorry, there is nobody able to come to the phone at the moment. Everyone is too busy. There are no Brothers available. Many of the boys are seriously injured. That’s all I know. Thank you for calling," was my standard type of response. 

I answered that phone from about 10 am till 7 pm. It was late afternoon before I saw the direct results. Br. B.Coyne was in the bus. He was a visiting helper from St. George’s Terrace College, which is now called Trinity College Perth. He was a good man and often came to help out at the orphanage. I have never seen a man look more shocked or shattered than he did when he arrived back late that afternoon. It was then that I fully realised how bad the accident was. I started making hot tea. Senior boys from the bus arrived home, the ones like Geoff Grey and Terry McRory. 

They could only say, "It was awful Albert, really awful!" 

Terry still had dark stained blood all over his trousers and shirt. They had been heroes but their hearts were still full of concern and compassion even after hours of helping in that dreadful carnage. Legs were cut off, cuts, bruises and shock. Shaun O’Hara, Desmond Mullins and Joe Bugeja lost legs. I apologise, for my memory of the name of the fourth amputee escapes me. There were so many other seriously hurt boys in hospital. It became our hospital for weeks: Sir Charles Gardiner Hospital, what a wonderful group of doctors, nurses and other staff they proved to be. 

The media files are full of stories of bravery, survival, pain and wonderful medical successes. What I do remember was the reaction of the people of Western Australia. They were superb in their generous response for help, giving blood, holiday shelter and funds. For months they kept putting their hands in their pockets for every call made. 

To me, the bus accident was the turning point towards accepting that I was an Australian. I belonged to the people of Western Australia and I suppose all the child migrants eventually discovered this identity. The Bus Accident did it for me. They accepted us with such compassion and generosity before, during and after that accident. I became in my heart a Western Australian. 

The accident highlighted the generosity of Australians. It is a mark of Australians that we have continued to hold out the hand of help and acceptance to people who choose to embrace the Australian lifestyle and values. It is a mark of Australians that we are prepared to travel the world to help out the less fortunate. It is a mark of Australians that we appreciate what we have and are prepared to share it with others and to allow others to share their gifts with us. I have found that Australians are just and generous and accept the world at face value. We are generous realists. 

The bus accident, though terrible in having life long consequences for the main victims, stands comparison with the sufferings of the victims of another hidden disasters: physical, mental and sexual abuse. Before leaving Clontarf, I must give a profile of a paedophile who operated for decades, not only in the Child Migrant Institutions of the Christian Brothers but also in main stream Catholic Schools in South Australia. 

I first met him at Castledare; a tall, towering, elongated dry sapling of a Christian Brother. He always seemed self conscious of his size, for he carried himself like a damaged telegraph pole, leaning forward from the shoulders. His face would always be leering down on you like a bird of prey. He had jet-black hair, combed emotionlessly in the flat fashion of the time: oil-slicked short back and sides. His unrelenting black religious habit seemed about two sizes too small and his shoes were so big. They were sturdy beetle or little kid crushers. Many a time I had to clean them. He had giant hands, long fingers with geometrically straight cut thick fingernails and hard bony knuckles. He had no smile and the longest saddest face I had ever seen in Australia let alone among the servants of God. 

It was the expressionless eyes that put one on edge. Six feet four if he was an inch, a sinister staring spectre of a dark, sadistic Dickensian villain. He became the nightmare of my ten years under the care of the Christian Brothers. Years later I discovered that many more were to claim him the same nightmare of their childhood. It was the identical claims of the children of my childhood that eventually separated me from Christian Brothers community after nearly forty years of service. 

What a wonderful thing it will be to lay to rest your fears: to move on from your fears, to cast aside the bonds from which you believe you would never be liberated. You never are completely liberated from the effects of paedophilia. Your disgust grows with the realisation of the nature of one who preys on innocence children. I always wept when I thought of him, though in the last few years my tears have turned to anger. Perhaps I need to write this to come to more healing. 

The first unusual behavioural manner of our paedophile was the way in which he took possession of his charges. He had about 30 of us young boys at Castledare. His possession, or "care," was exclusive, allowing no friendship with or communication to any other Brother. It would drive him wild if we acted friendly with Br. W. or Br. D. or Br. McGee. Such words as "disloyalty" and "traitor" were used to make it clear that he was to be the only significant adult in our lives. He could viciously cut you down with his tongue, just as effectively, if not more so in my case, as with his strap. The strap was the universal tool in those times for inflicting punishment on boys by Christian Brothers. We were completely at the mercy of this paedophile, isolated from appeal to others, whether they were Brothers, or State welfare officers or our governments whose wards we were. Under Brother M’s exclusive and vindictive "care" was, for me, a time of physical, emotional and sexual abuse. 

Ours was the first of two main dormitories: a giant square building with cubicles down two sides and his bedroom at the far end. All the open space of the large dormitory was fill up with neat rows of beds. In the dead of night when all were asleep you would be woken up by a shake.

Then the horrible words were whispered. "Come to my room!" 

"I want you in my room right away." 

"Be at my door after lights out." 

Often, hours later, you walked down the rows of beds as described at Castledare, or round the verandas of the second story at Clontarf, in the pitch-blackness of a cold winter morning. Bewildered and numb you would climb back into your own cold little bed. You were alone again. Abuse always began and ended in darkness. With no witnesses, you suffered ruthless, abusive sexual and physical dominance. You also suffered the fear and threats. The secret had to be kept or else!! You suffered in anticipation that tonight might be another one of those nights. Who would care, who would even believe? This was the kingdom and reign of a paedophile. 

When I was about 14 years old, the director of Clontarf at the time, Br. B. called me aside and questioned me about sexual abuse. I was questioned whether we boys were being rude with each other at any time. The effect was disastrous. I became terrified of being accused of such unthinkable conduct and buried the actual truth deep within myself. 

What would have happened if I had the courage to say; "Actually, Brother, I am the one who should be accusing you? The abuse of which you accuse us was practised by your own Community of Brothers." 

I was too scared and dominated to tell the truth. I have to confess that I was a coward! I mourn for the fact that had I spoken out then I could have prevented others suffering the same fate. But we were being accused of being impure, of interfering with each other and that was shock enough stun me into silent. To me it was an impossible accusation. I never though of turning the accusation around. 

Years later when the truth was finally liberated, the Government of Western Australia slapped on a statute of limitations to prevent their Wards demanding accountability or even justice. The Christian Brothers bought off Slater and Gordon, the lawers for the victims, to the tune of $8 million, nearly all gobbled up by their legal fees. The stolen boys were left to continue their life long-suffering, feeling, yet again, betrayal and disgust. The last I heard was that my persecutor has been deemed too old to stand trial. 

It’s a sombre note on which to end my first life sentence; ten years under the care and protection of Mother Church as a ward of the State Government of Western Australia. 

I have tried not to bury the good and hopefully have justly pointed out the bad. 

 

 

 

Chapter 6. From Dunce to Teacher. 

On February 11th. 1957 I arrived in Sydney and settled in at the Christian Brothers Juniorate, Albert Rd. Strathfield. I arrived after a four-day train trip across the bottom of Australia, via Adelaide and Melbourne. 

Two things I still recall: firstly I was with the new recruits from Western Australia; Harvey Corish, Gerald Reardon, Ted Harkin and Julian Gill, plus some others we picked up on the way from Kalgoorlie and Adelaide. Secondly, in Melbourne some senior secondary students left us for a training school in Geelong and more Year Ten students, from Victoria and Tasmania, joined our party bound for Sydney. 

Twenty-five of us "Southerners" entered the Strathfield Training College that day. We were all supposed to be Year 10 standard except the three of us from Clontarf Boys’ Town. I still could not read while Gerald Reardon and Julian Gill were a couple of those lucky English boys. 

I must have looked a wreck of a 15 year old, especially still wearing that once white shirt which had turned grey with coal dust from the Port Augusta to Adelaide steam train leg of the journey and four days continual use. We gambled cards nearly the whole of the four days. I had arrived at an upmarket boarding school for young men. It was a big complex, especially if you added the St. Patrick’s Secondary College campus which was also located on the Mt. St. Mary’s site. Big campuses were normal for me whereas the other new students found it simply stunning. 

Prior to the trip I had worked during the Christmas Holidays in a forging factory in Roe Street, Perth. It was situated over the bridge just behind the main railway station. For two weeks I worked a spot-welding machine, spot-welding ammunition tins for the army. I wanted to gain money to buy a camera. I sat at "smoko" times and lunch times on the footpath outside the factory in my blue overalls, smeared in grease and oil, smelling of copper solder, watching the world walk or drive past. The awful down to earth conversations from my not so refined work mates was embarrassing but enjoyable. I used to think "bloody" was about as sinful a word as possible but my work mates used other words they assured me were; 

"The real swearing mate. Where have your been all your @#@# life kid?" 

"Hey young un!" one guy called. 

"Yes." I replied.

"You work too #@#@# fast. Not all of us are as #@#@# fit and as @#@# young. Slow #@#@ up ya ear!" he warned. 

I was doing up to 250 tins at eight welds on the foot press on each tin. It seemed they were used to a spot welder who did 150 a day. 

One way to slow the process was to fuse the bottom copper welding point to the top one by pressing too long and hard. The foreman had to come and file the contact points apart. I did this accidentally the first day or two but got the hang of it and never did it again. For me it was too much of a guilt trip to fuse the tips deliberately. I tried to slow down. At the end of two weeks with my wages in my pocket, the foreman was disappointed with my leaving but said I was doing the right thing to return to schooling. 

"You got a @#@# good brain kid. Don’t @#@# well waste it ere," he encouraged.

I bought an Italian camera from the camera shop in Piccadilly Arcade that Friday afternoon that required Ilford 22, 122 or 127 film. I forget its size. On arrival at Strathfield, such luxuries had to be handed over. I never got to use it and never saw it again, however I enjoyed the work experience. Ordinary people were fascinating. 

I loved Strathfield: the education provided, my fellow students and the environment. 

In my education two things embarrassed me: firstly, public reading and secondly, my lack of kit. Learning Latin was a joke; doing experiments in Chemistry and Physics I found fascinating but lacked any scientific foundation. I lacked literary skills to make any meaningful progress at language and science. Above all I lacked the oral and social skills to articulate my ignorance to my teachers. 

I am sure my science teacher, Br. Adrian Taylor, would have been disappointed if I could verbalise my ignorance of the products of his supreme efforts. He was into miniaturising scientific equipment and experiments. I could only marvel at the magical insights had by my fellow students. What clever brains they all had!

One test I found very unfair was the IQ. Apart from the fact that I managed a very low score, I felt branded as a bit of a dunce. The Brothers seemed to use the results and the social background of their recruits, as a permanent and infallible indicator for predicting a brilliant or dull future. I could not read the I Q paper let alone write answers that related to the questions. On the multiple choices I simply guessed trying to come up with variety in the pattern of my ticks. I felt like a blindfolded man trying to throw darts at a dartboard. Years later I felt that the rulers of the Christian Brothers continued to grade my abilities as low. Any progress made was never noted and after mastering reading I was never given another IQ test. Perhaps they could see my future better than I. 

What thrilled me were the opportunities that Strathfield offered. I did make progress and enjoyed learning. Usually failure followed failure, followed failure for the first three years. In Strathfield and later at Bundoora in Melbourne the cream of the teaching Brothers were stationed in these training colleges and they were: Brs. Bernard O’Farrell, Plunket Maloney, Adrian Taylor, Simon Nash, Roderick Doyle, William Dean, Brendan Greening and best of all, dear Br. Victor Bell. Victor Bell believed in me and always encouraged me to keep trying. He had a permanent smile and a tough professionalism that gave me confidence. 

Intellectual brilliance fascinated me: most students could thrown down a page of clever ideas onto paper using fancy fountain pens. My fellow students could get up and speak on any topic given, looking directly into the eyes of their audience; some could even speak French. The best students could talk in Latin, could translate it on sight and remember by the million, those things in Latin grammar called declensions and conjugations. 

The best of the best intellectuals got to do the mysticals subject Calculus, with Pure and Applied Mathematics. I never got that far as Logarithms were considered beyond me. Most of the main stream students had already been taught logs before Year 10. I loved mathematics, I had always been a top student at this subject, but because nobody would tutor me in "logs", that branch of my learning was cut short. But I was picking up lots of other crumbs along the way. 

In New South Wales, Australian Rules Football did not get a look in because of its obsession with Rugby Union and Rugby League. The State of Queensland was also a rugby state. We twenty five students from the southern States of Australia, the "Southerners", played rugby against the giants of Queensland and New South Wales. In those days all Queenslanders seemed over six feet tall and clever to boot. Our side, generally small and definitely underweight, got belted around, thumped and dumped playing rugby. On the few occasions we got free, the giants found it difficult to catch us. Speed was the only positive asset we had. Rugby was a bore to watch, but great to play. I was, at nearly sixteen, developing into a good sprinter. 

Strathfield also introduced me to the latest craze, gymnastics on the horizontal and parallel bars. I did not fancy the parallel bars, too high and too wide, but I enjoyed the horizontal bar. It was a much more spectacular and creative apparatus for me. Before long I joined the gymnasts doing "swinging rises," "up starts," "flying dislocations," "wrap rounds’ and "toe off shoots." There is nothing like the freedom of swinging through the air and knowing that you could land safely at the end of a series of swings on your feet in the yellow sand pit. I never quite made the full "giant swing," the ultimate exercise of graduation. However, few could do from the top of the bar my "flying dislocation" with the recovery. Often my hands were peeled raw as we seldom had proper chalk to dust them before gripping the cold steel of the bar. 

In my study of Latin, a whole year passed memorising verbs, nouns and vocabulary and praying for some spark of enlightenment. I never got past the likes of "amo, amas, amat, amamus, amatus, amant," the first declension of the verb "to love." Learning languages was like being given the box containing the world’s biggest jigsaw puzzle and being told that once you put the pieces together you would have mastery. At no stage was I able to fit one piece in place but I did spend many hours examining the pieces. I didn’t know the fundamentals of the English language and the basic functions of grammar to apply such knowledge to Latin. At the end of the academic year, 1957, I had very proudly got off the bottom of the class score card with a final examination result of 17%. It would be a disaster to most students, but for me I had registered a mark. That was progress. 

We worshipped in Latin as well as using "Christian Brother" prayers from a black covered book called "The Exercises of Piety." For nearly all my life I had served Latin Masses as an altar boy, which required many lines to be committed to memory. I was at home with Latin prayers if I knew them by heart. Latin put me into a prayerful state for communicating with my God and His Mother. I loved rattling off the Latin prayers. 

Strathfield required us to sight read Latin prayers. Of course this skill was beyond me. To do so put a log-jam across the stream of my traditional method of prayer. Learning and prayer do not go together, so I was not comfortable with that particular form of prayer. 

I still smile at the Latin renderings of some of my fellow students of Clontarf, Castledare and the Training Colleges of the Christian Brothers. 

Here are a few. 

"A day go in my sock." 

"Me, him are tipsy gravis."

"Me a cowboy, me a cowboy, me a Mexican Cowboy."

A new Latin motet we learned in Strathfield sent me into raptures: 

"Ave verum 

Corpus, natum 

Ex Maria virginae. 

Vere passum, immolatum 

In Cruce pro homine. etc…" 

God was occasionally still tangible and my heart still soared when touched off by beautiful music. 

In many areas of my life at Strathfield and Bundoora I was coming alive but in other areas I lived with humiliation. Pride was never a temptation. Public reading was my crucifixion. 

Picture a narrow thirty metre long dining room. There are two rows of tables down the sides, six teenage diners at each table. At the front of the room in the centre of the room is a raised platform on which is a special table for our five Brother teachers. To their right was a raised pulpit with a special reading shelf for the book, a reading lamp and a microphone. On the rim of the pulpit was a little red torch globe, which was wired to a button at the teachers’ table, right near the principal’s fingers. 

That little red globe used to flicker hot when it was my turn to read. I would be shaking at the knees before reaching the pulpit, gripping the pulpit rail till my knuckles went white. After every stab at a word I would automatically glance down at that tormenting globe. All the while my face seemed to add to the glow by turning an embarrassing red. To my mind that microphone bellowed my mistakes for the whole Mount St. Mary’s site to hear. I dripped perspiration for the first few months. By the end of the year the flickering was down to about a dozen times per five minute session. I had to be getting better though the worst reader ever at Strathfield. 

My cure was to read very, very slowly. I was only allowed to read the "Martyrology" which was a bloodthirsty book about the slaughter of the Saints. I would spend days going over a passage trying to pronounce what appeared unpronounceable Italian, or even worse French, names. I would take as long as was necessary to find some meaning to what I was about to read. I sometimes wondered who was tortured worse, the martyrs, my audience or myself. 

Public reading forced me to become literate and gave me, after years of battles with correcting red globes and buzzers, the confidence needed to become a teacher. Never was I let off this painful duty. At times, some would be kind students cut my time at the pulpit a bit short, thank God. After the humiliation there was always that walk back to my dining table. I never asked to have my reading cut short nor ever wanted such favours. It was my battle and I would eventually conquer – no doubt about it. 

I remember the day, about three years later, when I got through a session without a single buzz from the principal’s finger. It was one of the happiest days of my life. To everyone else it went unnoticed. That was life for me; my own goals, when achieved, always arrived quietly without recognition or praise. I was still on my own and comfortable with it.

Mind you there were some outrageously funny mistakes that dissolved the silence normally associated with breakfast and lunch. One occasion I remember the whole place broke up and we were allowed to talk and laugh for the rest of the meal. Apparently I read that a poor slaughtered Saint, "enter into perpetual prostitution," instead of "perpetual prosperity." Laughter was a cure for deadly embarrassment. 

Never was I teased. These kids, or rather young men, were really something special and I became proud of them and eventually proud to be classed as one of them. My humiliation at Strathfield was the inevitable consequence of my educational neglect during congregate care and institutionalisation. Strathfield, 1957, in the State of New South Wales and Bundoora, from 1958 to 1961, at Edmund Rice College, in the State of Victoria, were a necessary if a somewhat painful educational awakening. 

From 1957 to 1961 education was handed to me on a plate. It took me five years of examination failure to go from dunce to a successful Matriculation with Honours in History and Geography, a pass in Economics and English Expression. Matriculating in English in 1961 was the greatest joy and pleasure of all my subsequent academic successes. My best English teacher was Br. Roderick Doyle who later became a great scholar of Ancient Hebrew and the Scriptures. 

Can you imagine what great fame the Brothers would have received if the orphanages were staffed with such professionals? The Glory of the Christian Brothers would still be shining today. Society is like that; the rich always find a way to possess the best. The best Brother educators manned the cream of Schools and Colleges throughout Australia for over one hundred years. There are thousands of "silver spoons" that rightly sing the praises of the education gained in the best schools of the Christian Brothers. Sadly up to the middle 1960’s, most of the orphans left congregate care illiterate and ill prepared for life. The poor, "Even what little they have, will be taken away," is an often misquote from the Bible. Why was that? 

I often reflect whether we Christian Brothers sold our birthright for the adulation of the Bishops and for social success. Did we Christian Brothers, as Lay Religious, succumb to flattery or did we lose our love for the "poor?" It seems to me that by the end of the Twentieth Century there existed a danger that the Brothers would be judged for ending up on the wrong side of the North/South divide. Did we stay too long serving the rich West while most of the Third World declined into destitution? 

However that all might be, the Brotherhood became my life for 37 years and I have no regrets for trying to live by their ideals. I would become a teacher of the poor and I saw the Christian Brothers as having the God given mission to achieve my ideals. Perhaps my reader can already see that there existed in the relationship a tension over the nature of the mission of the Order. Now there were two fuses lit. The first was Child Abuse and the second would be my fundamental option for teaching only the very poor. 

Perhaps my separation from the Order, though unthinkable to me for over thirty years, was inevitable. Once the files of the Lost Children of the Empire were released, revealing the extent of the abuse of the most defenceless, I was shattered. Their pain and abuse was my pain. I must side with the abused. I have never recovered, perhaps never will recover, from my separation from the Brothers. 

All this was long in the future. For the present I was happy receiving a good education. 

My stay at Edmund Rice College was not as happy as Strathfield. It seemed to me that there were too many students, about one hundred of us, for only four teaching Brothers. Bundoora, or Edmund Rice College in Melbourne, was a new training centre for Brothers, without the security in tradition that existed at Strathfield. Even the buildings were not ready to receive us. The buildings formed a pentagon with a chapel jutting out from the junction of the two storey high wings. The classrooms were the bottom single story of the pentagon. The hall was left wing; the toilets and showers were the right wing. Too new, too unfinished and chaotic would be a very accurate description of the first two months of the life of Bundoora. There was one tap for one hundred students, builders were everywhere, piles of building rubble abounded and the electricity was not connected to 90% of the establishment. 

We moved in during February and it was not officially "opened" till August or September by Dr. Daniel Mannix. The press reported 59,000 people turning up for the opening. My job, on that memorable day, was to protect the hall side of the quadrangle’s new flower gardens from being trampled to death. 

The Catholic Church of Melbourne was dominated by the Irish Religion Culture under the leadership of Archbishop Daniel Mannix. Archbishop Mannix was very old, nearly a centenarian in 1958. 

"Dr. Mannix, how do you account for the fact that you have lived for 95 years?" asked one reporter. 

"I suppose it has everything to do with the fact that I was born in the 1850’s," he replied. 

Melbourne for me was too Irish in its outlook. I have a theory or two about the non-spirituality that was handed down. To me it was a perverted version of the ignorant but cemented sectarian beliefs of the "little Irish mother," coupled with a fanatical attachment to a Catholic Religion that could exist without Christianity. There was a stale remnant of religious bigotry and blind fidelity to church authority personified in the cult attached to the following of Dr. Daniel Mannix. Melbourne of the 1950’s needed the Vatican Two Council desperately. 

Strathfield had breaths of fresh air in its Christianity and humanity that I did not find at Bundoora. Strathfield versus Bundoora was like Christianity verses Catholicism, faith versus religion, life giving verses a slow death, learning and renewal versus a stagnant stability. Sydney for me was more in tune with a growth relationship with God. 

I could still pray at Strathfield while Bundoora assumed we couldn’t and proceeded to teach the art of meditation. I tried and tried to learn the new way but in the end I always turned back to my God. 

These were the steps to meditation taught at Bundoora: a) composition of place, b) first thought to consider, c) second thought, d) third thought, e) conclusion and resolution. I never knew that prayer was supposed to be such a dominantly intellectual exercise. My movie projector mind was being shut down. Being emotionally human was not encouraged. Yet what is a relationship with God without emotions? What is a prayer relationship with God that ignores or suspects our God gifted humanity? How does ignoring or destroying the natural sanctify?

I was in trouble with this new meditation from the very beginning. I was never very good and am still very weak, at the thrust and parry of mental sword fighting. I can’t debate. My mind, forty years on, is still full of pictures, movies. Not mine is the fascination of abstract words building into clever argument. I need lots of time to feel and reason through my responses to situations, ideas. I felt guilty in not being able to take on board the mental cerebration needed for this form of prayer. Silly me, trusting me, not to realise that what I had was a far better gift! 

At Bundoora two things stand out as shaping my life: firstly, I had my first taste of public victimisation and secondly, I consciously began to reach out in adult friendship. Don’t laugh at the second development. The most difficult achievement for the institutionalised is socialisation, is to consciously reach out to others in genuine trust and friendship. Low self-esteem is a dreadful barrier. 

Who was the bully? He was a Brother in a very high position. In another State of Australia he aspired to the number one position but in Victoria he was on the first, "Southern Provincial Council," the governing body of the Order taking in four States of Australia: Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia. A heavily built man, aged and past it, he seemed to glory in his lack of academic qualifications, and humble origin. He flaunted what little fame he had achieved and loved dropping the names of important men in high places he had met or counted as friends. 

I concluded that he was a social coward; one who could and did attack the socially powerless and defenceless. He thought nothing of deliberately trying to crush me in order to bring control into an of out of control establishment. I became his scapegoat for the bedlam during the first two months at Bundoora. 

In 1958, Bundoora was out in the country, on the very fringe of Melbourne suburbia. Next door, half a mile away, was the Melbourne Police Horse-Riding Academy. Further up Plenty Road back towards Melbourne was Betsy’s corner cake shop, two miles from our College. About half a mile from the cake shop, down Greensborough Road was Watsonia, the Jesuit Monastery. My unknown brother was to live in that monastry later on. Unknowing we were neighbours. 

On the other side of Bundoora, about half a mile away, was our other neighbour Janefield, the children’s psychiatric hospital. The rest of our surrounds were the bush land along the Plenty River valley, cattle farms and horse studs. Thistles and briars grew out of control for miles around. About 10 miles down the road past Janefield was Yan Yean. This area had some beautiful stud farms and the forest reserve for the Yan Yean Reservoir. So to describe the location of Bundoora in 1958 as isolated would be an understatement. 

Behind Bundoora were the Plenty Valley and the Plenty River. There were snakes everywhere. Snakes were often to be encountered once you reached the gum tree wilderness leading down the rocky valley to the River. I think it was the aqueduct that ran through the last paddocks in front of this bush land that attracted the snakes close to our College. The water was cold but the cement of the aqueduct was very warm. The deep grass cover made the aqueduct an ideal environment for the deadly poisonous tiger snakes. 

Rabbits were also everywhere. Rabbits were even in the rubble piles around the building site and in the quadrangle. It was a rabbit incident that was used to humiliate me by the Brother described above. 

Nearly all the students at Bundoora came from secure and traditional Catholic families of the Australian economic boom of the 1950’s and had attended Christian Brothers Colleges. The breakdown in discipline and good order was a consequence of our situation. None of us should have been put into such inadequate conditions. We did not complain but many of the new students had no idea of the behaviour expected from would-be Christian Brothers. 

Apparently all sorts of "deviance", such as smoking, sneaking out at night, going to Betsy’s cake shop and associating with the builders were rife. All such activities were innocent in themselves but for a Religious Training College they were not allowed. No reading the papers and no listening to the radio were two other important rules. Above all you must not have any particular friends. All were your friends or comrades but close friendships were branded as the worst kind of evil to be avoided. It was a fear of homosexuality that was never expressed but underlined most of the social taboos of Religious Communities of that era. I never had problems with keeping rules, though many I did not understand till the penny dropped many years later.

I remained ignorant of all the "wrong doing" of those first few weeks. The hardships encountered I took in my stride. It must have been beyond the thoughts of the "deviants" to invite me along. I know I would not have gone. Then came that rabbit! 

St Kevin’s College had loaned a couple of sets of Indian clubs. These were used for exercise. Twirling, swinging, throwing them up and catching them, all in a rhythmic motion, was something I had learned to do at Clontarf. I was happy to spend a few minutes instructing a little group of interested students, or just showing off outside in the quadrangle. This particular afternoon a rabbit bolted out from a rubble pile in the middle of the quadrangle. It headed straight at me. I instinctively let fly as the rabbit kept coming and bolted between my legs. 

The club missed but did a tumble or two and the knob handle snapped off on a half-buried brick. The rabbit careered on like a grand prix motor cycle cornering too fast, and skidded all over the quadrangle till eventually it found the safety of another rubble pile at the hall end. Many joined in the chase but my eyes were transfixed on the broken club. I had to report what I had done. After much time searching, there was no Brother to be found and I bailed up a senior, Patrick O'Flaherty. 

"Stop worrying Bert, I’ll handle this," he assured me. 

He must have eventually reported what had happened to one of the Brothers and my Br. Bully was told. 

It so happened that that very evening, Headquarters decided to start the reformation. They would purge away all the faults of the past few weeks. Br. Nash, the new director, retired for a couple of weeks suffering great emotional stress, more from the appalling conditions than from the conduct of the students. The other members of the staff were considered too inexperienced to handle the reform process. Br. Bully from headquarters at Treacy College was ordered in to establish discipline. 

"Would the boy who broke the Indian club come out here," he ordered. 

I was seventeen. The evening meal was just finished and we all expected to be dismissed for wash-up to be followed by prayer and then night study. I walked down the dining room and stood in front of him. He spun me around to face the whole school. 

"This is the type of dishonest, deceiving boy we don’t want or need in our Juniorates. He is a coward, not reporting that he had broken the club, so generously loaned to us by St. Kevin’s College….. etc. etc." 

His tirade lasted for over an hour, as deviance, faults and disgraces were reeled out. 

"The destruction of the Order’s good name….etc. The shame of the Congregation … etc. The generosity of St. Kevin’s College thrown back in its face." On and on he raved.

I stood there facing everyone as it all poured over me and onto the rest of the student body. What I heard horrified me, yet I was held up as the chief instigator of the breakdown of discipline. My embarrassment and humiliation were excruciating and the gains from Strathfield were wiped out in that one unreal, horrific tirade. 

I was not allowed to move back to my place and was the only student singled out. Many a good vocation was destroyed during that display of brutal, immoral and irrational power. My punishment for that impulsive throw was to be his scapegoat for the whole of that horrid session. I expected to be expelled immediately. 

THERE WAS NO FOLLOW UP, NO PRIVATE INTERVIEW. NOTHING HAPPENED TO ME AFTER THAT PUBLIC DENUNCIATION. 

This only cemented my anger and the conviction of the cowardly nature of Br. Bully. He disappeared for months after that. For weeks after I felt like bashing him over the head with a beam from the junk pile. I was terrified of my own anger. 

My best friend from Clontarf left the Juniorate the next day. 

"I’m leaving, we don’t have to put up with him. Are you coming with me?" Gerard asked. 

I couldn’t, and to this day I still don’t know why I stayed. He begged me to join him. Gerald Reardon left Bundoora and joined the army. He wanted me to do the same. The army would be easy, it was very tempting. Half a dozen other good recruits left within a week. 

Another mate, a few days later, put his arm over my shoulder and said, "You’re doing fine, Albert."

I ran away, hid and cried my eyes out. I remained in a state of shock and stress for months. I am that way. When hurt I absorb the pain and bury it deep within myself. I never forget those who inflict pain, abuse or injustice. My body always absorbed it, as my ignorance and isolation prevented me from articulating or having someone to share in or soothe the pain away. Being dazed best describes a frequent state of my childhood and youth. Silent bewilderment is how I have coped with or buried injustices. Some call it strength of character; I call it powerlessness.

There is no one more defenceless than the orphan. There is no family to ring up, no relation to come to his/her defence, no civil servant social worker to approach. Br. Bully knew this. He could be as outrageous as he liked knowing no one would hold him accountable. However, I do!

The irony: I was cemented to the notion and pursuit of goodness from a very young age but I kept bumping up against evil. I learned to look closer at the supposed goodness of people. Universal approval can be gained by the most infamous if they can credit to themselves the goodness of others or the reputation of their organisation. Under the umbrella of the good name of the Christian Brothers and the Religious of Australia, many a child abuser thrived. Perhaps to fight against child abuse was why I was born? 

As at Strathfield, after this public humiliation, I was never teased or shunned by my fellow students. The staff at Bundoora, especially the Principal Br. Simon Nash, took special care with my schooling. I could never understand how they could give of themselves so much yet never mention or stand up to and condemn the injustice. How does one reach the stage of what I discovered was heroic moral strength? Perhaps that stage is only for the very few. 

I still pray that God will always spare the world from tyrants who are not held accountable. Look around our world today, you can still find these cowardly, reckless wielders of power. 

There is no healing when you are a victim, no forgiveness during helplessness; only a lingering, hurting, wounded raw memory. Many of the children of my childhood did not survive the long-term effects of their abuse but I had my God and I believe He kept and sustained my spirit. The pain and memories last a lifetime. Perhaps my ignorance and lack of articulation was my barrier against open rebellion? 

I met my Br. Bully four years later in the Noviciate at Lower Plenty in 1962. I was a very new Christian Brother on the eve of my 21st birthday. 

"A famous singing master has generously agreed to use some of his valuable time to privilege you by teaching a Latin Motet, in four part harmony," stated our third Novice Master, Br. Killian O’Donoghue. 

Br. Killian was a fair violinist. I always liked people who played or made music. There is an emotional commitment required to express ones self with feeling musically. A musician generally indicates a good and sensitive person. You can always pick the genuine article. The fraud exploits music for public adulation. 

Our noviciate group went down in history as having survived five Novice Masters in one year. The revolution of the 60’s was not only restricted to the flower people and Woodstock, but it penetrated into the secret, never seen training houses of many Religious Orders. Our revolution was best summed up mental freedom. We were given enough latitude to dare to question the many seemingly meaningless rules and routines that had crippled and stunted the growth of many a religious personality of the C20th. The cult of the individual, the great social revolution of the 1960’s, was destroying the mindless uniformity formally expected of good young religious. 

"You must be as humble as a door mat and as pliable as a plate of porridge," our second and near deaf Novice Master, Br. Claver Daly, used to never tire of saying. 

I liked him but he had lived a life that had reduced his brilliant mind and gentle, charming personality to the status of a door mouse. He fully expected salvation for this self-mutilation and I am sure my generous and understanding God obliged. 

We thirty-four novices of Lower Plenty, Mater Dei Noviciate, in Melbourne, interrupted our free time that Winter afternoon to suffer the privilege of being his choir for a full hour. I took great delight in deliberately destroying his lesson by singing off key and jokingly singing the descending arpeggio, "O Poo, O Poo, O Poo, O Poo," during a break for his afternoon tea. His lesson was a disaster. Oh, what the memory of pain will do to one! 

When he left and after a dressing down from the Novice Master we miraculously had no trouble singing the motet perfectly in four-part harmony. O was not the only one with a long memory. We had some very skilled musicians in our group, Jack Clark, Tony Dillon and Laurie Swaney to name three that immediately come to mind. 

Years later, 1980, I was volunteered to go with Br. Paul Nangle to take over the Fiji mission school of St. Thomas High School, Lautoka. We called into Sydney to see my Br. Bully who happened to be Paul’s pin up or something. He was bed-ridden and a very old man, living in one room at Waverley College. A leopard cannot change its spots! 

"I started from nothing, a poor humble cottage in Ballarat," he boasted, etc. etc. 

Paul was the recently retired headmaster of St.Patrick’s College Ballarat and in Br Bully’s eyes, someone of substance. While I? Well what could you expect? I was not even present to that august couple. I always think of that Dickensian Character, Mr. Bumble, when Br. Bully comes to mind. 

My presence was ignored by both. The ex-headmasters of St. Patrick’s College and now my new Br. Superior and headmaster of Fiji, babbled on in mutual admiration. Story after story followed of how he hired cars and drove the ex-cardinal Gilroy round the place: whom he met and whom he was now writing to in the Government. Would you believe it! 

I left the power brokers to themselves by quietly slipping away and went for a walk around the block. Br Bully went to heaven soon after and perhaps he is full of astonishment at the numbers of "insignificant people" present and the absence of so many friends? I imagine him searching the halls of heaven to find someone of substance. Cut it out Bert! 

To return back to Bundoora, I thought I would never graduate. To the credit of Br. Simon Nash, the director of the Juniorate, he kept ordering me to repeat my failed Leaving Certificate and Matriculation years. I was head boy and head prefect two years in a row. I found that very difficult socially. As head boy I had to give the speeches on festive occasions. All my mates were already Christian Brothers and I was still a Juniorate boy. 

Still, failure gave me time to develop quite a number of skills and hobbies: public speaking, public reading, music, art, bookbinding, hairdressing, touch-typing, drama, gymnastics, basketball, swimming, cricket, soccer and Australian rules football. It was to take till the end of 1960 before I developed a liking for public reading. I liked to practice voice production though, God help me, I had a rough institutional accent. Best of all I discovered great literature and my love of history. I played music on the recorder and trumpet and loved to make art especially ink drawings. Privately I studied the skills of choir masters and dabbled in music composition. I still loved to sing. 

In January 1962 while on holidays with the Alan Killigrew, the famous coach of St. Kilds Football Club, and his family at Yarrawonga on the Murray River. The Sun newspaper declared that I had passed every subject in my second attempt at Matriculating. No one was there to congratulate me. To celebrate, I ran down to the Murray River, just beyond the Yarrawonga Weir and swam from the State of Victoria to the State of New South Wales and back. It had taken five years to move from dunce to matriculation. I was at last a high school graduate and ready to become a Novice Christian Brother. I punched the air. Yes!

In Matriculating, I remained a very slow reader, but Dickens was my encyclopedia on studying human nature. I also discovered Mark Twain, Thomas Hardy and the Romantic Poets, Keats, Shelley and Byron. I could not abide Gerald Manly Hopkins who was raved about by my teachers. There were enough words in the dictionary that I would never know without his adding his jumbled inventions to the language. Chaucer remained as impossible as learning a foreign language, but I was beginning to love passages from Shakespeare as I committed much to memory. In many ways my education was not ended with Matriculating but entering what I rather call chapter two, to things I wanted to learn. 

Socially I was still completely ignorant. In human relationships I could offer only loyalty. The ugly well of loneliness remained full and direction was found in my commitment of loyalty to the Congregation of the Christian Brothers and my faith in my God and His Church. The means of developing socially in a male religious order was through Sport. Sport was the legitimate social and emotional release offered. 

After swimming, basketball became my second passion from 1959. A basketball friend, I suppose that was what it was all about. When as a young person you are hooked on something, you look around to gauge yourself against those peers you assess as the best. A few years later and it would have been surfing, skateboarding or karate …etc. 

I noticed that the boy from Kalgoorlie, Kevin Paull, took to shooting hoops on his own. At first I was not attracted to this tough looking, dark hair kid. Gradually I liked the way he seemed to be at ease with himself, full of a natural confidence that comes from self-acceptance and there was that determination to master a skill. I wanted the same things. A couple of weeks observing him through the dining room windows at afternoon tea made me decide to risk joining him. We enjoyed our sessions for the rest of that year, then he went to the Noviciate while I was told to have another try at passing the Leaving Certificate examinations.

It was the first time in my life that I consciously reached out to share something with another individual. That was progress, a rewarding experience. I was emerging from the anonymity of the crown where I had hidden for years. Usually every section of our day was defined by the ringing of bells. This little slot for basketball was my own. I was aware of actually stepping out, daring rejection and ending up making a friend and having a wonderful time. It was also a sign that I was beginning to grow socially and emotionally, to accept myself and to take on board a little self-confidence. 

Developing my swimming was another means for self-confidence building. Tony Dillon, a Melbourne student, was a great swimmer, so smooth, fast and graceful as he cut through the water doing breastroke. I had never had a formal swimming lesson in my life, so technique fascinated me. His technique screamed private coaching. My breastroke action never felt co-ordinated, let alone graceful and smooth. Tony’s was a masterpiece. So I tagged along behind Tony as often as possible and tryed to imitate his techniques: pull, kick and glide. My kick seemed to put my knees into dislocation. However, his smooth technique I adapted to my other strokes. 

By the early 1960’s it was nothing for a small group of us to do 200 laps of the Lower Plenty Noviciate pool. We even had a polar bear club going during the Winter months. When we returned to Bundoora as Second Year Novices, there was installed a brand new 30 metre pool. Oh, life was good in 1963. We used to attempt to crack the 100 laps in the short time given for recreation between lecture, prayers, study and cleaning duties. My best endurance session was 88 laps of non-stop freestyle during a recreation break between lectures. 

Sport gave me the opportunity to develop my social skills among my peers. With them, I happily agreed to enter my second stage of training: the training to be a teacher as a Vowed Christian Brother. Doing good for the world with my life became more and more an achievable reality. I took my vows of Religion and in 1964 graduated a Primary Teacher. 

About this time my brother Alex was my neighbour and taking steps to enter the Jesuit Order. 

Chapter 7. The Man Who Has It All.

A little boy headed off to school. In Ireland it was politically incorrect for him to be receiving anything other than indoctrination in free Protestant schools. He was an Irish Catholic from Callan in the C18th. walking to his small illegal private Catholic school. 

In the Eighteenth Century, the policy of the British was to proselytise the rebellious Irish Catholics; or to keep them poor through grinding taxes, ever increasing land rentals and impossible land leases. Famine and/or grinding poverty would make rebellion a thing of the past. A million died in the potato famine and millions of economic migrants left to establish the Irish culture and Catholic Religion in colonies in the United States, England, New Zealand, Australia, Canada, Africa and South America. The persecution and destitution had the effect, ironically, of spreading the Catholic Religion through the Colonies of Britain by migrating Irish Catholics. 

Edmund, the small boy walking out into the country to attend a private school, was something above the ordinary. Protestants and their wealthy families rattled past in their coaches, while Edmund Rice willingly headed for another day of Reading, Composition and Spelling, Latin, Greek, Navigation, Mathematics, History, Geography, some basic Book Keeping and, of course, Penmanship. Edmund’s was a large family but he was obviously the brains and hope for their future prosperity. Under a crop of red hair and freckles he sparkled with intelligence. His teacher pushed him as far as he could go, which was beyond the humble goals for survival of most of the other students. 

It is almost a truism to say that he was an Irish Catholic and to add that he was religious. Edmund was more. He adopted Christianity as his own, becoming quite a committed Christian from a very early age. It was one thing to adhere to the Catholic Religion, millions do, but to be a committed Christian, as well as being a Catholic, is a conversion that many don’ think to take. It requires a conversion to the reality of a relationship with God. It requires being touched by God and responding in kind. 

Everyone saw that Edmund had this level of spiritual maturity. His parents passed on their faith. They were aided by visiting Augustinian priests who did the circuit of "good" Catholic homes. Prayers, the recitation of the rosary, reading the Bible and meditation, were daily rituals for the Rice family. Bible reading was something that was very unusual for most Catholics because of its association with them Protestant Churches. Catholics stuck to the New Testament, the Sacraments, the Pulpit and the authority of the Pope. Apparently Edmund grew up with Bible Reading and it was one that he never abandoned. 

It is still a struggle today to get many Catholics to read scripture. Many Catholic authorities had a fear of undermining the teaching authority of the Papacy that they thought would come from free access to and personal interpretation of God’s Word. As consequences, Catholics suffered through lack of access to Scripture, while the Reformation Churches suffered through the loss of access to the full Sacramental Life that God gave. 

Two hundred years ago most boys, if they were lucky, went to work or were apprenticed soon after entering their teens. Edmund had an uncle in the port town of Waterford who swooped on the opportunity of having such a bright, intelligent and upright nephew in the business. Success and wealth followed years of application and shrewd business moves. Edmund eventually inherited the business.

Many a convict and migrant ship received its supplies from the Waterford warehouses of Mr Rice. As a Catholic businessman, he also owned farms to supply salted beef and mutton, potatoes, apples and grain. He had contacts for barrel and sack suppliers, ropes and sail makers and all the other stores required by sailing ships. Europe was into Empire building and the greatest one of the time was the British Empire. Waterford was a supply port for the British merchant fleets. 

Edmund could count his wealth in hundreds of thousands of pounds plus assets. His friends were the business fraternity of Waterford: the social set. He was, to use modern language, a successful young yuppy. His fabulous wealth and obvious goodness broke down the social stigma of his also being a Catholic. He had a beautiful home, owned a stable of horses and had his own carriages. At the same time he was known to be a devout, generous and committed Christian. Life was very good to Edmund Rice. 

He belonged to a fraternity of young businessmen who prayed and studied scripture. He bought slaves and set them free, he supported the local convents of nuns as well as the local bishop and his priests. He often set up honest poor battlers in their own small businesses. 

Then he fell in love and married. It was quite a social event when young Mr. Rice finally tied the knot and no doubt the best clothes and carriages were used for the occasion. Only the Waterford bishop would be good enough for such a big social event: the wedding of wealthiest and most generous Catholic in town. The relations alone would number enough to fill any town hall. 

His was a loving relationship with his beautiful young wife but their first and only child, Mary, was born retarded. They loved her. They kept up their habit of riding out together on their best horses at weekends. The Irish love good horse flesh and Mr. Rice could certainly afford to have the best in his stable. Dressed in the latest riding fashions and on beautifully kept mounts, they made a striking couple riding together. 

Sadly it was one of these happy occasions that caused the accident. His young wife took a fall off her horse while attempting a jump. She never recovered and died soon after. Edmund was devastated and all his future plans melted away in a sea of grief. The funeral of his wife was a sad event. The congregation went beyond the whole cross section of Waterford society to include all the south-eastern seaboard of Ireland; Protestant as well as Catholic, the rich as well as the poor. 

"Good Mr. Rice has lost his wife," was the saying on everyone’s lips.

What was the point of going on; why work so hard? He could no longer find meaningfulness in his old lifestyle and work. Only people who have experienced such reversals could understand his depression. Tragedy, sadness and pain replaced love and happiness. He could have descended into despair but instead, after some time, he chose to find meaningfulness in new directions and goals. 

He found, like most genuine Christians, that one relationship was not destroyed: his relationship with his God. True Christians can take on board the pain as well as the joys of living. A God relationship does not lessen ones humanity, sensitivity or emotions. The so-called "opium" of a God relationship I have found to be a fallacy. With God one is able to move on, seeing the tragedy and the ecstasy experiences as threads forming the tapestry of a life offered to God. 

As a businessman Edmund had nothing to prove for everything he touched had turned into gold. Some months after the death of his wife, he planned to give it all away and enter a monastery, an Augustinian monastery, on the Continent of Europe. He wanted to surrender the rest of his life to his God relationship built up since he walked the lanes and fields to attend his first school. 

A housekeeper was hired to care for his baby daughter. He consulted the bishop and discussed his plans with his friends. Often he became abstracted during office hours. He took to looking out of windows and watching the wild kids playing on the wharf and in the alleys around his warehouses, wondering what was best for his helpless daughter. He prayed and consulted. Eventually he told his hard nosed, down to earth, house keeper about his plan to hand everything over to his relations and place his daughter into a good home and to retire to a Europe monastery. 

Some days later the noise of the street kids was more than usual. Edmund went to close the windows. 

"You know, Mr. Rice, it’s not my place to tell you what to do but I tink you are making a big mistake," said the housekeeper as she nursed Mary. 

"What do you see all that time you spend looking out of windows? I’ll tell you. CHILDREN! POOR, CATHOLIC CHILDREN WHO CAN’T AFFORD SCHOOLING AND WHO WON’T GO TO THEM PROTESTANT SCHOOLS! Running wild they are, up to crime, dirty torn clothes, unkempt, foul-mouthed savages if you ask me. And you, with all that money, throwing it away and burying yourself in Europe! I know my place but ‘tis a crying shame, don’t you tink? I’ve said my 

piece, so there it ‘tis," she concluded what was for her a daring and forceful condemnation of his plans. 

It was like opening a door in his clouded mind and allowing in the light. From then on his future was mapped out. He knew he would start a school for the street kids of Waterford. It caused a sensation in Waterford. He found an old stable, which he renovated into a classroom, kitchen, wash rooms and clothes stores. The street kids, he reasoned, would have to be enticed into his free school. 

He experienced the disaster that any untrained teacher of good will would experience walking into that situation with untamed boys. By the way, he financed a similar school for girls run by the Sisters of Charity. He also established a home for destitute aged people. He quickly understood that he needed professional teachers and paid a couple of dedicated young teachers from Cork to come and establish both physical order and educational direction. His school was packed out from the first day, indicating that he had touched on the raw nerve of his time: the need to save the Irish Catholic children from destitution, crime and misery by providing free education in a Christian environment. The rest is history. 

Other like-minded Christians soon joined in the work and so began the lay institute called, "The Brothers of the Christian Schools of Ireland," commonly known in the English speaking world as "The Christian Brothers." 

There was a battle among the Bishops to gain the next Christian Brother community and school for their towns. With increasing numbers of Brothers, schools were opened all over Ireland. Schools in England and Malta followed and finally, nearly the whole of the English-speaking world. 

With success and growth in numbers of Brothers and Schools began the battle for control of such an influential Order of educators by the Bishops. They wanted to build up their own kingdoms and prestige. The Order had to fight to gain its independence from the control of the Bishops. Eventually the Christian Brothers won Pontifical Lay Institute status. They became an army of lay religious men under their own leaders answerable only to the Pope. The Institute was given the freedom from Rome to move to the missions of its choosing. Some Brothers chose to remain under the power of the local bishop and they became known as the Pretition Brothers. In the Eighteenth, Nineteenth and the first half of the Twentieth Centuries there were always too many invitations from the Bishops for the available Brothers. 

Did Edmund Rice live happily ever after? I think he lived with a sense of pride at what God used him to accomplish for education of the poor. Yet, as with every servant of God, there was always the shadow of The Cross. Rejection of his dearest beliefs, personal accusations and slanders, betrayals and misunderstandings were never far from him. Envy and jealousy at his success were common. He lived to become a very old man in a wheel chair, over which young Brothers would jostle for the privilege of wheeling him about. 

Just a couple of years ago he was declared, "Venerable Edmund Rice" by the Pope a step or two away from being declared "Saint Edmund Rice the Modern Apostle of Ireland." Perhaps time will judge him as a second St. Patrick. He truly was the man who turned around the effects of religious persecution on the Irish poor and restored pride to that oppressed nation. 

He died with his Bible and rosary. In today’s world we would say that he gave away his millions to the poor and dedicated the rest of his life to serving the poor through Christian Education. His most remembered saying was: "PROVIDENCE IS OUR INHERITANCE." 

It seems to me that the divide between the rich and the poor of this new millennium is crystal clear and yet there is a reluctance among the rich to risk their security to reach out in compassion to the Third World. Institutions can also fail to see the change in ergonomics or become reluctant to let go of the security of their past successes and reach out into new areas, even to new countries, in order to re-discover spirit of their founders. The genius of Edmund Rice was to bridge the divide between the First and Third World of Ireland and the British Empire through the power of a great and relevant education presented by men of Christian enlightenment. 

It was never a problem for me to follow such a man and mission. For 30 years I lived in the belief of the goodness of his Institute of Christian Brothers. It would take me another seven years to withdraw my association with the Christian Brothers, however I will never "sign off" being a Christian Brother for I consider myself the betrayed not the betrayer. 

From 1962 to 1964 I underwent full time training in Religion and Teacher Education and graduated PTPC (Trained Primary Teacher Certificate) for the State of Victoria. My first posting was to the Victorian town of Ballarat and I began my teaching career as a Christian Brother at St. Patrick’s Primary School, Drummond Street. A Grade 3 class. I was content for years to strive to become a good teacher, even an educator. 

My profession as a teacher was about to take a nosedive in appreciation in the developed world as technology and affluence abounded. My sights were on keeping the rules and to go where I was sent. Yet deep in my heart I wanted to educate the real poor. It took time for me to realise that my order had lost its charism, the spirit of Edmund. We had been kidnapped spiritually by materialism and complacency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ch.8. A Christian Brother in the 20th. Century. 

 

Ballarat, an old gold mining town, lies about 100 kilometres north of Melbourne in the State of Victoria. If history can stake any claim in the short period of white occupation of Australia then the town of Ballarat would be in the front line. Gold was discovered in the 1850’s and the countryside of the Colony of Victoria and its city and port, Melbourne, were practically deserted. Thousands headed for the rich gold nugget country round Ballarat. Thousands more flocked down from the north, the New South Wales Colony. Farmers became thin on the ground and farm labourers were deserting from all over Australia. Gold fever, like that of the 49ers in California, nearly emptied town and country throughout Australia. 

Ballarat was also the first and only site in the Colony of Australia where whites turned against whites in battle. The hated mining licences finally caused the rebellion led by Peter Lalor against officialdom. British soldiers finally ended the stand-off between miners and officials, with the storming of the miners’ stockade , Eureka Stockade. It took only an hour or so and it was all over. I think about 30 miners and a few soldiers lost their lives. 

Today’s tourist to this historic city can read the history on display at the Eureka Stockade, situated in Ballarat East. Some say that Ballarat planted the seeds of republicanism, an issue between Australians that remains unresolved. No doubt this new millennium will finally sever this last of the colonies ties to Britain. 

Ballarat was my first mission. The Brothers Community lived up at St Patrick’s College in Stuart St, situated along the main road and up from the central business district. In 1965, twenty-five of us lived on site. We all prayed and dined together but that was about all the unity that existed in the community. During the day and weekends we were split between the four Brothers schools of the town. 

The dominant mission was St. Patrick’s College, a huge boarding establishment for country district boys and a secondary college for the local Catholics. It had a great reputation for producing footballers. Down in the town was St. Paul’s Technical School. Trades education and apprenticeships were still important in the 1960’s and the cynics used to say of their students that they were "good with their hands not with their heads." The success of this school proved such snobbery false. 

There were two elitist cliques in the Ballarat Community consisting of the up-and-coming university qualified Brothers and retired headmasters and then there were the "senior Brothers." Both cliques taught at the College and at St. Paul’s. Lowest of the low were the "branch school Brothers," who taught at the primary schools of St. Alepius’s in Ballarat East, and St. Patrick’s Primary School in Drummond Street. Three Brothers taught at each of these primary schools. The young Brothers who staffed the primary schools, apart from the two principals, were Terry Kant, Gerry Mitchel, Denis Burland and me. 

I started teaching my huge class of Grade 3 boys and the next year taught them again as Grade 4s. Not all went to Grade 4, because in my first year young Francis Hines died. Francis was a gentle, kind and completely innocent seven-year-old, who died of leukaemia at the St. John of God Hospital, Ballarat. At first he was in the children’s ward but near the end of his life he had his own isolation room. His was a gently passing, a little pale wasted child with golden hair who died of exhaustion from the effects of his dreadful illness. In those days there really was little they could do. Ten years later such an outcome would become rare. The times and ignorance were against Francis. 

Francis belonged to a large family; they were all deeply affected by his death. His mother was a great and generous "battler" and I can still see her face lined with sadness at the passing of Francis. When I remember him I always say a prayer to him, because I was certain he was my friend and that he passed straight to the company of my God. 

All teachers remember their first class and I remember the families: the Sargeants, the Nolans, the Zalas, the Zimlacks, the Armstrongs, the Ruises, the Wilkies etc. I remember them because I broke one of the cardinal rules that Brothers were not supposed to do. I visited the families, I wanted to know and understand the boys I taught. 

I got to know them and found the connections invaluable for discovering the ambitions, desires, the problems, the values and the beliefs that caused the young parents to send their children to our private school. It was also important for me to understand normal children raised outside of congregate care. I was completely ignorant of the beauty of belonging to loving families. Belonging to a family was something I could only dream of as a child. Now as their young teacher and inexperienced in the reality of family life, I had to know their background for myself.

I knew not normality and I was determined to understand my students. 

Was I a successful teacher? All teachers would find it difficult to answer this question. I was obsessed, naturally, with making sure that they could all read. My own experiences of illiteracy put this skill first in my priorities. The Brother inspector visited each year and they always found my class was to quote Br. L. Carroll: 

"Too noisy but a happy bunch of kids. Some good work being done. Music and art are very impressive." 

There is no way I could be a strict disciplinarian demanding and achieving silence all day. Though discipline was considered the number one skill of a good teacher, I wanted happiness to rule more than anything. The discipline benchmark of "the good old days" did not gel with my approach to teaching. I generally got all fired up with enthusiasm for what we were doing and I think it was contagious. Occasionally I would try to revert to the discipline mould but the strain on myself was too much and the kids knew my reforms could not survive a couple of lessons. 

The Christian Brothers were obsessed with discipline. On leaving the Teachers’ College at Box Hill after graduation I was handed two things: a hat and a strap. The black formal dress hat did not last two weeks even though it looked most impressive and expensive when coupled with the black suit and clerical white collar. Wearing a hat was completely novel for me and I think I left it accidentally on the train or local bus. I honestly don’t know its fate. I never found it again nor bothered to ask for another. 

The leather strap was for inflicting corporal punishment. I found myself using it as a blackboard pointer. About a month after school started I was using it to beat a rhythm during a notation lesson on the blackboard when there was a knock on the door. 

"Brother, there’s someone at the door," was the usual chorus from the kids.

As I headed for the door I became very conscious of the strap in my hand and instinctively threw it down to the back of the room. Well that was my intention. However, the strap took on wings and flew fast and high towards the back wall and then right through one of the high closed windows. 

All the little kids chorused a high pitched, "oooooooooooowwwaaaaaaaahhh, Brother look what you did! etc." 

Lots of laughs and giggles and general mayhem followed. I was just as surprised and deeply embarrassed by the tinkling of the glass down onto the singing stands at the back of the room. That was the end of my strap. I decided that a proper pointer, the blackboard ruler, would prevent future embarrassment. 

I have to confess however, that I did use one a couple of times up at the College a year or two later, on really obnoxious teenagers. I always felt sick and guilty as hell afterwards. Occasionally, when really pressed and abused, I lost my cool. 

I had been moulded in the Christian Brother tradition but I saw the strap as a burden. When a complete breakdown of discipline and defiance was continuous, it was like a challenge, a dare to see if I would resort to physical violence. In the face of humiliation and verbal abuse it was difficult to resist. Were you letting the Order down by failing to be the expect disciplinarian? In some more traditional schools the students seem to take pride in keeping tallies of how often they were strapped. To be strapped by all the Brothers was a desirable goal by a few masochists teens. St. Patrick’s College has some one of them. Some adults I’ve met, boast that they had actually become men undamaged by surviving the Christian Brothers corporal punishments. Oh my, get a life! 

In my 30 year teaching career I think I reverted to the strap about half a dozen times. I always felt emotionally sick but justified before and after the event. It would take me hours to calm down after inflicting such primitive punishment. It must be over 25 years since I gave away corporal punishment. 

I found that there were other ways and generally more successful ways of punishment: detention, lines or dialogue. The worst punishment was to leave a child to reap the fruits of its own deviance. These perversions of discipline resulted from discipline being the main criteria of a "good" teacher. If I centred my education on discipline I would be broken. Inflicting corporal punishment, I always felt, was a vindictive outburst of hurt pride. It took me a few years to realise that real educators don’t even consider discipline an educational tool. Having discipline in the Brothers’ tradition meant dominance over a class. It was just an ego trip or a perverted love of power or the showing one’s insecurity. I loved teaching, it was to become my life. Discipline I discarded from my menu of skills. 

Reformation and reconciliation, counselling and guidance were not part of the educator’s vocabulary of the 1960s. As for modern methods of motivation, leadership development, personal programmes and developmental psychology, they were still in the "further developments and clarification baskets," of what became known to professional educators as "Action Research." Educating is the ability to keep experimenting and documenting new approaches, child-centred learning, motivational goals, creative materials etc. etc., the basic tools of today’s great teachers. 

Christian Brothers were not encouraged to deviate from tradition. They were no longer educational trailblazers after the brilliance of their first one hundred years. Their educational contributions were reduced to mainstream curriculum with an injection of religion and the belief in character formation through discipline and a couple of sports. Discipline and examination results were our main attractions for the Australian Catholic society. They wanted their children to get on, to invade the taboo layers of the Universities and the Professions. They wanted visible material, social and economic success for down-trodden Catholics. In achieving these goals the Brother’s school were very successful. But they did not move on with the times. 

Much was lost to educational development by an official policy of not encouraging within the Order experimentation and research. It was against our rules and constitutions to publish works without gaining permission from the leaders of the Order. Singularity, or what we would call the flowering of individuality, was frowned on. Experimentation implied too great a risk of failure. The education of the poor required tried and true methods. But we were gradually leaving the poor behind, elevated by our success to higher social levels. The now successful Catholic Community and Church would not let us move back to the poor. The first schools we shut down were the poor ones. Prestigious Colleges had to be well staffed. We began to die out. 

Sport was king and this natural aptitude of the young was exploited to the full. Most Brothers in the 1950s and 1960 were young and active. Participating in tough games and coaching our teams were our social, emotional and sexual outlets. As the average age of the Brothers increased and participation in sport decreased, the lack of social skills in community became apparent and a breakdown of community living followed. Work became the excuse for avoiding Community. Many just seemed to lose enthusiasm for life, having no other interest in which they could exhaust their emotional, sexual or social drives. Perhaps more about that later. 

Sport also made for easier control of the bubbling teenage hormones. It prevented their 

energies from moving down to more morally unacceptable channels. Tiring them out with sport would be defined as a dominant plank of our system. 

Art and music were two careers frequently not opened to a Christian Brothers’ ex-student till late in the 1970s. Naturally many a great original and creative mind was doomed to wither within an Irish traditional mould that offered limited curriculum outcomes often at the expense of personality and individual talent. Only having a dominant, understanding parent could fill these systemic failures. 

What a flood of educational knowledge was lost to the world by this concentration on the basics within the Order. We professed to educate the whole child morally, physically, mentally and emotionally. I now believe that emotional development was an area largely neglected and others were to replace us because of our non-application of child and development psychology. We remained with our mould while the rest of education became child centred. 

Though the Brothers Schools for the first two hundred years were male dominated environments, catering only for boys, I also believe that today’s complete dominance of women teachers in primary and secondary schools has moved the pendulum too far the other way. A boy can complete education without having any meaningful male role model. Add to this the fact that "singles" are the dominant socio-economic group in Western societies, the task of rearing and education children is female. Today boys have emotional and social behavioural problems because of the lack of men in their formative years. 

Single families and female dominance of education are making life difficult for young males. I am not surprised at their confusion and that young male suicide is a mounting crisis for Western Democracies. Perhaps the cults of individuality, materialism and the extreme hard-nosed feminists will begin to take a couple of steps backwards for the mental and emotional health of our culture. The value of traditional family life is again being seen as an economic plus. Male dominated or female dominated, I have never doubted the enormous value of having a stable family life.

It was not until the 1960s that higher education was actively encouraged among the Brothers. Of course the Australian academic and professional institutions discouraged the enrolment of Catholics, especially Irish Catholics, within the Universities, banking and the professional careers. I was fortunate to have joined the profession at a time when a couple of our leaders were appalled by the lack of tertiary qualifications within the Christian Brothers. In the 1960’s change was sweeping the world but in 1965 my whole world was my Grade 3 classroom. 

Ours was a musical class and the pop music world was being swept by the great hits of a group called, "Peter, Paul and Mary." The school concert at the end of the year was a smash hit when the Grade 3 orchestra, consisting of violins, trumpet, guitars, clarinets, recorders, drums and piano played: Train Whistle Blowing, and Puff, the Magic Dragon, plus a couple of Christmas Carols. The kids loved it, I loved it and the parents wept for joy. 

My childhood ambition of a musical career was at last being given room to grow. In my first year I was also appointed the school choir master and recruited Mrs. Madden from "Raheen" in Windermere, a small farming hamlet to the north of Ballarat, as my pianist. She was a mother of Chris, one of my students and she also had about 10 children. What I liked about Clare Madden was her ease with kids and her ability to catch onto what I was trying to do without asking questions. We were having fun. I really had only one goal apart from producing beautiful music and that was to produce a mutually enjoyable experience for all. 

 

"And, and, Br. Bert, what, what studies are you doing?" asked Br. L. Carroll, my inspector for that first year. 

"Music Sir. I’m studying music theory and practice. I have started doing the Australian Musical Education Board exams in theory and trumpet playing." I replied. 

"Where, where do you go for the lessons? Who, who is your teacher?" he asked. 

"Mrs. Sargeant’s place, in the evenings. I have her son in my class, Michael. Her husband is the music lecturer at the Ballarat Teachers College. All the family study music." I replied. 

"Yes, Yes. How do you get there?" he asked.

"On my bike," I said.

Br. Laserian Carroll was a wonderful old, bald and stocky man with the fairest skin in any aged person I have seen. He was known throughout the Order for his repetition of the first word of his sentences. He was very astute and was one of the few leaders of the time who could see into the future of the Order in Australia. His solution was not to move back to the roots of the Order but to qualify the Order to remain in the developed world. He pushed Brothers into study. 

His was a tension that knew we were running out of time. Educational changes were on the way and the Order seemed not to be aware of the consequences. Education was moving from the willing volunteer to the career professal. Accountability was on the horizon and past glories were no longer a passport to the classroom or the profession. Well-meaning amateurs were going to be a nuisance by holding up the future directions of the Order, if not destroying its very existence. I believe Br. Carroll saw all this. That vision motivated him to goad, encourage and even push the Brothers into the modern teaching profession. 

"Yes, yes, but what serious study are you doing Brother?" he asked. 

My emotions were mixed. Music and art were my passions and any qualification in those areas I considered essential. I was different in that I believed in the future of the arts in education, at least in my contributions to education in my classroom. Old Br. Carroll wanted more, he was asking me to consider University. I was flattered with the thought that he believed I could attempt a university degree but a music qualification was the only thing I wanted at the time. 

For the next four or five years music and art were my chosen areas of study. I played that trumpet through all the Australian Musical Education grades, took music Theory through all the Grades and wrote and studied composition for all they were worth. At the same time I was using my knowledge to produce musicals, conducted mass choirs and even worked with brass bands and orchestras within the Ballarat and Geelong schools. In my second year as a teacher, I ran the Ballarat and Districts Catholic Schools Music Festival.

I remember the first meeting when I was asked to organise the event. It is never long at such meetings before the issue of fund raising and payment of venues is raised. The majority present at the meeting were nuns. 

"I think that fund raising is not what we should worry about. It seems to me that we can make a profit from such a festival." I announced.

Profit was the magical word.

"We’ve never made a profit from the festival. We have to pay for buses and costumes and the use of the Civic Centre," one nun announced. "How can we make a profit?"

The festival was to run for two days, the first day for primary schools and the second for the secondary Colleges. Ballarat was, and still is, an educational institution centre and the Catholic Colleges for boys and young women were very important to the economy of the town. 

Parents, I figured, in their thousands and would pay to see their children perform, especially if we advertised the nights as the highlight items of the festival. I noticed from the previous year that very few parents got to see the festival. Children from all the schools had filled the Civic Centre. My solution was so obvious that I decided to put it to the meeting. From the day sessions we would invite the best items to make up two night concerts - paying concerts - one for primary school parents and friends and the second night for the Secondary Colleges. 

"I think we will make a profit of a couple of thousand pounds?" I announced. 

The idea was adopted by the meeting. When all was over we sent out the cheques to all the schools that had taken part in the festival. 

I only made one social gaff. Written on the invitation I had stressed the importance of punctuality, because the performers were young. The Primary Children evening concert will start punctually at 6.30 pm #. All co-operated fantastically except the Bishop and Mayor had not arrived. I gave the nod to start and waited out front to greet both late dignitaries. When they arrived they had to wait in the foyer till the item on stage was finished. Then we announced the arrival of the guests of honour. Loud a applause greeted them as they were escorted to their reserved seats. The Brothers gave me some curry but the night concerts were a great social and entertainment success. 

Ironically I never got the AmusP and AmusT, the two music diplomas I was after. I was one step off both. I eventually surrendered and started a "normal" degree, having been bowled out of trumpet playing by an examiner called Squadron Leader Hicks. An Englishman, he failed my AmusP final performance exam at the Melbourne Consevertorium of Music. I did not have the technical dexterity for such a level. He wanted to know why I had not tried for the Teaching Diploma instead of the Performing Diploma, which I would gain easily. I informed him that I had never heard of a teaching diploma and that I was teaching music every day. I did learn to read the fine prints of future courses. 

I was used to failure but the pressure to do "proper studies" led me to turn back to conformity. I still consider my teaching of music and art as my specialties. At the time I was teaching nearly every subject except languages. After two years at Drummond Street Primary School, I was appointed to St Patrick’s College and became a secondary teacher. 

Generally we never had input into our posting. After two enjoyable years with gentle and kind Br. Frank Harper, the primary school principal and a very young and artistic Br. Dennis Burland, I suddenly found myself on the College Staff. I was to teach Years 8 and 9 most subjects. Even told to teach Latin would you believe? 

Br. Wynne, a very senior Brother, suddenly announced that he was no longer going to teach Latin at Year 7 level. He had done so for over 30 years. "Ormy", as we called him, was one of those sensitive guys who never get promoted and who slug away year after year eating chalk dust with little recognition but with great success. He was much loved by his pupils. Well he had had enough. Certainly his was a cry for recognition. He raised his little flag of rebellion and all were talking about it and much sympathy and encouragement went his way. 

Br. Carroll took it upon himself to spend the Christmas holidays drilling me in the fundamentals of Year 7 Latin. For two hours after lunch each hot Summers day I went to his study and was grilled in Latin. I was impressed by his stack of dictionaries, Latin to English, English to Latin, German and French. He had a small library of Latin classic texts, Latin Grammar books and the College textbooks. How Br. Carroll swooped from one dictionary to another, finding word roots and meanings, like an ecstatic bee fluttering from flower to flower. He rejoiced over each discovery, displaying his finds. 

"Ormy" was not my favourite person during this enforced study. I was not feeling very sympathetic. My holiday beach fishing was severely restricted. 

"Not bloody verb to love again: amo, amas, amat!" I would scream in the confines of my room. 

Two days before the start of the Academic Year 1968, primed and ready to teach Latin, Ormy again changed his bloody mind. The possibility of his not being the dominant teacher at his beloved Year 7 level, with my hinting that I might coach his famous undefeated Under 12 football team, was too much of a shake at the foundations of his world. 

One thing I did gain from that experience was to witness the love of a true academic for the adventure of research. Though I resented the lessons, I admired Br.Carroll and his love for teaching and got a glimpse of the nature of true learning: the ability to find, to reason, to connect and to adapt to useful application. 

Talking of Ormy’s undefeated Under 12 football team reminds me of the time I ruined his averages of winning each game by about 30 goals. St. Patrick’s College, though a secondary college, always managed to scrape together an U12 team. When this team when up against our local primary schools the match generally ensured a slaughter. I was coach of the Drummond Street football team and the usual slaughter was taking place. My team was not upset. For little kids a game was just a game for all that. However, my having to live with Ormy’s accounts at Saturday lunches was just too much. 

In the orange break before the final quarter I decided to clog up the last quarter of the game. The traditional one on one positional duel was killing us, as my tiny kids were no match for the giants of the College. To hell with position play! I ordered all my 18 players to follow the ball. Naturally the congestion was impossible and the umpire was reduced to constantly restarting the match with a ball up every minute. Scoring was impossible. Ormy’s giants did not win by over 30 goals. I considered it a triumph and the Community teased Ormy all the week on the decline of College standards with: 

"Was this the beginning of the rot? Fancy a primary school keeping your victory down to under 20 goals etc. etc." 

Ormy always rose to the bait. It made for a lively week at meals. Down at the Third Table of the young Brothers I wore a smile. The senior Brothers and the Bosses dined at Table One (Ormy’s table), the university graduates and up and coming bosses dined at Table Two. 

I suppose living in community works in mixed aged groups of men, provided there have sufficient across the board interests and a willingness to share experience, ideas and time. Community living in most of my Brothers Communities died almost overnight with the coming of the Sixties and the rise of individualism and careerism. The aged Brothers withdrew to the aged homes, the pressure for university qualifications ate into shared recreation. An explosion in the diversity of private goals with the growth of ambition broke down some basic elements needed for successful community bonding. 

The effects of the Second Vatican Council which regulated the prayer life of the Congregation, did much to destroy the traditional spiritual foundation of the Order. Our prayer life switched over to that of the church’s clergy, The Divine Office. I don’t think Rome understood the nature of Lay Institutes. No wonder, for it is still struggling to define the roles of the laity in Church mission. Also, it does not surprise me that Mother Church is still finding it impossible to give women status within the mission of the Church having ploughed into the ground the spirituality of lay institutes. 

The social, cultural and spiritual worlds of the Brothers were turned upside down in the 1960’s. Hundreds left the Order as well as the priesthood and convents. Those who remained still struggle to redefine themselves in Western Capitalistic Materialistic Societies. The visibility of Brothers and Nuns within Australian Culture declined dramatically. Vocations almost stopped overnight. 

In my mind it was time to move back to the poor, to the Third World. This was to be my struggle during the 1970’s, as I spent that decade in Tasmania teaching all day at St. Virgil’s College and studying late into the night down in Hobart University. I don’t want to continue my story as a teacher, as I think it does not make for interesting reading. Here is my teaching career up to the 1980’s when I, too, found my own direction in Life. 

1968. St. Patrick’s Ballarat Community. Music Study theory and practice. 

1969-1970. St. Mary’s Technical School Geelong and helping out at St. Joseph’s. 

Brass Band also in Geelong. Study at The Gordon Institute at night

1972. Principal and full time teacher at St. Vincents Primary School, South Melbourne and child care of primary school aged boys. Music and 

Drama study. Choir master, swimming instructor and, in 1972, I began

University studies in Philosophy and Reformation History units at La Trobe University. Passed both units. We worked seven days a week and up to 14 hours a day. Br. Ray Parker, another stolen child, was a soul mate from Tardun Agricultural College. 

1073 – 1978 Deputy Principal and full time teaching at St. Virgil’s College Austin’s 

Ferry, in Hobart in the State of Tasmania. Taught at Year’s 8, 9 and 10 levels. Coached cricket, football, basketball and soccer teams. Swimming coach for the College and won a couple of Island State Championships, later became the President of the Virgillians Swimming Club. Established the first Art and Music departments of St Virgil’s College. Finished the Art’s Degree Royal Tasmanian University in Philosophy and Ancient Civilisations Majors, Reformation History a Sub Major and Geography as the minor unit. 

I found a new love in life, Philosophy, thanks to Professor Joskie and his faculty. Graduated Bachelor of Arts 1978. I also studied art, woods sculpture, oils and watercolours and developed a passion for pottery and making kilns. As with all "young Brothers," I did ten years "in house studies" of the Brothers in the Vatican Documents, Scripture and moral theology. 

By the end of the 1970’s study in itself no longer had meaning for me and I was beginning, to choose carefully my studies. Art in all its forms became my main drive and interest from the middle 1970’s and the Tasmanian art world was full of talented teachers. I could not face a year in school without, at the same time, planning my year of study. Both went hand in hand. A famous Christian Brother, Carthage Clarkson, had said to us trainee teachers:

"Do not teach from a stagnant pond, but a running stream."

I could never be satisfied with what I knew. Most knowledge was dying of old age very soon after the unit of learning was completed. A teacher just has to keep close to discoveries, directions, ideas and techniques to keep up enthusiasm and relevance. When you think you know it all, that’s when you have just hopped off the bus and it accelerates away. In the end, learning turned out to be a simple process: the discovery of how to access and use knowledge and ideas creatively in problem solving situations. I loved teaching and the classroom and both held me in Australia for longer than I thought was morally justified. Underneath all the excitement and activity, the call to mission remained strong and my conscience was constantly questioning. 

Prayer was the same for me, my God was a habitual presence, though the structural prayer dictated from Rome was not satisfying. Routine structure in prayer began to frighten me after a quarter of a century. I was scared of this pill popping and time punching approach to prayer. Was it really prayer or just Roman Conformity as seldom did it lift me above a reading exercise. Silence was more in my line. Silence gave me time to stop and be there for my God. My hectic life style gave me little time for meditation. 

I was dreadfully put out by the war in Vietnam, over one million children living on the streets. Children were the main victims of wars and any information on abandoned or orphaned children in need tore at my conscience. Suffering children were my story repeated millions of times all over the world and I longed to work in the area using personal experience, my profession and my Order, making sure the mistakes of my childhood were not perpetuated. But within my order I was powerless, no one was listening when I poured out my desires. 

Sadly, at the time we were leaderless and lost in the maze of global change. No one was listening but everyone professed to be searching for spiritual enlightenment. Yet I saw beacons of need lighting up all over the Third World. Frustration at my powerlessness within my Order began to emerge. 

Why weren’t the Brothers in Vietnam, I would protest? I became more and more convinced that we were trapped in Australia, running a Catholic education system that no longer really needed Brothers and Sisters. The loss of vocations and the falling numbers within the Brotherhoods and Sisterhoods were simple proof of a loss of relevance in the eyes of the Australian Catholic community. They stopped giving their children to the Australian Church. We were not needed any more in the ever-growing complexity of education in one of the world’s wealthiest nations. Australia had become a tolerant and democratic paradise: a land of opportunity for all peoples, races and religions. To me our work was completed in the developed world. 

Australia was now disenfranchising its religious. Schools, especially those in the working class areas, were closing down and primary schools were no longer considered suitable jobs for Brothers when the demands of the prestigious Secondary Colleges called for more and more university qualified Brothers. We were being drafted into ever decreasing areas of mission in upwardly mobile Colleges. Professional teachers were being recruited into the Catholic Education System by the thousands. Relevance of religious in modern education was being questioned as never before. Dramatic was the decline of recruits and the loss of senior Religious to marriage. Many Brothers married nuns or their secretaries. It was time I turned back to the poor. 

Ch.8. Being true to my call and convictions. 

Throughout my life I have noticed a correlation between my personal suffering, meaningful mission and the strength of my prayer life. The more I was engrossed in the pursuit of degrees, qualifications and material security of the developed world, the less became my experience of God. The more I faced illness, loneliness, experienced poverty and identified with the poor, I experienced a close relationship with my God and his Mother. Happiness also took a dive with my moving away from the poor. I was happiest when I saw the need of those about me. My whole life revolved around serving God through meaningful mission with the poor, as an educator. I loved being a teacher and I pined for missionary fulfilment. 

It was just a matter of time before I was finally approached to enter the Third World. As early as 1970 Br. Linus Kelty, our Provincial who later became the Brother General of the Order, asked what were my future plans? With my training in obedience and a vow of obedience, that was a novel question. As this was the period of intensive efforts to get the Brothers to University, I assumed that was the reason for the question. We were trained to anticipate the will of our superiors.

"I supporse I should start university studies." I suggested. 

Great was my disappointment when he sent me away to University, after telling me he was hoping to send me to New Guinea. It never occurred to me that my superiors were looking for missionary volunteers. I had become as humble as a door-mat and pliable as a plate of porridge. I still could not argue for myself. 

Having gained my Bachelor of Arts from University of Tasmania in 1978 as a part time student and full time teacher, I was called in again in 1979. This time I declared that I was free to do whatever they wished. I was chosen to go to Tonga with Br. Paul Nangle to take over a missionary high school at Vavau. I hope that is how you spell that tiny island in the Kingdom of Tonga. 

I was pleased, at last things were happening. New government in the order, men with vision. The Third World was calling us and they seemed to be listening and answering. Tonga here I come! It wasn’t Vietnam, but at least mission to the poor was returning to the Brothers. 

Before setting off overseas, it was necessary to do some cross-cultural preparation. Paul and I went to Sydney for most of 1979 to study "Inculturation" under Fr. Cyril Halley. 

Inculturation studies make it easier to cross cultural barriers: to be able to move in and out of other cultures without suffering cultural shock. I loved the course and found the experience of living with the famous Columban Fathers a real treat. Ours was a mixed community of priests, brothers and nuns. All planned to be educators and/or missionaries in the Third World. I had never lived with so many men and women of kindred spirit in all my life. Over most of that diverse community there reigned humility and peace. 

From my observations, Paul found the experience very challenging and was inclined to consider "running a school" in any land as a culturally neutral profession. His world was the school. Community had no importance in his scheme of values. He was a past "successful" headmaster of the great St. Patrick’s College, Ballarat.

I quickly concluded that for Paul there was nothing he felt needed learning. His attitudes and contributions continually embarrassed me, raising doubts in my mind as to how the hell we were to work together? Paul and life sharing experiences were incompatible. This headmaster stood alone. Oh dear and how sad! 

I was nothing to Paul, one of those lesser beings called, "a junior member of my staff." My personal worth was still recovering from the nature of my childhood. I was hurt all the time by his coldness. At the time, I did not have the clarity of vision to openly hold him accountable for his discrimination. His, I concluded, was an arrogant approach to new cultures, experienced missionaries and our future mission born out of his "successes" in the developed world. 

Another session at Turramurra was suggested, as we were still waiting for the work permits from the Tongan government. I was all for it but Paul could not see any benefit. That figured, so I spent three months helping out at Trinity College Brunswick in Melbourne. 

I was thrilled to be going to Tonga and I would get my satisfaction from my work, the people of Tonga, if not from my Community. Paul attitudes screamed that community did not matter. That was something that I could not believe, but years later found to be true. 

Just a week before flying away from Australia the dramatic news was broken. Paul and I would not be going to Tonga after all. There was a crisis in a private secondary Catholic School in Lautoka on the western side of the main island of Fiji, Viti Levu. The School was called St. Thomas High School and it was felt, in Rome, that Lautoka’s need was greater than that of the people of Vavau. Malo-el-elei was quickly changed to Ni sa bula saka, the hello of Tonga to the hello of Fiji. 

On arrival in Lautoka, we stayed with a wonderful Columban Priest called Kevin Keogh. He was loved by the Catholic Community of Western Fiji and proved a great help in getting to know and to successfully work my way through the welcomes and customs of the Cultures. There were five cultural groups in Lautoka. 

The dominant cultural group was the indigenous Fijians. I was immediately taken by their confidence, dignity and pride in themselves, their families, and their village communities (called matigali) and above all, their culture. I have to confess that I instantaneously became addicted to drinking yagona (called kava). Really I was addicted to the social gatherings around the "bowl" or "the mix" as drinking yagona was called. The dominant sound of Fiji was the clanging of metal on metal as yagona roots were pounded within a metal tube by crowbar. 

From about five in the afternoon till late at night the "clang" of pounding yagona was only exceeded by the continual barking of dogs. I soon got used to the combined din. On a hot tropical sleepless night I would try to identify the dog leaders and their followers in the symphony barking. I became convinced that the dogs communicated with each other. Packs roamed the streets and carried out their own gang warfare and lovemaking brawls. A few months later I hardly ever attuned to their nocturnal musical howls and percussive brawls. 

The second social group was the Indian community. One does not have to be a social genius to very quickly learn that culturally, socially and spiritually, the Indian community was the antithesis of the indigenous Fijian community. Two more opposite groups in habit, traditions, values and beliefs don’t exist side by side on the planet. Segregation of the two peoples was almost complete. The Indians came to Fiji as indentured labourers to the sugar cane industry. 

Other ethnic Indian groups filtered in and established small businesses. With the passing of one hundred years the commercial and business communities, as well as the farming community, were dominated by Indians. In dress and diet there had been negligible shift from Indian traditions. In language a few had learned Buan, the dominant Fijian language and most had a working knowledge of the local Fijian dialects and basic English. However, they mostly preferred to use the Indian languages of Hindu or Urdu. The Indian community did not return to India after their indenture had expired. 

The world of the Indian was the family while the world of the Fijian was clan, village and community, MATIGALI. About 45% of the population in 1980 were ethnic Indian and 47% were indigenous Fijians. I do not think it would have been a powder keg if integration between the two cultures had taken place. Fijians embraced integration but the Indian community’s inability to embrace cultural difference has resulted in an explosive and racist political power struggle. 

The Routumans were a South Seas people originating from the Island of Routuma to the north of Fiji. They ceded to Fiji when the country became a British Colony in the time of Queen Victoria. Routumans are Polynesian peoples like the Tongans, with the long rich black hair, while the Fijian was a Melanesian with the frizzy hair. In culture and values and spirituality they mirrored the Fijian and Tongans. 

The Routumans are a matriarchal society. They were a very accepting and loving people and I made many friends among them. Big people, was beauty to the eyes of Routumans and Tongans. Mind you, my observation of the physique of the average Fijian male is that he was an impressive specimens of power and health. There is a saying that the natural physique of the Fijian male is what a body builder finishes with only after years of hard work in the gym. The Fijian, Tongan, Routuman and Indian women were all stunningly beautiful. I was fully steeped into a multural cultural society, no longer isolated in a monastery. I loved it all. 

The final group, apart from a very small ex-patriot community of mainly Australian businessmen and their families, was the "fruit salads," mixed, sweet and nice: a group that had European, or Chinese with Fijian or Routuman branches in their ancestry. 

I noted a great number in this group claimed grandfathers who had had jumped ship in the Fijian paradise up to 100 years ago. These clans had names such as Whippie, Campbell, McClarren, Evenings, Johns etc. etc. Before independence, these "Part Europeans," another name for the group, were generally well educated and into business or government administration. "Reliability" was a common adjective applied to their work ethic. I made many great friends from this group and a few relationships that have lasted for decades. 

I also found that I could make friends from all the ethnic groups. Most such friendships resulted from their perception of an almost chiefly status of any Christian Brother, rather than from my social graces. I still maintained my habit of trying to visit as many families of my students as possible. 

I gained a good insight into all the social stratas of Lautoka’s society. At the top were the rich ex-pat and successful Indian business community mansions. On the bottom, the poor Indian families living in a one-room corrugated iron tin shack. I spent my holidays on remote islands, living in Fijian village communities in the Yasawa Island Chain in the far west of Fiji or with the Evenings on a tiny island to the north of Viti Levu called Nar Nar Nui Ra. I have never experienced such peace, happiness and fulfilment as I did when with the peoples of Fiji. 

At the same time life in the Brothers’ Community with Paul and holy Br. Dermot, who joined us in January 1980, was no life at all. I was no longer contented with their ritual prayer, meals and work, the only times we seemed to hit base together. I don’t think we cared about the feelings, thoughts and emotions of each other. That was sad. There was no joy in community, no sharing of laughter and song, no enriching life experiences, not even card playing or sharing music and stories. Our Community life was dysfunctional. My worst fears had come true and life there became lonely, a great burden and bore. 

Paul also had no time for my input as he prepared the whole first staff meeting, a handout agenda of over 50 pages, without any consultation with myself or his indigenous staff. It does not take long before you discover you value in Paul’s eyes. Sadly I had learnt to accept such appalling behaviour. The school he was declaring by his behaviour was to be his kingdom. We were to be his worker ants. 

Naturally, at that first staff meeting, I raised every objection I could just to let the astounded and floored local teachers see that it was all right to object and to have your own ideas. Paul paid little heed to those he considered non-essential in his new and very restricted power broker world. Headmaster!

My classes, the students, the wonderful staff, the local Christian prayer communities and the people of Lautoka sustained my willingness to serve as a Brother. Fr. Kevin Keogh became my role model of what a missionary teacher should be to the people. For the first time in my life I was beginning to drift towards embracing my own beliefs and values. Sadly support and vitality seemed to be dead in the community of Brothers. 

I was into studying culture and my effort at languages was the usual disaster but I did try and even spent three months in Suva studying Fijian under the famous teacher Ratu Komi. The stumbling block was grammar and memory and my lack of adventure to go out and use what little I had gained. Most people wanted to hear spoken English so I kidded myself, when my frustration and failure was dominant. 

Another young Brother, Paul Gleeson, joined the community and I admired his gift with languages and was appalled at Paul Nangle’s lack of appreciation of what he could have offered our community as a language tutor and bridge between the community of Brothers and the peoples of Fiji. The bottom line for Paul Nangle was the school and teachers eating chalk dust. He could not use creatively the talents that were right before his eyes. Paul Nangle has been in Fiji for twenty years now and I doubt whether he has learned any of the local languages. I would have learn, given the opportunity to stay in that mission. 

Yet the School succeeded far beyond the dreams of the people. St. Thomas High School, in two short years, was raised from a struggling middle of the road Year 10 high school to one of the star secondary Colleges of Fiji, offering university entrance courses. A few years later it was chosen to also offer Foundation University courses. I loved the competition of external examinations and strove to get my subjects the highest and brightest pass rates. We had great academic success, pride in the College was skyrocketing among the communities and the students. The demand for enrolment was also skyrocketing. I was happy in my work. 

On returning to Melbourne for the Christmas of 79-80, I visited all the colleges that had brass bands and returned to Lautoka with a full set of instruments including drums. I suppose that was one of my happiest achievements. The St. Thomas High School Brass Band was born. From the very beginning the band had to mirror the school, be multi-cultural in membership, containing members of all the religions and must include girls. I was careful to make sure that the mix of members was just right. 

The members of the College Band also had to have musical aptitude. I gained my recruits from their attitude towards my music theory and practice lessons in Year 7. I was also looking for signs of some academic ability so that they were likely to stay on at the College till at least Year 12. Soon there were six brass bands formed in Years 7 and 8 and from these "learner bands" I occasionally promoted a gifted child to the College Junior Band. All recruits to the College Band came from this Junior Band. So there was a musical programme throughout the College almost from the time we too over. I had little spare time after hours with all this band work. 

Music became my pleasure and pride at St. Thomas’s. With such a full musical programme and still teaching my students in the Senior Classes at English, History, Geography and Religion, my requests to be given a music room always failed. I had to work on an outdoor stage with a roof and to store all the equipment, instruments and music in a shipping container. Now that should say something about the tradition of Christian Brothers’ Colleges. Innovation was still a novelty even though we were in the 1980s. 

We had a big building programme for the Senior High School facilities, but I would not agree to the building of a two-storey monastery on the school site. Ours were ordinary and poor people in a tiny nation trying to drag itself out of the Third World. Paul’s proposed monastic building, on the limited school grounds, I considered outrageous. It would cost the local Catholic community as much as it did the original two storey school buildings: some $70,000. 

On the other hand, the Brothers moving into an ordinary cottage, for there were only to be three or four of us, would cost only local rent. That would be very cheap and paid for by the parish council. I spoke out against the monastery in conference and with the provincial visitations. I also believe that in doing so I sealed my fate in Paul’s mind. Community life was never to be a democracy but as nearly everything else about it was dead, I found the courage to speak my mind. 

One of the stumbling blocks in the Order was the power of the Superior or Headmaster in a Brothers’ community. I became convinced that my silence and willing conformity of over 25 years had worked against me and certainly made it easier for my Superiors to dismiss my ideas or to have me removed. I had learned too well the surrendering of my will to the will of the Order. Seldom did I question my moves from one mission to the next. The dictatorial nature of Br. Paul Nangle convinced me of my weakness. This poor insecure Brother was positively anti-social towards me, his community and his staff. I was prepared to suffer it all in silence rather than lose this new work. 

I had reached my maturity believing that my contributions were never taken into account and that I had become too pliable at the expense of my own vocational ideals, ambitions and, sadly, principles. By the time I became frustrated over my inability to shape direction within the Order, the Order was already looking into the disaster of past and present child abuse. They knew, long before my discoveries of extended abuse within my Order, that my history of childhood abuse would work against them. 

Meanwhile, the Brass Band was a great success, so successful that after the first military coup in 1987, the Fijian Army wanted to take over its training and upkeep. The bottom line was that it would then become racially exclusive, catering only for indigenous Fijian males. It would become the training band for recruits into the Fijian Military and Police Bands. I rejoiced when some of our ex band members succeeded in getting army or police jobs, however, I wanted our philosophy of integration upheld. I spoke out against the army take-over of our band. 

When we paraded through any town and gave recitals at various festivals, thousands of people gathered and listened. I took great delight in seeing the joy on the faces of the Indians when they spotted that The St. Thomas High School Brass Band contained its fair share of Indian students, male and female. 

We did not go in for fancy uniforms as I consider the white school uniform, of shirt and sulu (male skirt), for the boys and blouse and blue skirts for the girls, with red cummerbund and shoulder webbing were distinctive enough. The initiation into the Senior Brass Band was to be handed the red cummerbund and red shoulder webbing. 

Half my nights were taken up with arranging music for them and I was becoming good at the task. My best arrangement was "Hey Jude" by the Beatles, for it turned out more powerful than I had imagined. The kids wanted to play it nearly every day: so did I. Everyone wanted to be in the College Band. I was as happy as could be. 

On my third posting to Fiji from 1993-94, during the deliberate process of my humiliation by the Order, I was not given any music to teach and my spirit began to wither. My brass band was in other hands. If my religious leaders had only left me alone instead of stripping me of my professional dignity, I might not have faced issues that were to erode my association with the Brothers. I became convinced that success and professional advancement were deliberately taken from me. My Order began to remove the foundations that sustained me as one of their Brothers. Soon I will tell you that story but I must tell you a couple of great stories that I learned in the Fiji villages. 

Story telling was a great art in Fiji. The oral tradition of a Fijian village had not been lost, despite one hundred years of colonial rule. The gatherings around the yagona bowl nearly every night was too strong a cultural influence to snap the strong social bonding of Fijian culture. 

I discovered that I, too, like to tell stories. For the kids I would make up songs and stories without any effort. The adults preferred cross-cultural stories about Australia or Scotland and later Africa. Once I started a story, I let my imagination take over and many a time I never knew the ending till it was required. 

I also listened to their stories and the following is my version of a favourite Fijian myth and legend. 

Koku’s Presents. 

"Once upon a time, a long, long time ago there was a small Fijian village on the coast of a big mountainous island in the South Pacific called Viti Levu. The people lived off the sea by fishing but found it difficult making a living off the land because of the deep forests and high mountains. 

High up on the highest mountain there lived a fearful monster. This monster had a long round hairy body and a big round head with two round, staring, black wells of eyes and a round, deep, cavernous mouth. The chief and the elders warned the children that this monster ate people. It was taboo to go into the forest and especially taboo to climb the mountain containing the monster’s den. 

Most of the time the children played on the beach or around the village. In the late afternoons they swam in the beautiful lagoon in front of their village. The young warriors always kept guard over the village and particularly over the swimming and playing children. Though they lived in fear of the monster, nobody could remember the last time it had taken and eaten one of them. There was more danger from sharks than from the monster. Their fear of the monster was kept alive by the nightly stories told around the yagona bowl. Rarely would a child of this village wander alone into the forest. 

The chief, whose name was Sete, had many brave young sons but only one little daughter. His youngest child, Sulita, was eight years old. He loved her to excess, in fact spoilt her. In return she radiated beauty, health and happiness with a disposition to do as she pleased. 

One day as she played with her shell collection on the beach near the southern edge of the village she heard a voice from the bushes. 

"Sulita, my little Sulita, come and play near me." 

It was the voice of her father and she ran into the jungle to obey him. 

"Sulita, Sulita, come and play with me," again the voice called. 

Sulita ran even further into the jungle. Her warrior guard tried following but he soon lost the little princess in the thick jungle. 

Half way up the mountain Sulita stopped running and was looking around as she panted for breath in the heat of the steaming and noisy jungle. Turning her head, she saw down through the greens of leaves, vines and grasses, down by the edge of the becalmed turquoise lagoon, her village. Up ahead she saw the stark black and grey rocks of the smoking mountain. The buzz and creaks of insects filled the air, to be silenced momentarily by the ruffling and fluttering wings of a disturbed unseen bird. Then frogs croaked again in the undergrowth and the insect chorus continued. 

"Taboo! Taboo!" pounded warningly through her brain and she felt a painful rhythmic thump in her heart as it beat against her heaving little chest. She swivelled her body round to run back down the hill. Before one of her feet could lift free from the muddy ooze and black damp leaves of the forest floor the voice again called.

"Sulita, my little Sulita, won’t you come and play with me? I have presents for you and your people."

There was a rustling heard up ahead and Sulita, for the first time in her young privileged life, knew the feelings of doubt and fear. 

"Do not be afraid, daughter of Sete, I will not hurt you, though your people have despised me. Come and see. I can be your friend and give you all you need for a happy life. Don’t be afraid of me Sulita. Come," coaxed the voice. 

"I’m not afraid of anyone or anything. I am the daughter of Chief Sete," she bravely shouted into the forest darkness ahead. 

"Then come, my Sulita," the voice encouraged. 

Down in the village all was confusion. Conch shells called the warriors from their fishing and garden plantations. Allchildren were ordered inside. The women began wailing the songs to ward off the spirits of the forest and the old men sang their chants of war. War clubs were gathered from the chief’s hut. Sete sent out hunting parties into the forests. All day the men searched returning in the evening to report their failure. 

At sunset little Sulita walked out of the forest as happy and as cheerful as ever, much to the amazement of the whole tribe. All she could say was that she played with the beast "in" the mountain, that she was tired. She asked for a big meal before going to sleep in her family’s hut. 

As she slept, the meeting of the council of village elders discussed the strange events and concluded that an evil spirit possessed her. They decided to purify her hut in the morning. It was a worried community that retired very late that night to rest. Sulita slept alone in her family home. 

Early the next morning, even before the cool of the tropical sunrise Sulita had disappeared. Parties were sent out to find her. In the evening they again returned empty handed. Sulita also returned. Again she declared she had been with the beast in the mountain and was now hungry and thirsty. 

After her meal of fish, seaweed and boiled purple dalo tubas, she happily played and bathed with the other children. Then she again slept alone in the family home. Superstition prevented her relatives from daring to risk spending the night with her. Despite warnings of the danger, again she was not to be found after sunrise. The children of the village were never punished or forced to do anything. Love, respect and the willingness to please always ruled their conduct. Something had to be done to save their princess from the monster of the mountain. 

The third night at the meeting of the council, the warriors were ordered by Sete to stand guard over the hut. They were to make sure Sulita did not see them. When she stole away in the morning, they were to follow her to the monster’s den and kill it. The Fijian warriors are very brave fighters but this mission filled all of them with dread. Only the bravest volunteers were chosen. They trembled at the thought of the task ahead. 

In the early morning, as the rest of the villagers slept or secretly watched from their huts, little Sulita took a long drink from the giant helmet shell. Then, from the clay cooking pot, she took some cooked dalo and wrapped it carefully in a giant banana leaf. Happily she skipped her way through the village and then into the forest she vanished. The fighters, armed with clubs and faces and bodies streaked with the black war paste from the mangrove swamp, followed at a distance. 

Up the mountain and through forest Sulita climbed and emerged into the clearing near the top. 

"Koku! Koku!" she called, then ran across the clearing into the big rocks of the top of the mountain. 

The warriors stopped at the edge of the clearing and watched the figure of Sulita scramble up the rocks and eventually disappear over the summit. Only then did they venture to leave the forest edge and quickly crossed the clearing. Soon they too were scrambling over the rocks. Being still early morning it was quite cool in the sunrise over the summit and that chill hid the trembling fear they were all experiencing. If it was not for the occasional call from Sulita they would not have been able to follow her to the top and look from the summit down over the dark rocks and caves of the other side of the mountain. 

What they saw filled them with horror. Down to the left about two stone throws away lay Sulita, wrapped in the coils of a giant creature. She seemed to be dead. They noticed the bobbing head of the monster and were sure that it was about to swallow her whole. They wanted to attack immediately but Sulita was in the way. Some were convinced that they were already too late. Kill the monster immediately was their advice. As they whispered their choices among themselves, a strange thing happened. They heard Sulita laughing. 

They again peered over the edge of the mountain and Sulita was free, running around the monster as it ate the dalo from the banana leaf. 

"Koku, Koku, I love you," she sang as she danced around the monster. 

The attack was swift and deadly. Clubs rained down on the body of Koku as one giant warrior snatched Sulita in his arms and dragged her away.

"No, no please don’t kill him. He is my friend. Please! Please stop. Stop! Stop it!" She screamed and wailed as she struggled in vain to free herself from the grasp of Josefa. 

Only when Koku was still on the ground did the clubs stop pounding and Sulita was released. She ran crying to the body of Koku and knelt beside its great round bleeding head. 

"Koku, Oh Koku don’t be dead. Don’t die now," she cried into the ear of Koku. 

One round eyelid slowly opened and then, for the last time, she heard in her heart the voice of Koku. 

"Soon I will leave you, but I will come back. Yes I will come back," said the monster. "Listen. Listen my dear Sulita for I want to keep my promise to you."

"I am listening," sobbed the little princess.

"Do not be afraid but you must now do exactly as I tell you. If you do carry out my dying wish then I can return and reward you," whispered Koku. 

Through her tears and sorrow Sulita promised and then she received the following last instructions:- 

"When I die, tell the warriors to cut off my head with their shell knives. You must carry it down to the beach on the edge of your beautiful lagoon. Bury my head in the sand and surround it with rocks. Don’t let anyone stand in the circle of rocks and one day I will return to that spot and we will be friends forever. I promise you that your village will be forever blessed by my presence." 

Koku died and the warriors, though surprised by Sulita’s request, took the head and she had it buried on her favourite beach at the edge of the lagoon. She herself made the beautiful neat circle of rocks and shells. Every day she came down to the site to keep the grave clear and clean. Village life returned to normal. Out of respect for the grief of his daughter, Sete declared the grave site taboo for all in the village. 

One beautiful day, about one year after the death of Koku, Sulita ran through the village calling everyone to come and see what was in the circle of rocks. All ran to the beach and stood in a human circle around the grave. There in the middle of the grave was the first green shoot of a new and strange plant. All marvelled and Sulita declared it to be the first present from Koku. 

Five years passed and the plant grew into a new type of palm tree and by the seventh year beautiful large nuts grew like giant grape clusters high up in the palm. All called them the coconuts of Koku’s palm. That seventh year Sulita, on the eve of her wedding, revealed the final presents of Koku. 

"This tree will provide us with beams to make strong our huts. The leaves will weave into mats to make the walls and the beds. The fibre of the trunk will make rope for fishing and to bind our huts together. Within the nuts we will find more fibre to make our clothes. The stem of the palm leaves will bind together to make brooms to keep our village compounds clean. Inside the coconuts we will find healthy lovely food and drink. Dry the food and it will make oil for our lamps and for cooking. All these gifts Koku has given to us as he promised to me before he died. We must keep planting some of the nuts on the beaches of our lagoons and we will always have everything we need for a happy life." 

The whole village clapped and cheered for happiness. 

"Wait, don’t leave yet, I want to show you Koku," called Sulita as she noticed some about to leave. 

The atmosphere changed from celebration to fear but not for long. Sulita ordered one of the teenagers to climb the palm and bring down a large green cononut. When the top was taken off this nut, another round hard brown shell was found wrapped in layers of thick hairy fibres. When all these fibres were removed a face was seen deeply marked on the brown shell. The round coconut was a small replica of Koku’s head with his two round black eyes and his round mouth. 

Princess Sulita lived a long and happy life and planted her beloved coconut trees all over the islands of Fiji. The Fijian people use the coconut tree as instructed to this very day. The End."

Legend has it that my next story has some truth. If you sail to the west of Viti Levu, nine hours later and some excellent trawl fishing on the way, you will come to the Yasawa Islands. Some say they are the most beautiful islands in all Fiji. Tourism had concentrated around these beautiful islands. I travelled to the Yasawa Islands and stayed at Macadalevu Village during many a school holiday. With bundles of yagona and a few cartons of cigarettes as my gifts, I had a number of holidays with the villagers of the Yasawa. Josateki always invited me. He was one of the teachers at St. Thomas High School and his clan was from Yasawa. 

I had developed an interest in collecting cowrie shells. There were so many species of shell on the reefs of the Islands that I decided to specialise in cowries. The white cowries were ceremonial decorations and were large, about 20 cms long, and difficult to find as the creatures covered their shell with a black sooty mantle. They were popular for decorating yagona bowls and the beams of the Bures, (Fijian Houses). I had found two pairs of white cowries and wanted just one more to complete my display cabinet. One day I was snorkelling alone not far from the village which was famous for producing the white cowries, when I came up close and personal to a huge shark. 

I was lost in a world of underwater reefs and cliffs all decorated with the myriad shapes and colours of beautiful tropical corals. I was diving deep down coral cliff faces, peering under truck size mushroom-shaped brain corals. Always present was the distraction of spectacular schools of brilliant and quite tame tropical fish of all sizes. They glided or darted around in the cleanest and clearest warm tropical waters. As I emerged from under one large brain coral I found myself looking up at the shape of a giant reef shark. 

"Oh shit," bubbled from my mouth and I kicked down and away in the opposite direction, heading for the safety of the reef wall. 

I turned and the shark silently and effortlessly glided by me. Its white underbelly, steel grey top and round, cold, emotionless eye spoke a deadly menace. It just kept going and I bubbled and kicked all the way to the top of the reef. I climbed out of the water and sat dumbfounded and panting. Shivers of fear and relief travelled through me. 

It was then I heard the laugh. I turned and there was Inoki laughing his head off. This warrior had been keeping an eye to the safety of "sa gase na vuli" "the teacher."

That was the day I learned to love all Fijians. 

"It’s not funny, Inoke," I protested and soon joined in laughing. 

The story I now want to tell is further west from the Yasawa Island chain. In fact it was nine hours further west to this tiny island by slow chugging mission punt called the Stella Maris. On this trip the Stella Maris was overloaded as usual. There were about 25 of us on board heading for Viwa, the most Westerly Island of Fiji. The crew was old captain Jack and his aged wife. He held the rudder while his wife bailed. 

After a few hours punting alone, when all land has vanished beyond the horizon, you begin to question if there was another island out there. The Stella Maris appeared like a little toy boat in an ocean of patches of green, turquoise, deep blue and black water. Everyone knew that you never went swimming in black ocean: you invited death by shark attack. I took up my usual position when on such island hopping trips, holding my trawl line out the back of the boat. 

We had been going about four hours, had lunch and most had descended into a sleepy siesta mood, when my arm was just about yanked out of its socket. 

"Not another reef," I thought, but the line was definitely diving. 

"Strike!" I called and the boat slowed as the battle began.

Twenty minutes later we gaffed aboard the biggest Spanish mackerel I had ever seen. It was at least a foot deep and five feet long and so plump and round.

"Sa leve na ika," a big fish was the general agreement of all on board. 

My catch added excitement to a sleepy afternoon trip. A couple of sleepy hours later the tops of palm trees were pointed out to me. We were nearing Viwa. An hour later the five roaring reefs surrounding the island loomed as angry savage circles of white water. Viwa was about two kilometres long and half a kilometre wide. It was a tiny coral island about one metre higher than high tide and was home sweet home to about 130 people. It was the most isolated inhabited island in all of Fiji. 

We were safely through the gap in the first protecting reef when a big wave rudely dumped the Stella Maris onto the second. The rudder broke and pandemonium broke out for a couple of minutes. The women and children were ordered on top of the punt while the men argued over how to steer safely through the other three reefs. We were stuck on the second. A big wave solved the problem for it lifted us off and into the black water in front of the third reef. "Mumma Jack" was bailing for all she was worth. The pump handle was flying back and forth like a machine. Three reefs to go and the Stella Maris started turning wildly back out to sea. Some kids began to cry and I started mentally to measure the distance of the swim to the beach with the thought of a couple of rescues if necessary. We were about a kilometre off shore or half that distance to the safety of the lagoon. 

With much raising of voices and eventually lots of "io, io" "yes, yes," one giant warrior was eventually lowered over the back of the punt to manually control the rudder while four others supported his legs. In this fashion we were turned back to the island and with a "spotter" on the roof of the punt pointing out the gaps in the reefs, Stella Maris was very carefully guided into the safety of the lagoon. 

All in the village turned out, amidst much laughing and bustle, to cheer our safe arrival. Only one problem still existed and that was how was I eventually going to get back to Lautoka? There was nothing for it, but to take an enforced holiday for 15 days till the Government barge arrived with the necessary spare parts to repair the Stella Maris. 

Peter Flynn, a young volunteer school leaver from Ballarat, was making the trip with me and he found the experience a real culture shock. He missed his coke, ice cream, junk food and electricity. This enforced holiday was wonderful, a time for collecting stories. 

The chief of Viwa was considered very rich. He had 10 goats on the island. He also grew, unusually, orange trees in his gardens, as well as having a couple of excellent yam plots. He had every reason to be pleased with his wealth. He wanted to know about an Australian sheep station and just laughed his disbelief at the size of the station and numbers of sheep. As for the size of an Australian outback cattle station, he and the islanders found it impossible to comprehend a front drive of up to fifty kilometres. I loved my stay in Viwa and that is where I heard this story. 

Viwa prided itself on its religious tolerance. Although there were only about a dozen families they were either Methodist or Catholics. The Catholics were in the minority. Both religions shared the same little chapel in the centre of the village. On Sundays the Catholics worshipped first and then the Methodists, who attended church several times during Sunday, had the use of the chapel for the rest of the day. Their diverse Christianity had enriched their lives without destroying their way of life or cultural values. 

Have you ever drunk from the ocean? Is it too salty for you? You are probably thinking you must be mad. Well in the lagoon of Viwa there is one spot off the tip of the island where fresh water bubbles up from an underground spring actually in the middle of the lagoon. I’ve done it myself with the villagers. In the afternoons most of the kids and a few adults would take their bath and swim above the fresh water spring in the lagoon. I enjoyed diving down and drinking fresh water under the sea. It is a strange and different experience. Other favourite pastimes in the late afternoons was to have shoulder fights, swimming races and diving contests. It was always the best time of the day. 

Most of the day was taken up in tending the vegetable gardens or fishing, searching for shells and edible seaweeds for supper. After the evening play in the fresh-water ocean, we all would return to the village and spend the evenings and many a late night drinking yagona and telling stories. Eating a meal was something you did quickly just before falling asleep on your bed mat. 

One day, not so long in the past, a new missionary from another christian church descended on the island. He advocated Saturday as the Sabbath and, in so doing, cut across the unity of the community. Further, this unfortunate and insensitive missionary advocated the destruction of culture for the advancement of his Religious culture. Loyalty to his new church he claimed was above the old pagan culture, tradition and chiefly authority. His new church encouraged the destruction of the Fijian way of life. Viwa descended into strife, division and resentment. In a tiny island where all depend on each other this missionary brought social and communal disunity and conflict. 

A curse was placed on this disruptive missionary, as he seemed to have cursed the island. One evening, after the usual time for bathing, he went alone to the lagoon for his bath. He was not very popular and so going alone had become his habit. Unusually, no one was keeping an eye to his safety and he never returned. The elders say that he drowned. Some of the women claimed a shark took him. Some say the spirits of the community killed him for causing so much trouble. The kids have their own version of what happened. Here it is:- 

"Under dis island is plenty fresh water where dem good spirits live. They are our guardian angels. Dem spirits bring the mutton-birds every September to the two rocky places off Viwa. You been there Br. Bert last night and we catched dem as they missed the trees and splashed into the water and the beach. We hear dem fall down then we go and catched dem. We got two bag fulls didn’t we? We cooked dem, didn’t we? Dem mutton-birds are very good meat and the spirits send dem only two weeks each year, only when happy with us. 

The spirits also give us fresh water, all we need. Dem give us the best yams in all Fiji, and our reefs have plenty fish and foods for us. We are very lucky to have dem guardian angels. 

Dat missionary man was a bad man and brought much trouble. Dem spirits under our island didn’t like him. When he went swimming dem just open up the floor and pulled him down to under world. Dis his punishment. He is down dare now and our island is back to peacetime. Dat’s why his body will never be found by nobody." 

Despite intensive searching by government officials and police, the body of the vanished missionary was never found. 

I love the story as it reminds me that Christianity, the Faith, is a gift from God. The assumed powers of the Churches to dictate lifestyles that have nothing to do with God’s life, love and salvation are merely impositions of man. Much missionary activity has been destructive of the world’s cultural diversity. Some missionaries have, sadly, confused spreading Christianity with the goal of spreading western culture, values and liturgy. 

The last fifty years have seen a reversal of the policy in the major Christian sects but the minor ones still seem not to have separated faith from culture. The Viwa story is one of a number of cases that I have come across of murders, feuds and community strife in the South Pacific islands and villages. Missionaries who do not give credence to traditional cultural lifestyles and values, deliberately sew strife instead of bringing the freedom and peace of Faith in Jesus Christ. The love and acceptance of God will fulfil the laws of God without ignorant missionaries setting themselves up as moral policemen or cultural philistines. 

My work both in the education field and in experiencing the cultural richness of life in Fiji, was constantly being dragged from my hands by being moved back to Australia after every couple of years. This process I found to be fragmenting and disturbing. It did nothing for advancing my career as a professional educator. Being out of Australia made me an unknown to most of the Brothers in Australia who were making the decisions on my future. It also placed me professionally outside main stream teaching careers and promotions in Victoria and Tasmania. On the other hand being in and out of Fiji prevented my professional development there. My life was reduced to a tug of war between Fiji and Australia, and I had no say in the outcome. Paul pulled for my return to Australia and I wanted a third world career. 

I became convinced that the Order had no intention of paying any heed to my need for professional stability. I was being uprooted too many times to forge any satisfying career. Despite my thirty years of loyalty, the leaders of the Brothers were always prepared to sacrifice my desires. My obedience was being sorely tested, yet still I accepted every move without input, argument or discussion. I came to believe that my silence resulted in my major superiors not knowing me or my abilities, values and my dearest wishes. Silence in obedience was seen as weakness and resulted in my putting up with some awful injustice from Paul. Towards myself Paul was as uncommunicative as I was with my major Superiors. The wheels of power turned outside of my world. 

I believe the Church authorities knew the disasters that lay ahead and predicted my reactions. From the 1980’s the Congregation was facing the awful truth of child sex abuse and trying to cover up as much as possible. The explosive revelations, when they came, were to shock the secular world, the world’s Christians and myself. I don’t believe for one moment that it shocked the leaders of the Catholic Church. They had watched over, concealed and lied about the existence of paedophiles in the clergy and among religious for decades. 

The sexual abuse time bomb within myself was also silently ticking away. It was the fear of my reactions that I now believe was the reason I was kept powerless within the Order and within my profession. It seems clear to me now that within the Order I was to remain powerless. This accounts for the many uprootings that were to be a feature of my life for the next ten years. Paul Nangle in Fiji was just the beginning of my uprooting by my Congregation. 

One day in Fiji my mind went suddenly back to a day in Ballarat twenty years ago. My Community of Brothers in Ballarat had many ex-major superiors, superiors and headmasters. I remembered at lunch denouncing sexual abuse of children. What surprised me was that I was condemned, by the senior Brothers, for being a fundamentalist, seeing sin a clearly as black on white. 

I used to think that the punishment for sexual offenders was to have the millstone tied to their neck and then to be tossed overboard from the ship of the Church. I now believe that I had the wrong meaning. The real meaning of Jesus’s instruction to those who would hurt the consciences of children, is that it is just about the worst crime possible. Jesus wanted adults to do everything possible, even to suffer death by drowning tied to a millstone, rather than offend the conscience of a child. 

After the lunch time discussion and my claiming that there is nothing worse than child abuse, four senior Brothers approached me on the veranda leading to the Chapel. 

"Bert the world is not a perfect place. Terrible things do happen and we must learn to forgive," said Ray O’Keane.

"I sometimes wonder if there is forgiveness for child abusers?" I replied. "I would find it nearly impossible to forgive them. The wounds last a lifetime. Every time you recall the abuse, the abuse is repeated. The pain and anger grow with realising what had happened."

Unbeknown to me, I had revealed to those clever men the deeply buried hurt of my childhood. Only years later did the penny drop in my mind that I had let slip the dark secret of my childhood. Perhaps that outburst had sealed my fate within my Order! 

"Let’s go and pray about it," said Linus Kelty, who became the Superior General of the Order. 

We all moved to the chapel for Vespers. 

I repeat, the Church authorities would not have been shocked by the scandal of child sexual abuse. They would be disappointed and embarrassed but they were never ignorant of its reality, for they were past masters at hiding its existence, just as I had buried its effects deep within my soul for forty years.

I was becoming dissatisfied with the direction of my life. At the end of 1983, the whole Congregation of Victoria and Tasmania gathered for a live-in convention. I think it was at one of the residential halls of one of Melbourne’s Universities. The purpose of the convention was the vexing issue of how to serve the poor. 

Some of the questions raised are as follows: 

"Who were the poor in Australia today?"

"To what areas of education should we be concentrating our dwindling resources?"

"What was the meaning of poverty in the light of modern Australia?" 

"Did the concept spiritually poor justify the work we were doing in most of our prestigious colleges?" 

"Was the concept of spiritually poor just a cop-out term to justify working in the developed world?" 

I don’t think we were honest in the terms of reference for the convention. Prior to the convention, during the 1970’s the Order had shut down nearly all of our poor primary schools and "feeder" schools in the working class areas of Melbourne, Sydney and the other capital cities of Australia. Among us rank and file Brothers, the closing of primary schools and poor working class secondary schools was a hot issue. Lack of manpower, in my opinion, should have been the last reason for closing a poor school and the best reason for closing the prestigious colleges. The convention of 1983 came after the Congregation in Australia had closed nearly all schools for the poor. 

This convention was a turning point in my life. We paid thousands of dollars for the three days of live-in and fully catered facilities. This expense was sufficient to shock me. I also discovered how much I believed that our work for educating the destitute poor in Australia was completed in the eyes of our major Superiors. We had abandoned the poor in Australia. I believed that our major Superiors and the Bishops of Australia were exploiting the Christian Brothers. The leaders of the Congregation who were all ex- headmasters, were not likely to vote Brothers away from the Colleges of their triumphs. I had lost faith in the governing system of the Congregation. 

I was surprised how passionate for working with destitute poor in the Third World I had become. Though never really articulate I had become impatient with the Congregation. I felt too small, too unknown and definitely powerless to influence such a gathering. Nobody was listening. The major shift in direction within our Province had already taken place before this convention. My beliefs seemed an impossible dream. My life was being frittered away on missions in Australia. Time to act!!

After the convention I went to see a Monsignor Murray and asked him where were the most destitute poor. He was the director of the Melbourne branch of the Pontifical Missionary Aid Society. After listening to my desire, without hesitation, he declared that Tanzania was what I was looking for. So I volunteered, much to the shock and disbelief of my Superiors. 

Br Naughton was the head Brother at the time and his reaction to my request was summed up in one big word: EXCLAUSTRATION. I’d never heard the word before but the bottom line was that if I went to Africa I would be acting without the authority of the Order. I was free to go or to get married, to lead my own life. That was some shock to my system. I remember thinking that he had no idea of what made me tick, nor any belief in my sincerity. He virtually said go if you like, the door is wide opened, you won’t be one of us anymore. Exclaustration sounded like expulsion. 

I desperately wanted to go to Tanzania. I ignored all the implications as they were beyond my understanding. It never occurred to me that they really wanted to get rid of me. Teaching the destitute poor was what Edmund Rice would have done so the Order should be happy with my offer. If I had been more self-interested I would have seen the implications. By not going to Africa and surrendering to the Australian status quo, I had guaranteed security for life. 

In all the soul searching and turmoil I remained dominated by the desire to serve God as a Brother. It never occurred to me that I was being a rebel. Tanzania was just the most natural step for me to take. There was no other direction in which I felt called. So I went, after a short stop in Perth. "Exclaustration" disappeared into the well of my non-comprehension, the depository of much that happened to me in life.

The Catholic Church had taken over my life under the name of Monsignor Murray and the Pontifical Missionary Institute. The Brothers gave me $3000 for emergencies that I had to deposit into a bank in Dar es Salaam. In Perth I picked up a great young volunteer called Tony Connelly. Before leaving, Tony and I were given the missionary crosses from the Archbishop of Western Australia at the Sunday evening service in St. Mary’s Cathedral. I was delighted to be at last off on my life’s work. I never thought for one moment that I was not a Christian Brother. My superiors had washed their hands of me and that was the only sad note in my life at that moment. 

Ch. 9. TANZANIA. 1984-85.

The world was stunned into action by the media reports of the famine in Ethopia in the 1980s. Bob Geldof staged his charity concert "Live Aid". The famine, caused through drought and war, really extended south from Ethiopia, through Somalia and Kenya then on to our area in Tanzania. The developed world did not extend its compassion much beyond the borders of Ethiopia. Yet the famine that accompanied seven years of drought also killed millions of people beyond the borders of Ethiopia and was at its worst when Tony and I arrived in East Africa. We, Tony and I, landed in Dar es Salaam at the beginning of 1984.

It was a two weeks’ safari to reach Kasita, in the Mahange Province, a few hundred kilometres to the south west of Dar es Salaam, the then capital of Tanzania. Since those days a new capital has been built in Dodoma, to the west of Dar. The Government’s problem was to persuade civil servants and parliamentarians to leave the "flesh pots" of Dar es Salaam. Julius Narairi, the President of Tanzania expected the socialism he expounded to make all the inhabitants equally self-reliant. In fact it made nearly everyone extremely poor. 

I placed my $3,000 in the National Bank and was never able to get it out again. Two years later, before leaving the country, for ten days I was given the run around. I had to face machine gun toting soldiers to get to interviews and was sent on many wild goose chases to banks and closed offices. Eventually, to get rid of me, they sent me to the right person to authorise the hand over of my money. After ten day it turned out to be the same office where I began the scary experience. Only half my money was handed over. I decided to cut my losses after overhearing the banking officials discussing how to share out amongst themselves the balance of my $3,000. The $1,500 they returned in Thomas Cook Travellers Cheques was sufficient for my return trip to Australia. I was told later that I was the only foreigner to get dollars out of the National Bank that week. Apparently there was an oil tanker in port that refused to unload without first being paid in US Dollars. 

The self-reliance decreed by political and militia leaders reduced most of the rural people to a state of subsistence agriculture and pushed the urban dwellers to the black market economy. Bartering goods for goods was the most common and effective economy around Mahange. The Tanzanian currency, the shilling, was traded in the official economy for 10% of its value. Most people with money found other avenues to get a just exchange rate. I was crazy to have put my $3,000US into the National Bank. I learned in the first week that corruption was a way of life, a necessity for survival, in this land of the destitute. 

I am, however, racing ahead. If you are thinking that I was disillusioned with Tanzania, you have it wrong. From the moment of my arrival, I knew I had come to the end of my search. 

Kasita is a Seminary for training priests. Ours was classified as a junior Seminary. Running seminaries was the Catholic Church’s back door method of operating Catholic Colleges. All catholic schools were shut down with independence and the imposition of extreme socialism, called Ujama. Businesses also shut down. Commercial farming all but shut down. Most of the British and Indian commercial sector collected their gains and left the country. The CCM party and the Citizens Militia controlled every aspect of political, social and family life of the cities, towns and villages. There was one party, one state and one corruption riddled socialistic economy. One’s standing and very survival as an ordinary citizen depended on being a member of the ruling party. 

Tanzania had been gutted of nearly all privatisation and poverty descended on the land as the rule of the Party dragged on through the nineteen sixties, through all the seventies and half way through the eighties. Benevolent socialism resulted in the slow draining of the initiative of the people and the gradual breakdown of the country’s infrastructure. Ignorance, incompetence, neglect and corruption grew with the country’s decline and growing desperation. I found Tanzania to be a corrupt Communist dictatorship except for one area. It allowed freedom of Religion. Julius Narairi was a devout practising Catholic, would you believe. 

Tony and I spent about a week travelling in slow stages from Dar es Salaam to Kasita, a settlement in the great Selous Game Reserve. Four wheel drives were supplied from river crossing to river crossing. Military checkpoints halted progress every few miles. Their function was to make sure all travel permits were in order and to prevent the drain of the people into the cities in this time of famine. Crossing the crocodile infested rivers was by punts and/or canoe.

After a string of vehicles and canoes, past the towns of Morogoro and Ifakara, we climbed up the winding road to a tabletop mountainous plateau that was the home of 34,000 Bantu. Mahange was the name of the province and Kasita was the name of the seminary. We had arrived in a tropical jungle paradise, our new mission. 

It was difficult at first to believe in the famine. Up on our cool tableland patches of green jungle and rich looking ploughed chocolate fields (called shambas), belied the death that was all around us. 

Rain had stopped falling a few years ago and irrigation was not available for most of the Province. The truth struck home when I was shown into the store rooms of the seminary by a very worried little priest and head of the seminary, Fr. Bonus Kizse. They were big storerooms down by the kitchen of our huge double story rambling monastery, the seminary. Forty-four gallon drums, hundreds of them, were used to store maize grain. We were down to the last forty drums and that grain had to feed one hundred and fifty of us for the next twelve months. The seminary’s bean supply was also stored in drums and there were only three drums left. The dark brown, small beans were as hard as bullets. Even the mice had trouble gnawing the few spilt on the cement floor.

"I expect to run out of all food by the end of the first Semester," he announced. 

"How long are the Semesters?" I asked. 

"Because of travel problems we have two, each of twenty weeks. We have a six-week holiday twice a year. The students have to walk home and for some that will take a week if they can’t get a lift," he said.

My mind ran over this prospect; students walking a hundred kilometres home to their village through the jungle and game reserve during the worst famine for over a hundred years. It was possible that some might not make it.

"We will try to get some aid from somewhere," the worried Rector added in a tone of reassurance. 

"What about the people in the surrounding villages? Have they enough food?" I asked. 

"Some people have died already. There is nothing we can do. Many are already eating the seed grain of their next crop. You can tell how long a family has to survive by counting the grain stored across the beams of their huts. Many families have only enough for a month or two or even less," he sadly commented. 

When maize is harvested, pairs of cobs are tied together by the leaves and then looped over the beams under the thatched roofs. A good harvest can be stored up there, the whole ceiling of their huts consisting of hundreds of pairs of tied maize cobs. I was informed that most huts were down to a couple of beams of stored maize. There was nothing but death after they were used. 

The staple diet of the people was "ugali and beans". Ugali was a thick lump of congealed maize porridge. Beans and watery bean gravy topped the porridge. One meal a day was all that the people in the district were allowing themselves. Their energy was sapping away and in that first year I never saw children playing. 

I started writing home to Australia and Fiji explaining the situation and calling for aid. Recently Br. Linus Kelty, the retired Superior General of the Brothers, returned those letters to me. He now works in the archives of the congregation at Treacy College Melbourne. I averaged about three a week and I have spent a couple of days reading through them to recapture this short period of my life. 

The response from Australia and Fiji was magnificent. Fiji sent rice and Australia sent the best currency of all, a shipping container of clothes. Other aid poured in from the country’s worst enemy of all, the government of South Africa. The Americans sent bags of "bulga," a very low grade broken wheat. Mind you it made great porridge, but the local people were very conservative about food. If they did not feel the weight of Ugali and beans sitting heavily in their distended stomachs they really felt hungry. 

It was just before Easter of 1984 and an emergency staff meeting was called to discuss how to keep the school going in the next semester. We had decided that the safest thing to do was for the students not to return for the second semester unless our food situation had greatly improved. We needed fifty drums of maize and there was no crop to harvest. 

One morning Bonus excitedly came into my African History class and said that if he could get some money for fuel he had the permission of the local officials to take the local truck. If he was able to get down to Ifacara he was entitled to nearly one hundred bags of maize donated by the South African Government. The lack of transport availability has been the doom of much international aid to the Third World. 

I had a few American dollars in my socks; my most secure hiding place for the whole two years I was there. So the fuel problem was solved with the addition of other funding sources. 

Getting travel permits was Bonus’s speciality but the big problem was going to be personal security. I mean, one just does not drive through a famine-ravaged country with a truck fully loaded with maize without taking care to be protected. To do so would mean death a few miles down the track. Again Fr. Bonus came to the rescue. He turned out to be fairly high up in the Party and we were to be provided with armed guards for the trip down and back. 

We were stopped at every checkpoint and after discovering our destination we were very quickly sent on our way. At Ificara, after much showing of papers, counting and recounting the bags of maize, loading onto our truck and counting and recounting again, we were soon on the road back up to our mountains. 

Survival was the name of the game for all levels of Tanzanian society especially during this famine. Without the armed guards I don’t think we would have successfully completed the return trip. As it was, occasionally one of our precious bags would be off loaded; for a relative, for the guards at the checkpoint, for a Party Official, for the orphanage and so on; till we finally arrived back with just sufficient to attempt a full school year. The students were told that the Second Semester would be available for all. The maize, what was left of it, was carefully stored into the forty-four gallon drums. 

The seminary community survived the famine in 1984 but many in the surrounding countryside died. The rains came in November 1984 and we were able to plant out all the shambas with maize, pumpkin and beans. 1985 proved to be the end of the famine and a very good year for the surviving people of our plateau. Children came out to play in 1985. My letters of 1985 are full of praise and thanks to the people of our schools in Australia and Fiji. 

People say that the poor are not morally accountable. I have always found this sort of statement equivalent to stealing the last resource of the destitute, the ownership of their goodness. Some cultures describe the poor as those with bad blood, some place the sins of the parents onto the child, some brand offspring as bastards and others say "can any good come out of Nazareth?" When the Bishops of Australia were faced with the child abuse issue, they came up with a new one to soothe their consciences: "Most abused children turn out to become child abusers themselves." In this way they tried to lessen the guilt of protecting their paedophile servants by stealing the moral high ground from their victims. 

Among the destitute poor during the famine in Tanzania I discovered the true greatness of choosing to be good; or as the Church would teach, practising Christian Virtues. The demands for help were great and I was considered wealthy, as I had access to rescue as well as my own possessions. I had my regular group of dependants whom I resolved would survive. There was Maria, a woman with dreadful elephantiasis in the legs, who lived alone in a little mud hut with thatched roof. She got clothes and lots and lots of multivitamins. There were a few young people who got books, pens and writing materials, as they were desperate for an education. This did not go down too well with the local clergy as it meant more competition for the places in the seminary school. But the story I want to tell is the story of my two blind men; one I will call Peter and the other I will call Raymond. 

The Nature of Goodness. 

During the famine of East Africa in the early and middle 1980’s there were two blind men who owned their lives to the hand outs they received from the Church. One was named James and the other Raymond. 

Both were small men but Peter looked so frail and light as though he was hanging onto live by a gossamer thread. He wore a constant smile and lived in a pair of long hand-me-down Western trousers and a once white shirt that had long ago lost its buttons.

Peace radiated from Peter and you ignored the cracked hands, black fingernails and the swollen skewed toes and rock hard bare feet and concentrated on his pleasing smile and great conversation. His was a mind that was creative, imaginative and pure. He spoke perfect English, a product of the once proud mission school that was shut down by the extreme Socialism of the now One Party State. Some fly 

that breeds in waterfalls had stolen his sight a few years back. 

Rabmond’s personality was the very opposite. Raymond manipulated his benefactors to extract what proved to be a profitable existence. He was the blind beggar you did not wish to meet. He was like the Mr. Pew of Treasure Island notoriety who only brought black messages of disaster. He was plump, well dressed, also spoke perfect English but frail in his greed and meanness, as you will soon find out. 

There was also a lady, Maria, with advanced elephantiasis. Enormous swollen legs and very painful. I gave he lots of multivitamins. One day she invited me into her one room mud hut for a cup of tea and I had hesitated thinking that that would be accepting too much. It was noted and the pain caused quickly showed the error of my thoughts. 

Oh it is easy to give but a greater thing to be able to receive graciously from the poor. After that I always accepted invitations though once it coast me a dangerous bout of typhoid fever. On a Christmas Day, another invitation, a bowl of curried goat, gave me such a stomach upset that I swore I had berry berry. I used to keep Tania’s portable radio going by supplying batteries. She lived in a tiny tin hut and certainly couldn’t cook. 

I don’t think goodness lies in giving from your bounty. Consider what enormous bounty lies boxed away in nearly every home in the developed world. 

Peter came to me one day and invited me home as he had a proposition for me. As we walked along the forest track swapping stories and tobacco, his home grown for my luxurious BH filters, I was amazed at his mobility. 

We left the track about half a kilometre from the village. After about a minute Peter’s home came into view. A whole corner of the mud hut was missing and on entering his bed was a pile of straw and maize sacks in the dry corner. He busied himself making tea and eventually we were seated outside on cut wood sipping white and too sweet tea. 

I had the habit of giving Peter a share of vegetables from my garden. This generosity had to stop. Whether I grew more than I could use was not sufficient to ease Peter’s conscience. Eventually after a few cigarettes and more now cold too sweet tea he presented his proposition. 

Every day people who had spare vegetables sold them at the little village market. The big market was Saturdays when people came from surrounding villages to Kasita. Peter suggested that he would sell my excess vegetables for a commission. The prices would be at affordable levels and he knew people who really needed cheap vegetables. More good would come from this approach. This he suggested at the height of the famine and already thousands had died of hunger. 

O course I agreed and for the next year or so Peter did a power of good. I made a few shillings every now and then and our friendship grew stronger. 

He walked to church every morning for 6.00 a.m. Mass. After Mass we would meet behind the church and seated on the brick wall swap a cigarette, the news and any new joke. I handed over the produce, if any, for that day. I grew to like raw home grown tobacco and Peter the luxury of a filter tip. 

"Knock, knock."

"Who’s there?"

"Caniva."

"Caniva who?"

"Can I have the time?"

Peter always collapsed with this the most common of jokes.

"Why did the chicken cross the road?"

"To get to the other side."

In Tanzania we had suicidal chickens, which always panicked at the last moment to cross the road in front of rare passing transport. Frequently they didn’t make it and a little kid was quick to dive on a windfall of a meal. However if your hit a duck then you had to stop and pay recompense to its owners if you could find them. So getting to the other side brought images to James’s mind of countless freaked out chooks. 

Peter was a Saint, I think he was the first one I had ever met. Sometimes I would be in a low because I didn’t have the money for books that would help my teaching, or I was "cheesed off" about the lack of professionalism of one priest who really did not want to be a teacher. Peter would keep his smile but listen with concentrated interest then say, 

"Just do your best, Bert, that’s all. Just keep trying to do your best." 

I really miss him. However, I was certain that with or without aid he would remain a person dedicated to goodness and his God. The greatest danger of being so good was to be dismissed and even abused by the givers of charity. This could never happen to Raymond. 

I woke up one morning and spotted the guard monkey in the tree about fifty meters from my bedroom window. Just after sunrise was always the time for the local monkeys to feed. On seeing me, this cheeky black thief started screeching and becoming highly agitated. It was always a dead give away. A decoy! I kept a row of rocks on the windowsill and knew that I had to protect my vegetables from the troop in my garden below. 

A few well aimed throws and about ten of the thieves would be racing down the hill to the jungle valley below. The lookout monkey was always the last to leave. He was probably doing a head count to assure himself that all had survived the incoming missiles. 

I slapped the rock dust from my hands, got dressed, and feeling very pleased with myself headed off to Mass.

"Good morning brother Bert,"

It was Raymond on my doorstep. A big grin lit up all his round face. I though he was a bit early and was immediately on my guard. It was no problem coming up with a kilo of maize this time, but subconsciously I knew he had a trick up his sleeve. 

"These people have just arrived," he continued. "They need your help." 

I don’t know if you have seen people who are starving to death and have come to their last port of call. This family, a mother and father and two small children, was at that stage. They had reached that final stop before finding a spot to settle down and die. 

Raymond had shot his arrow. A wily look came over him, he knew that he had hit the bull eye. I hated it when he did this. Sure enough it cost me another one of my shirts which on the black market could fetch a few hundred shillings. 

It was not the shirt that mattered but the big percentage of the proceeds that the family eventually would have to pay Raymond. That was Raymond, the exploiter of the destitute. 

In many ways he saved lives but I could never define his conduct as goodness. Raymond loved the famine because he thrived. Having daily completed his round of charities in the district, he would then seek out the destitute and do another round. I was generally the last stop on the round. 

I did have some success, but that was only by being more deviant than Raymond. One evening he turned up with a small starving woman. She was badly deformed in the face, feet and hands with leprosy. I had finished night study with the students. The generator had about fifteen minutes before being turned off and lights out. 

"You can’t turn her away, Bert," he demanded. 

"I can turn her away, I will turn her away. The power is going off and I am off to bed. Not tonight Raymond! I’m sorry lady," and I shut the door. 

Inside I had my back leaning against the door and listened like mad. Raymond was notorious for keeping a large percentage of the handouts meant for his clients. 

"Well I tried. I didn’t make any promises did I? He’s in a bad mood. I can’t help you any more!" and he walked away into the night. 

I hoped she stayed but I had to wait till I though Raymond was far enough away before reopening the door. I got my torch but when I opened the door she was gone. I figured she was heading for the leper colony down in the valley. I found her at the edge of the garden and invited her back. I was filled with a mixture of an evil sort of glee that I had finally put one over Raymond and guilt that I might have offended this poor woman. Another shirt was sacrificed. 

So what is goodness? I know it was not in riches, nor in the position we hold, nor the power we wield, whether within the Church or civil authority. I found in my little corner of Tanzania that position held and power wielded was generally associated with corruption. Justice and fairness seem to go out the window when self-preservation becomes the dominant occupation. 

Why? Pride, the policies of organisations, lack of vision, lack of moral fiber and the weakness of faith in Goodness Itself, can all prove hurdles against the flowering of the virtue. 

I turned to the poor and found among them a mixture of good and evil about the same as that found among the rich and powerful. So I was forced to examine my experiences for the answer. 

Goodness is not a thing, but a Person that you allow to grow within yourself. The relationship might start with a charitable act, but it can grow into a habit. The habit of being good becomes a disposition and that disposition when faithfully followed eventually flowers into the Divine Virtue. Finding the Flower of Goodness is rare but occasionally to meet a person like Peter whose whole being radiates with It. 

It is one of the greatest thrills in life to meet a truly good person. 

 

I looked forward to receiving my first salary at Kasita. It did not happen and for the two years contract of 3,000 shillings a month I was never paid. Instead, the Bishop paid me a visit and cried poor. Instead of my salary he offered me the choice of the use of a little land to grow my own food. My choice was simply made. The only external water supply was from an outside tap attached to my room. I fitted the garden hose and chose the land to the side of the house reachable by that hose. 

School time at Kasita went from 7.30 am till 1.00 pm. Lunch followed classes and then, till evening, we all worked in the fields, shambas, hoeing up maize ridges or weeding the gardens. I mixed my afternoons in experimenting with breeding rabbits, working my own vegetable patch and/or working with the students in the shambas. 

I requested vegetable seeds from Australia and was surprised to be told that it was against Australian export regulations to send such material by post. We scratched our heads for a few weeks till a solution was found. There was no regulation against sending birdseeds. So from then on, via Warrnambool, my precious "birdseeds" came into Tanzania. I warned against sending hybrid seeds as they never produced their own fertile next generation seeds. My part of Tanzania was not up to a money economy. We certainly were not up to paying for plants and seeds season by season, to some multi-national giant company for their genetically altered sterile seeds. 

Sunday after High Mass was a good time to give out parcels of seeds to the people. They were great farmers, they could make anything grow. I suspect that even today, if I was to revisit Mahange Province, I would still find the Queensland Blue pumpkins, carrots and other fertile vegetables, descendant generations from the original Australian parcel post "birdseeds". I hope so. 

 

I seemed to have slid into memories of game hunting and the beauty of living with animals. One Saturday morning, I was not on morning study duty, I heard a truck coming up the track. Any movement of transport in our district was an event, so I was soon downstairs and on the lawn that bordered the seminary, the church and our house. The truck was making hard going: lots of men on board and a peculiar cloud of tsetsi flies hovering over the tray above the men. The load was a dead elephant. 

I went up to it and they informed me that the Party had allocated the seminary community some meat: one leg of elephant! 

I ran and told Fr Rector, Bonus. Study stopped immediately and the one hundred students were ordered to get their machetes for a "carve up." 

All students had to bring two things to the Seminary as personal belongings, a hoe and a machete. The leg with thigh and hip of an elephant was a massive mound of red raw meat, grey skin and gleaming marble white bone. It took the students, using their machetes, rest of the day to cut it all down to manageable pieces. We hung hundreds of strips of meat in the trees for drying. We also had a great bar-be-que. Eating black elephant meat was akin to eating layers of thick charred string. Meat was meat and I was not about to complain. 

Living in an open zoo developed in me a great sense of awareness: one always had to make sure one’s surrounds were secure. Snakes were everywhere. One day at the pool, a green mamba was curled round the branches of the sheltering hedge. The louder than normal noise of the finches was enough to make me investigate. What a fast and skilful snake is the green mamba when chasing birds through a hedge: like an ice skater in an obstacle race! It could suspend most of its body in the air as it stretched out for the next branch. I have this picture of an almost flying green mamba above my head, its mouth open and terrified finches darting in all directions. It is a deadly poisonous snake. 

My worst snake experience were the two I never saw alive. The memory always sends a shiver down my spine, a close encounter with two king cobras. Some of the village kids told me that the wild strawberries were ripe in the forest about a mile away from the seminary. I hopped onto the bicycle with my bucket and peddled down the track and then walked through the forest to the old gravel pit. What the kids did not mention was that that quarry had become the breeding site for giant East African green, yellow and blue butterflies. For about half an hour I was thrilled by their aerial display. Hundreds of big butterflies were performing their own version of Swan Lake. I climbed down to the quarry floor and there were the tiny, wild red strawberries. I had a habit of supplying my own music, so I sang as I picked berries and walked in the forest. It took ages to get half a bucket full. I clambered out and walked back through the forest to the bike. 

When I reached the track, I heard a tractor in the distance. As I mounted the bike it turned the corner about 200 metres away. I peddled back to the seminary thinking of stewed strawberries and about making a couple of pots of precious jam. I was in the kitchen wiping my strawberries when one of the students said that the tractor driver was outside and wanted to see me. He turned out to be one of the Brothers from the Capuchin monastery, our next door neighbours. 

"You are a lucky man Br. Bert. Look!" he said. 

From the trailer he lifted up two giant king cobras. They were dead. 

"These followed you out of the forest. I killed them with the tractor."

So while I was singing, watching Swan Lake and picking strawberries, I had had another audience. It’s true; music soothes the savage beasts! 

We had snakes everywhere, rats and mice in fields and huts, big cats taking my rabbits and chickens, monkeys becoming more daring and cheeky, people raiding the avocados groves down near the creek and wood thieves to be kept from the young eucalyptus plantations. The most memorable invasion, however, was the swarming of the ants. 

It was the season just before the rain, probably October or November and I was on night study. The generator was about half way through its four-hour ration and all were busy re-writing lecture notes when twilight had given way to night. Books were not available to the students. They had access only to Government issued course summaries or my typed lectures. I was typing up another history lesson behind a mound of reference books. There really was no need for a study supervisor as all the students were highly motivated but it was one of those Western disciplinary habits that the seminary had adopted. Study would end twenty minutes before the generator was shut down. 

Outside the classrooms ran a long, open corridor that was lit by two naked globes about 20 metres apart. A couple of heads lifted from their notes and whispering began to grow with the spreading of some excited piece of gossip. More heads looked up at the small high windows and soon it was all eyes right and talking. Rebellion? Impossible!

"What’s up men?" I asked. 

The head jumbe (head prefect) very formally stood up and said, "Those ants are very good food. Can we go and catch some?" 

I could already hear jumping and laughs outside, so the junior classes were already free and enjoying themselves. I though that if Fr. Tutilo let his group go, I was not about to spoil the fun. A nod was all they needed and the rooms emptied like the water down an unplugged drain. 

Outside, the corridor was covered in a mass of flying white ants; the thickest snowstorm you have ever seen concentrated along that narrow passage. Swiping through the cloud were arms scooping the white winged flakes. I was amazed. Disappearing into that snow cloud were over one hundred students all stuffing their mouths full. 

The frantic mating dance of millions of flying ants weaved itself over, between, under, and, for the hundreds captured, into human bodies. Ants, thousands of them, were falling, wingless onto the floor. Ants covered the walls. It was a massacre, a feast and a celebration all in one. Still the ants swarmed in. The whole seminary community was now obliterated by the white clouds. I saw Frs Kisze and Riando join in the feast. The ants were bloated, white maggots on wings. It rained wingless ants; I was pulling them out of my shirt and pants.

"Try some, Br. Bert. They’re delicious. They taste like peanuts," was the call from grinning, munching Sebastian. 

This Bantu had a delighted face, twinkling eyes and a mouth surrounded by remnants of ant wings. I retrieved another irritating specimen caught between my glasses and left eye. It looked as big as a bee as I held it by the wings pinched between two fingers. It curled its abdomen up towards its head. I just couldn’t do it; I couldn’t put it into my mouth. Sebastian solved the problem for me by shoving a couple into my mouth, like a kid giving me sweets. 

If you can ignore the scratching legs on your tongue, the taste, after a couple of crunches went from "not bad," then, "rather good", then "delicious!" From then on I was swiping for my own handfuls with the rest. 

The clean up came next morning. We were sweeping and shovelling out ants and their discarded wings by the hundred of thousands. It’s not good to eat the ants after they die. The swarming season lasted a couple of weeks. Then came the rains. Nobody ever got sick eating those meals on wings. 

A wedding is more like a season then an event. Weddings last for days. The usual wedding present is a live chicken. I also presented a shirt for the groom, a few yards of cloth for the bride and a couple of kilos of rice. There was never much food around. You have to wait your turn to be called into the mud hut to greet the happy couple, after which you join in the dance. 

The rhythm of the drums penetrates your whole being and the overflowing joy and fun of the guests is contagious. The dancing guests formed ever closing concentric circles till the dancers engulfed the sweating drummers. The drummers and their drums of all sizes were in the centre of a moving, circling, rhythmic-jumping, disc of humanity. I was snatched into the outer ring and half an hour later was still trapped and jumping inside the disc of ecstatic dancers.

The wedding that I remember most vividly, was that of the chief’s son. They wanted meat and because the chief was also one of the most powerful local political figures, they obtained permission to kill a couple of buffalo. Arnold, a Swiss volunteer had his rifle and the police had his bullets. The police agreed to release six of his bullets for the hunt. He told me that a hunt might be on the next day and asked was I interested? 

"The police have already issued my bullets," he added. 

"Interested? Need you ask? My word!" gets close to the nature of my responses. 

Meat was something we had not seen for weeks and perhaps we could score part of the kill? It’s not a simple thing to go hunting in a State that has decreed it illegal for the local population. Lots of people are involved: a warden must be present to ensure the conditions of the hunt are kept; three trackers are needed to make sure we find the right prey; eight cutters to butcher the meat; then there was Arnold and I. We made up a party of fourteen. Everyone wants to go on a legal hunt, so we had to keep mum to keep the numbers down. 

Forms from police, location approvals from party officials, a vehicle to be obtained with permission to drive out of the district, list drawn up naming all going on the trip. All these formalities had to be seen to before that precious piece of paper was stamped "APPROVED". Finally we had to call at the police station to count the bullets, still six, and for a final inspection of the rifle. I’m not into rifles but apparently it was powerful enough to do the job: a 347 or some such number in the three hundreds. Apparently it was powerful enough to stop an elephant.

Most of us travelled standing on the tray back of a four-wheel drive. I went along as the guest and interested spectator, armed with a Swiss Army water bottle, home made sandwiches and a couple of pieces of fruit. My lunch did not survive the drive down from our mountain plateau onto the plains. I did save the water and made new friends with the trackers and cutters. 

There is nothing more disarming than the sheer joy of a group of excited young Bantu men going on a hunt. Uninhibited shrieks of laughter punctuated our slow drive along the winding trail down the mountain. Arnold drove and the warden sat beside him in the cabin. I reverted to my usual habit of telling stories about Australia. 

Once on the plain, which was dotted with dark stunted trees, mainly almonds, we drove for about half an hour. A road did not exist driving towards the east. What did exist were tracks made by long gone off-road vehicles. Tall grasses, straw coloured and about a metre high stretched for miles. An occasional outcrop of boulders rising about twenty metres and the dark dangerous almond trees broke the monotony of this vast plain. Trees are dangerous because their shade attracts animals, especially lions. Once we had stopped and jumped off the tray back, the heat and the flies struck. We were on the Savannah Grasslands of East Africa that I had learned about as a twelve-year-old at Clontarf.

Nobody had to tell me not to talk, to be as silent in my movements as possible. No one had to line us up in single file; we did it automatically. I ended up as tail-end-Charlie, by no design of mine. In this fashion we walked for about an hour and a half. 

When the trackers darted forward, signing to each other, we paused as they did their homework. A whispered message was passed down the line.

"We’re on to them."

My thought was "What if a bloody lion came at me from out of this tall grass?"

The buffalo were some distance away, according to our trackers, so the self-imposed discipline relaxed somewhat and some whispered talk broke out along the line. Perspiration soaked the back of those wearing shirts. All of us were feeling the heat, beads of perspiration coming down the back of the necks of our cutters, clad only in shorts. We swiped away the bothersome magnetic flies like wind-screen-wipers on automatic slow. 

It was at this stage that I innocently destroyed the rhythm of our hunt. Some message was being passed down the line; a comment and the stepping over something. Our track was narrow, a simple foot track made by the leading trackers, swiping machetes from side to side. It was not until the message reached two ahead of me that I noticed that all were stepping over the biggest python I had ever seen. It was at least twelve inches in diameter, its head and tail lost somewhere in the tall grass on either side of the track. It was moving from my left to right. I was struck by the size of the copper, brown, fawn and black patches. I then made these off the cuff comments.

"Do you know, in Australia, some people keep pythons as house pets, like guard dogs. Nothing puts robbers off like confronting a dirty big snake." 

Apart from Arnold, our line simply disappeared, and was replaced by roars of laughter and rolling bodies in the grass by the side of the track. 

I added to the pandemonium by continuing, "It’s a pity we haven’t got a sack, we could take him back to the Seminary." 

More howls of laughter as a translation was made for those whose English mastery was not up to scratch. We just had to stop for a break for everyone to recover. I was pleased that I had contributed something towards making their day more memorable, though I never saw myself as a comedian. Arnold distributed fruit and drink for all. It was agreed not to point out anything else in case I caused more havoc among the troops. 

We had reached the top of a long slight rise and were looking over another section of the vast plain. In the distance through dotted trees and expanse of grass there was a large pile of boulders. Just off to the right were the tiny "fly dots" of what we were told were the buffalo. The cutters and two of the trackers were ordered back to bring up the vehicle. The remaining tracker, the warder, Arnold and I continued towards the distant herd. 

We used the boulders to shield our approach. When the rocks loomed large, I was told to wait in the shade of a clump of trees while the three excited hunters went ahead to hopefully make the kill. 

No sooner were my companions out of sight than a fat lioness, heavy with feed and milk, followed by one small cub, calmly appeared from behind a small rise of rocks to my right. Suddenly panic rushed like a burning sensation up through my chest and into my throat as the thought again struck me that I was in a zoo without the cages. I was as still as could be and decided to risk a photo. I took my photo and watched till the lions disappeared into the tall grass. Moving away, thank God! Sticky perspiration dotted my brow. Oh boy, if this is hunting, I’ve had it. 

I would have been much happier with a handgun, a spear even: better still, I’d rather have had a machine gun or best of all half a dozen grenades. As comforting and as necessary as my Swiss army water bottle was, for those few minutes I was completely defenceless. 

I suppose it was about half an hour before the shot rang out, just as I was drinking. The water was quite warm and I spilt it over my face with the sudden blast of that rifle. The stampeding herd of buffalo rushed close by my cluster of trees. I’d had enough of this aloneness, so decided to head towards my fearless hunting companions. 

I found them smoking cigarettes about two hundred yards the other side of the high boulders. They were sitting on a dead buffalo. It was a massive bull, huge horns and a magnificent head. It was certainly dead, its lolling tongue covered in flies, dust and grass. I felt rather sorry for the beast. 

"By the way a lioness and cub went by my hiding place," I casually announced. "I took their photo. I think I got a good one." 

"Really Bert?" Arnold asked with a touch of guilt in his voice.

"I’ll show you the photo after it is developed if you like," I answered. 

The warden whispered something to Arnold. 

"Bert, we are allowed to shoot a second buffalo, but we need someone to keep an eye on this one. Do you mind?" he asked. 

There is a certain irrationality that comes over successful killers. The adrenaline rush it is called. It sends caution and reason on a holiday. My encounter with the lion was dismissed with the same nonchalance with which I had passed on that news. Seeing their eagerness for a second kill I thought surely lightening wont strike twice.

"No, I suppose not. The cutters won’t be too long I suppose?" I inquired. 

"They will be driving up very soon. Did you see the herd?" asked Arnold. 

"They went back towards the direction we came. They stampeded towards that river back there," I answered. 

Again, I was alone and vulnerable. This time I was sitting on top of a dead buffalo. A few minutes later it released gas. Another wave of panic shivered through my body. I spent the next five minutes staring at its head for any sign of a resurrection. 

"Just gas, just gas, just gas," repeated through my brain, as I slowly calmed down. 

I noticed a lone vulture circling high above. It was hot and the flies were really noisy, obviously excited. 

"You didn’t take long," I thought looking up at the vulture. 

A few minutes later others were flying in, making a slow gliding circle high in the sky. It was when I heard that first hyena’s hysterical laugh that my courage deserted me and I abandoned my sentry duty and climbed to the top of the boulders, filling my pockets with rocks for ammunition. They were not needed, for as soon as I reached the top of the mound I heard the beautiful noise of the utility. 

The function of the cutters is to butcher the carcass and before half an hour was up I was standing on a mound of quivering quarters of buffalo on the tray back and heading off to find the rest of the party. We found them at the river. After a barbarque lunch of buffalo beef and liver and heart, we headed for home. 

What happened next was something that you would not script into an adventure novel. Too coincidental, you would say. Suddenly four buffalo shot out of the bush beside the river and stopped, in surprise, about one hundred metres off. Arnold had quickly announced which animal he was shooting. I stood beside him on the tray back. Up came the rifle and the shot sent them stampeding back into the bush. 

"Did I hit it?" asked Arnold. 

"I saw a fleck of dust rise from behind its shoulder." I replied. 

"In that case he’ll be down up ahead. Drive, we’ll pick him up," he ordered the ranger. 

We drove slowly, weaving in and out of the trees, the trackers running ahead. Then in a tiny clearing we found our second victim. All were delighted and soon we were standing a couple of feet higher on the utility’s tray back. 

That was the end of the official hunting for the day: rather, that was supposed to be the end of the hunt. We drove slowly back across the plain, heading towards the plateau of Kasita. Animals were everywhere now and I was enjoying the view. I saw a string of tails, a moving single file of periscope tails that indicated wart hogs. It was not my intention to get one shot but that was the result. The ranger nodded to Arnold and soon we were stopped as they walked off in the direction of the family. There was a shot and one wart hog joined the mound of meat under our feet. All were singing the praises of its meat.

On arriving back at Kasita, the seminary scored a leg of buffalo, I scored a leg of wart hog and the village of the chief had enough meat for the biggest wedding in the district in two years. 

Before leaving the stories of animals in Tanzania, there is one event that I do wish to relate, as it was the only time I came in contact with poaching on a commercial and really criminal scale. 

Our part of Tanzania was so remote. "Can anything good come out of Mahenge," was the jibe cast at us from the surrounding regions. Nothing happened, for ours was an economic wilderness in one of the poorest countries in the world. So the passage of a little yellow car was an event. The movements of this yellow car, with four strangers from Zambia, were something to talk about. We knew it was coming the day before it arrived. It also attracted the attention of the local officials and especially the police. 

Small communities in desperately poor countries have plenty of local officials and policemen. The four Zambians were terrified when approached by the police; their nervousness was sufficient to warrant a search of the vehicle. Fourteen rhinoceros horns were found in the boot, in the well recess for the spare tyre. 

Off to gaol, the old fort from German Colonial days, they went. For six months their little yellow car was up on wooden blocks stripped of it four precious tyres. This was to prevent them driving away in case of an escape. I presume the later disappearance of the four doors was also an extra precaution. The evidence, those precious horns, was securely locked in the locker of the evidence room. 

We did not warrant a resident magistrate so all cases are held over till his arrival every six months. He was a lovely man, from a Bantu tribe in the north of the country around Lake Victoria, educated and refined walking with the aid of a cane, due to a war service injury. All were interested in the case of the four poachers. 

The case was read out and the four sorry men were marched into court, looking a little thinner than when first seen. A diet of ugali and beans once a day did much for reducing weight. The prosecutor did his job with great confidence and pride and a policeman was appointed to defend the accused. 

When the evidence was called for, the case fell apart. There was no accounting for the empty locker. No evidence meant there was no case to answer. Down went the magistrate’s gavel and our four Zambians were free. They made a sorry circle inspecting the remains of their car. No tyres, doors and now the engine had also gone missing. They were last seen walking south, Zambia was a few hundred kilometres to the south. In a strange way justice had been done. 

A few months later the police acquired a beautiful new Toyota Landcruiser. We get some wonderful benefactors at times. God is good. 

My life in East Africa might have continued indefinitely except for two factors that made it impossible to stay. Sickness and orders uprooted me from the happiest time of my life. The second factor, orders, marked the next step in stripping me of my professional career and attacks on my self worth. 

Sickness was new to me and in those two years I caught just about every tropical disease going: dengue fever, typhoid and endless bouts of malaria. Typhoid was interesting as only by accident was it discovered. I was feeling out of sorts, struggling into class but really lacking any energy and not tempted to eat. I happened to be down in the village when the doctor was present and I mentioned that I was not well. I thought it was a bad bout of flu but this little Bantu took one look at my colour, asked about food, aches and pains and immediately ordered the famous "Widdle Test". A few days later it was confirmed, I was "strongly positive" for typhoid. He saved my life. Once the days of isolation in the clinic for the taking of the powerful medication were completed, I was pronounced cured. 

Malaria was a different story, and though we had "Fanzidar tablets," we were in a "Chloroquin tablet" district or visa versa. Anyway we had the wrong medication. So naturally Tony and I regularly came down with malaria. More about that later, as it had a bearing on my leaving my beloved mission. 

I had just gone to bed for the night, when suddenly I was stabbed in the back. I knew it was a very bad kidney stone attack. The pain that first night was really continuous and terrible. I had a history of kidney stone attacks but this one put me in Hospital a hundred miles away in Ificara. This kidney stone eventually saw me cut open to remove the monster. I really want to talk about that wonderful and great hospital run by a Swiss order of Nuns and volunteer doctors.

I suppose an army barracks, with rows of large huts all connected by cement corridors would be a good description of the lay out of Ifacara Missionary Hospital. All the corridors and paths were roofed over. My room was in the far hut from the main casualty, operating theatres and administration huts. Our hut was largely for accident cases. The next hut in line was the children’s ward for measles and malaria. Other huts were for women, maternity, TB, men, etc. The hospital covered a large area, about 30 acres, and the best way for the nurses and sisters to move between wards was by bicycle. That was the uniqueness of this hospital: nuns racing down the corridors on bicycles. 

I was to spend a couple of weeks in hospital at Ificara and got to know many of the doctors, sisters and nurses. My fellow patients did not stay long, for they were soon cured or died. The greatest tragedy was the children’s ward, where simple measles killed several children each week. 

Poverty was also a great killer. The hospital was poor, relying completely on international aid, so there were no hospital kitchens, no hospital meals. This resulted in the building of a shantytown up against the western fence of the hospital. The relatives of patients were responsible for supplying their meals. Relatives scrounged around for their own accommodation and cooking facilities in this shantytown. Ifacara was down in the plains, an area of mosquitoes, floods and rice growing. The cost of rice was too expensive, so relatives had to find work to supply the meals and, if they were not locals, survive frequent attacks of malaria. 

For most of the population going to hospital was a last resort and naturally many left the decision too late for treatment. Death visited the hospital several times a day. I got to know many of the patients and helped when it was possible. My kidney stone stopped moving soon after arriving and x-rays located the monster just below the kidney - stuck solid. I was advised to walk around, jump up and down, do anything that might naturally move it a short distance from the kidney. After a week, it was still lodged in the same place. 

There was a great commotion on my second day. I was in no pain so I generally went walking. A utility drove up and nurses and doctors were fussing and running about. A man in shorts, bleeding and broken, was carefully placed on a trolley and raced down the corridor to the casualty hut. He was in a bad way and I frequently heard the word, "Jumbo." ELEPHANT! 

It was touch and go for him for a day or two. Eventually he was made comfortable and his recovery was rapid. There are two distinct versions of what actually happened. His version is very simple. 

"I was working in my shamba (rice field), minding my own business, fixing up the bamboo fence, when this elephant came running up and wanted to crush me. It grabbed my leg and threw me across my shamba then ran away. I’m a very lucky man to be alive."

The other version is a little more interesting and came from the local police, who wanted to question him once he was well enough. 

"That fella there, he’s one big fella poacher. He was hunting with a poison arrow. He shot the elephant that chased him. He climbed a tree but the elephant was really angry. It grabbed his leg and threw him away." 

You can take your pick which version you want to believe. He was, however, eventually charged for something a little more serious. Did I mention that every story I relate is true? Well this one might have you questioning my honesty, so I will remind you again that I only tell the truth. 

It was the night before my kidney stone operation, about a week after entering Ificara hospital. I had been shown over the operating theatre by the theatre sister and warned that I would not be given any blood products. AIDS was a real scare among the medical profession at the time, though the general public was ignorant of the extent and seriousness of this new condition. My operation would take a couple of hours and my recovery would be slow for the reason mentioned above. 

Before sunrise I was woken by the sound of gunfire outside my room. As mine was the end hut, the medical supplies were just about twenty metres away in a refrigerated container. Armed guards were all over Tanzania and were posted around and in the hospital. The gun battle, for that is what it sounded like, raged outside. I got out of bed and opened the door to the corridor outside. 

"It’s all right Br. Bert, we got them," called one of the soldiers near the container. 

"Who did you get?" I asked. 

"Two robbers trying to get the medicines from the store room. They have been shot. You can go back to bed now. It’s all over," he encouraged. 

I heard the running, wheeling trolleys, talking, even some smothered giggles, for about half an hour after the shoot out. I resisted stepping outside again, though I was sorely tempted. Soon the still of the night returned. Some sleep for me proceeded the new day. A big day had dawned for me. 

"Sister, what happened last night?" I asked as I was being prepared for surgery. 

"Well Br. Bert, that elephant man was to go home today but he raided the medical supplies with his uncle. They were both shot and both had surgery last night. Our work was finished with him, now we have to start all over again," she said sadly.

I went drowsy and woke up minus my kidney stone. Dr. Nott, for many years a volunteer from Germany, performed the surgery. For a couple of days I felt that I had been cut in half. I was as weak as a kitten, drainage tubes running everywhere. My body had to naturally build up my blood level again and that took time. The stone specimen I kept in a little jar. 

The elephant man also recovered from his second dice with death and he and his uncle were arrested and kept under close guard. The Sisters made no distinction in their devoted attention to every one of us, their patients.

There was one patient that I spent some time with who eventually went to heaven. I had noticed lots of Franciscan Monks going in and out of the hut parallel to mine. The constant visits attracted my attention and eventually I paid a visit. 

The passing of a missionary was an issue that interested me? This is the story of the death of Brother Joseph. 

On entering his room, I found a few Bantu Capuchin Monks. They were telling stories and generally making the sick room a cheerful place. In the bed lay an old and very large Swiss missionary monk. He was dying. Every now and then his fellow monks prayed or offered to sing his favourite hymns etc. Joseph slid in and out of consciousness over the last week of his life. Eventually I took to visiting him daily.

It must have been the second week of March 1984, for Br. Joseph said that he would die on the feast day of his patron, St Joseph the Carpenter, March the 19th. We got to talking together and I discovered that he had spent many years in Tanzania; that he was a tradesman and he had been ill for quite some time. We prayed together and I usually joined in the prayers with his African community. I was very impressed by their loyalty and attention to their dying fellow Capuchin. 

On the morning of March the 19th. Joseph was very low and seldom did he regain consciousness. When he did so, few words were spoken and we prayed for him most of the time. Eventually I whispered in his ear that it was a great day, the feast day of St. Joseph. 

Well, call it coincidence, call it faith, but within the hour Br. Joseph died. Seven young Capuchin Bantu Brothers and myself were present in the room at the time. The good Sisters swung into action, preparing his body. Before long his little room was crowded with monks, priests, brothers and nuns. The last rites were performed again, a daily habit over this last week. Local people suddenly gathered outside his room and spilled over onto the lawn. There were about 50 of us all told, singing hymns and reciting the rosary. An old missionary had just gone to heaven. Joseph looked so peaceful: gone was the pain, discomfiture and helplessness of his illness. 

He was buried the next morning but I was not able to attend the funeral. For days after, I thought how easy was the death of this servant of God and I hoped that my passing would be as beautiful and as peaceful.

Eventually I recovered from the operation. I topped off my hospital stay with another attack of malaria. Soon I was back at Kasita diving into English, African History and Geography and eventually I was given permission to teach Scripture. The priests had no idea of the nature of a Christian Brother, that the teaching of Christianity was our major skill. It took me months to persuade them to allow me to teach religion to the Seminarians. I was as happy as could be. 

 

The Brothers were beginning to get interested in my work. Apparently they decided that I had not left them and that perhaps they should send somebody to check me out. I wish now that they had forgotten me, left me alone. My first visitor was Br. Frank Chappel, a great man and a very good monk. He found me during my hospital stay in Ificara. 

We talked about Tanzania. I said that I thought this was the work the Order should be doing. I was convinced that only quality education would raise the poor of Tanzania from destitution. I don’t think I pressed my case, because politics was not my strong point. In fact, the politics among religious was something of which I was not aware. Careerism for me was also something against the basic principles of a good religious trained to be, I quote: "As humble as a door mat and as pliable as a plate of porridge." 

However, my letters telling the Brothers and their pupils of what I had discovered did the rounds back in Australia. Apparently they sparked interest in my work among the major Superiors. I enjoyed Frank’s visit because he was interested and a listener. This was a unique experience for me in dealing with my Superiors. 

My second and final visitor brought me down to earth again. Br. Mark …….. He was the personification of all the negatives I had experienced as a religious educator. To me he was a boss, a dismissive person, a career professional, a religious politician, ambitious and a go-getter. No doubt God loved him and needed his type but he ended my missionary work in Tanzania. 

I was told that he had come to sound out the possibility of the Brothers moving officially into a Tanzanian mission. I was asked to arrange meetings with the Cardinal and local Bishops. There were 28 bishops and one Cardinal making up the hierarchy of the Church in Tanzania. I did as requested and yet, when the time came I was dismissed from the negotiations: not even present for any of the meetings. What file on me had he consulted, who had briefed him on my lack of abilities? He was treating me like the ignorant child who had joined the Order over twenty five years ago. I was hurt, left out in the cold. 

Then came this stunning announcement, "Bert, you have a choice, come back to Australia or stop being a Christian Brother." 

He made me an offer that at the time I thought I could not refuse and which I should have refused. What was really happening here? Why was it so important to remove me from what I was doing? I had till the end of the academic year, 1985, to make up my mind. My mind was in turmoil. About this time the local Bishop offered me a job in Morogoro. There was a high school of 150 nuns who were trying to gain literacy skills and their high school graduation certificates. I really wanted that mission. I wanted also to stay at Kasita. Why should I leave such need? Why did my Order want me to disappear from Tanzania? 

In the end it was malaria, a triple dose, decided my fate. When you get an attack of triple malaria there is only one cure, injections of pure quinine. If that treatment did not cure you, you were dead. It is not recommended to stay around for further attacks, however, remaining a Christian Brother was the other deciding factor. I figured all was not lost, perhaps I would return after the Order decided there was a mission for us in Tanzania. I wanted it to be at Kasita. With the Brothers likely to be officially returning to Tanzania, perhaps only my solo work was over? I could never comprehend, however, why Br.Mark was so dismissive of my very presence? Did he already know what I was about to find out? I was not a war orphan and child abuse was widespread within the Order!! 

To remain a Brother, at the end of the year I flew back to Melbourne and away from Tanzania forever. To this day I thank my God for the experience. I know some good was done and I miss the fulfilment He had brought into my life 

Ch 10. THE AWAKENING OF TRUTH. 

It was forty years since I had arrived in Australia. After Tanzania, I never really settled back to teaching in Melbourne. I longed and longed for Fiji or Africa or anywhere but where I found myself. I wanted the simple lifestyle where what I was doing was of value and appreciated. Job satisfaction no longer existed working for people who really did not need my life. 

Little did I realise that the strings that bound my life together were about to be severed. The Government’s files on "The Post War Child Migration Scheme," secured for forty years, were about to be released. The lids were about to lifted on the massive scandals of child migration and institutional abuse. The rulers of my Order guessed that my life was about to be destroyed.

"There is evil everywhere Bert. We cannot avoid it but we live with its reality." I remember the line of superiors telling me that in Ballarat back in the 1960’s. 

But in early 1986 there was the "discernment process" on whether we Christian Brothers should accept my mission in Tanzania. All the Brothers in Victoria and Tasmania were to gather together at Cathedral College in Victoria Parade, Melbourne, to discuss the possibility of opening a new mission in Tanzania. They all were to vote on the issue. Exclaustration, the separation of myself from the Order seemed to be forgotten. Or had it!

To my amazement, the night before the gathering of the Brothers I was called into headquarters at Treacy College.

"Bert, at the Conference tomorrow, you are not to give any input. You will be silent. Mark has prepared the key note address," said Br Naughton the head Brother. 

It saddened me but my habit of accepting the will of my Superiors and not questioning their decisions made me slow at expressing my ideas or even daring to question the decision. I felt that I had received a punch in the chest, that I was being discarded. Over 200 Brothers made up St. Patrick’s Province of Victoria, Tasmania, Fiji and Tonga. The Tanzanian Mission was the talk of the Province and now I was silenced. I believed it would not be an issue but for my efforts. Still, from habit, I silently accepted my rejection. 

The Conference took place and all communities, except for the four in Tasmania, were present - over 190 Brothers. Br. Mark gave the input address and it was received very well. Only one Brother stood up and questioned why I was not to be heard. It was a Brother John Aton. He asked publicly why Bert was excluded from the input? There was silence; most eyes glanced my way. Finally the provincial announced that I was present and would be in one of the small discussion groups. My public humiliation was complete. I though two things: what files about me were my superiors reading, and why was Tanzania taken from me. One thing still existed, I clung to the hope of returning to Tanzania with the first community. 

My small discussion group of 10 soon expanded to over 50 Brothers. I answered questions about the poverty in Tanzania. In the developed world we can experience levels of poverty but in the Third World there were other levels of destitution that we cannot begin to imagine. etc. 

I was always convinced of the goodness and generosity of the rank and file Brother. They came through on this day: over 180 voted for Tanzania. The Headmasters of the "big" schools talked about the spiritual poverty and needs of their "supposed rich" clients. They were against Tanzania. Some of them argued that the missions to Fiji and Tonga were enough for the Province to support. 

At the end of the day Br. Mark was thanked for his work in preparing the mission and the first community was announced. Without any consultation or explanation I was not on the list. So much for compliance and surrendering to the will of my superiors. So ended 1986. My missionary aspirations were uprooted by my order without an explanation or even a thank you for past efforts. Was I wrong to feel unwanted, discarded? 

In early 1987I was chosen for the six months study and renewal course at our headquarters in Rome. It was my turn on the roster to go, so there was nothing special about the announcement. What was surprising was a meeting with Br. Frank Chapel, one of our Province Leader Team, that went along these lines:- 

"Bert you are going to the renewal course in Rome in September. We think that you should do some research into finding your family in Scotland." 

"I don’t think I’ll be successful, Frank. Every effort in the past has failed. A letter sometimes comes from Nazareth House Scotland, where I was, saying the files do not reveal any knowledge of family. According to them I have no family," I commented. 

The Catholic Church is universal and the world is a small place. I had asked other Brothers, especially in the 1970’s Br. Paul Doyle, to check out Aberdeen. When pressed on his return he mentioned Nazareth House and said he thought I had relations in Aberdeen. Nazareth House always gave out the usual story that there was no record of relations. Aberdeen Scotland was always where my inquiries about my family ended. Now Frank was telling me in a round about way that I had family in Aberdeen. 

"We think, are almost sure, there is some family. Why not try again?" Frank added.

"I could try a private detective firm, or heraldry society? That might work but it might be expensive," I suggested. 

You see I was convinced all were dead but with a birth certificate, by using it a heraldry society might find for me some line of ancestry. That would be some sort of belonging. I could visit cemeteries in Aberdeen. 

"Find one and we’ll pay the cost for the search," Frank added. "If there is family, you should think of visiting them on your way to Rome." 

"Oh no, oh no, surely not," echoed deep within me. "Did the Brothers know all along that I was not a war orphan? Was I right as a little kid, thinking I had family? What if there was family? Is my mother alive after all? Me having relations, flesh of my flesh, blood relations! No, not really! Why weren’t they at my side? Why did they not fight for me! I wonder what having family would be like? It’s all too late now. Frank seemed so sure! Why raise these ghosts now? I’ve just lost Tanzania is this the reason?" 

I felt again that long absent burning within my chest and throat: the resurrection of the nightmare of my early years, loneliness. It was now coupled with a nervous apprehension that my life could fall apart. 

I bought a British newspaper and found a classified ad, on tracing family trees: confidentiality guaranteed, price to pay seventy pounds and a phone number in Edinburgh. So I hired the firm gave my date and place of birth and within two weeks its five-page report traced my family from 1786 to those alive today: mother, two uncles, three sisters and so on. My whole clan, on my mother’s side, McGregor, was all living in Aberdeen. Shit! They were found that easily and so fast. What a complete fool I had been! 

I spent about a month with a tingling sensation: shock and disbelief, joy and sadness, anger, despair and wonder. These sensations were real wounds at my heart and did heal damage to my health. Then a deep black calm settled on my emotions. I was cancelling out the awful reality of what was revealed, because I could not cope. It was all too late. I did not know how to begin to cope with my loss. My worst nightmare had come true. I had family all along and it had been kept from me. At the age of 45 my sentences were over and I sank into a state of mourning. I have never been able set it aside. 

There was nobody to whom I could turn, belonging as I did to a Society of Religious who had voluntary left family behind. How can you be a religious and want to meet and be with a family lost for forty years? On the other hand that society had kept me from my family. For how long had the Brothers known? My future, my lifestyle and even my religious career was under attack. 

I had family. What was my family to me now? When I needed them they were silent. Why was I separated from them in the first place? Why had my family not tried to find me? Why had I not tried harder as a kid to get home? Why was I even interested in meeting a family I did not know? My family was dead to me so why should the Brothers bring about their resurrection. Should I seek reunion and would I be disloyal to the Order in doing so? You name it, every idea went through my mind like an out of control steam train. 

I felt betrayed, lied to, the world’s biggest exploited dupe. Occasionally I felt nice, I belonged, had roots after all. But if there were so many roots, why the hell was I kept apart? Withered roots so completely severed for so long! They were all dead to me, discovered too late. That was the real tragedy of the child migration scheme. I was dead to relationships with a strange family on the other side of the world. I had been family dead for too long. 

Why? It was Government policy formed by a fear of the "Yellow Peril". I was chosen as one of the "populate or perish" child migrants. In the future I would be drafted into the army to fight off a possible Japanese invasion. Thank you Mr. Arthur Caldwell, the then Australian Minister of Immigration in a Labour Post War Government responsible for the child migration scheme. 

My forty years sentence was at an end, as any prisoner knows on release, only small fragments of normality remained. In my case only ghosts remain, the ghosts of my affections. After forty years I was alone and emotionally dead. 

Other new emotions were pounding within me. Overnight I had become a helpless victim, my self-confidence in what I was disappeared. Was this the reason for taking Tanzania from me? Was my silencing at the discernment of the Spirit meant to destroy my profile among my Brothers? Why did my superiors destroy my self- confidence rejecting all I had contributed? 

Spiritually I was also shaken: I was no longer God’s orphan. Those prayers of my childhood and the foundation of my surrender to God at the age of twelve were based on His promise: "I will not leave you orphan." I had claimed God for my own on a lie. I had joined religion on a lie. My whole life was built on a lie. Now I was being rejected by the Brothers themselves. The joy of my vocation was snatched when presented with my family tree.

I turned to my Order for help but each of my friends seemed embarrassed by my turmoil. Brothers don’t have family problems. I was strongly advised to go to Aberdeen and meet my family. Deep within myself I did not want family reunion. I could not react emotionally to such an encounter and I knew it. Why would my family have any feeling for me? Were the Brothers cutting me free so as to make reunion easier? Why should I want my family at this stage of my life?

So I called into Scotland on my way to Rome. I met my mother and three sisters and their children. I met my uncles and cousins. I thought I had met them all except for discovering my father and that Alex in Australia was my brother. He was mum’s secret! Mum was not about to share her life with me. That took no time to discover. Her three daughters were her world. Her boys belonged outside. 

You want me to tell you how I felt on meeting my mother? Nothing! Was I interested to know about her at that first meeting? No! Was I happy, angry, excited? No! Did we kiss? I don’t remember. What do I remember? I sat at one end of the small kitchen table and mother at the other end. I was looking at a little old white haired lady, physically fit, strong willed but silent. She sat half side on looking out the window and sipping tea. Her fingers were loaded with too many heavily jewelled rings. Small talk was just too silly. There was my mother and I just looked! She looked the mistress of her environment, that tiny flat in her tiny world. 

What were we to each other? Nothing! She seemed so wrapped in her small world that my life, what I had become, what I did, were questions never asked. At the same time I never offered to invade her world. Her world seemed so small, so self-centred that I couldn’t step down to what I considered trivial. I was too far removed from family normality. I didn’t think she showed any interest in or had earned the right to share my pain. I had nothing to give but love and that belonged to Someone else. 

I was reunited with my family just before the cruel realities of the Child Migration Scheme were exposed in the world’s media. I now propose to tie together my reunion with my family and my reaction to the reality of the child abuse. 

My mother turned out to be the biggest emotional anti-climax in my life. The fault was mine: I had nothing to communicate about my personal feelings towards her - there were none. I had lots of questions that I was never confident enough to ask. She presented herself to me with a cold, stoic, emotionless detachment that prevented any real communication. It seemed to me that my mere presence was a sort of silent condemnation, which make me feel guilty. She never volunteered information or reasons. Yet I could have sat at the end of the kitchen table for the rest of my life if I felt just a small spark of love. 

My mother, I observed was a little old lady with blond hair, medium height, whose whole world was contained within her council flat, cooking fatty meals, bingo nights and collecting her social welfare payments. She believed in a divine right to be cared for by the government. For twenty-one years, up to 1987, she had lived in that flat. She was the longest sitting tenant at the Seamount Road two-storey flats right next to the Seamount Court high rise tower flats at the Gallowgate. Her flat downstairs contained a hallway passage, a staircase, a lounge room and the kitchen. Up the stairs was the landing outside of the three tiny bedrooms and a bathroom. She lived within walking distance from Marshall College and the Aberdeen Central Business District. Emotionally, her life was her three daughters, Yvonne, Helen and Eleanor and their children.

Mother would walk out to shop and every evening she was off to play bloody Bingo. On return she would spend half the night listening to the police on her short wave radio. Mum liked to be the first with news. Bad news was delicious. Her favourite saying was "wicked", as though she was always judging herself against the crimes of the night. 

When we were together, she up near the stove, the chip fryer and the new microwave. Most of the time we sat in silence. There appeared to be no interest in my story. My world and values seemed so foreign that I thought nothing about me was of interest to her. I felt at times relieved that my life was beyond her control. I don’t know why but I was scared of the emotional dominance she seemed to have over those around her. 

On the other hand, I loved the few times when she told stories of her childhood in the Highlands. Her parents seemed to be of no importance. She never talked of her mother and father, though she did talk occasionally about her brothers Albert, James and Ian. The more I listened the more I began to realise how fragmented was my family. My mother seemed the product of her own rejection, left clinging to the world she had created for herself through her final marriage to a Mr. Dean. She tied her three daughters to herself having "lost" her three sons. 

I was severed from her without hope of reconciliation. I was a past aberration that had come back to haunt her and the less she revealed to me the more power she thought she held. Hers was the mind of the ignorant, able to manipulate the skills of emotional blackmail and entrapment. 

The following incident is an example of my exclusion and the emotional games she played. I discovered one night that I had a brother, also called Jim, or James. So that’s why my name was changed from James McGregor to Albert McGregor on the boat forty years ago. All my sisters and their families had gone out for the night to an engagement party and I found it strange not to be included. I had learned not to question when the body language of mum and my sisters showed that I was not wanted. Later that night, Mum and I were playing cards, the TV on. Suddenly into the lounge burst Gary. He was the spitting image of myself as a teenager, lean, long, with sandy hair. I’d never met him before but knew immediately we were related. 

"I’m Gary Forbes, your nephew and you are coming to my engagement party to meet your brother Jim. Well what about it?" he added.

"I’m off mum. I’ll get my coat and scarf, won’t be a minute Gary," I called as I ran upstairs to change. 

I never was hesitant once I knew I was welcomed. I was thrilled to be getting out and meeting this new side of my family. I felt excited. Mum remained downstairs growling gently at Gary. I remember thinking "now we’re getting somewhere." This night was a breakthrough, the first time a member of the family had made a stand on my behalf. Gary I would cherish from that moment. What a coming to life acceptance brings! 

Gary and I almost ran down from the Gallowgate to a pub in the city centre. We chattered away non-stop. Our arrival at the engagement caused a sensation. Silence descended over that crowded bar. My three sisters bolted from the room as Gary and I entered. 

"Dad, this is your brother Bert from Australia," introduced Gary. 

My brother Jim flew into a rage, not at me, but at finding out I had been around for a few weeks and he was to be kept in the dark. Well we both had for that matter. 

"What a family I have @#@#@#/ etc. etc.," he shouted. 

Well, actually it was more than a shout. His was a deep cry of hurt, frustration and anger. His tirade was the habitual explosion that obviously developed from a long history of such disappointments and hurts. I wished I could explode in the same manner. I was more the silent depth-charge personality: primed and silently floating on a sea of personal menace. 

The atmosphere was electric in that crowded bar. All eyes were on Jim and I as we stood there looking at each other. The crowd stood still with glasses frozen to hands, no movement, tension, stiffness, stillness and concentrated shock. Worried, confused eyes flickered in all directions, looking for some release from this sudden and dangerous mood swing. 

Jim began to take me in and slowly the redness of anger began to subside. 

I smiled and asked, "Where can we go for a chat and a drink?"

"Bert, I’ll kill them, you know. I didn’t know you were here. Really I didn’t know."

"Don’t worry, where can we go?" I repeated. 

The flustered manager found a room downstairs and there my brother and I shared a long hug and a pint together. Jim and I were soon laughing for joy. He struck me as a person who knew rejection and yet was not defeated. I spoke softly and soothing about the engagement, how great Gary was to come and get me. I avoided talking of mother and sisters and their strange behaviour. I wanted to know his story and of course wanted to meet his family. We fixed the next day and soon the thought of the disrupted engagement party upstairs re-entered our minds. It was time to return to the guests. 

All up it was about half an hour before we rejoined the celebration, all smiles. The tension in that bar dissolved and the engagement atmosphere descended again. My sisters never returned to the pub, nor to mum’s flat but spent most of the night walking the streets of town. They were too frightened. On the plus side, I had discovered a brother with a wonderful wife and three grown up children: Jim and Shiela, Gary, Gaynor and Gerry. 

I discovered something else about myself: I was unable to add to the problems in this family of mine. I would take in all that happened but my thoughts remained within me and I would never put to them issues that could possibly be seen as being critical or judgmental of their actions. That’s the way I was. I absorb but could not actively seek to resolve, for I felt the outsider. I don’t know how to resolve personal conflicts among them because I could not surrender myself to them. Trust and keeping secrets seemed two foreign concepts in my family. It was enough that I had surrendered myself to God. I don’t think for one moment that the Christian Brothers appreciated my complete surrender to their Order and my God. Only in this book will I tell what went through my mind. 

"Wicked, wicked, wicked!" 

This, my mother’s favourite word, had many meanings: fun, excitement, evil, disobedience and/or condemnation. It was for her the all occasion, all-purpose adjective. I wondered whether she was searching to see if the adjective could be applied to myself. Mum would just love to apply it negatively to myself as freely as she applied it to all her forebears except her daughters, my sisters. 

My family was not beyond ripping people apart, they were forceful in expressing their feelings. Consequences did not seem to matter, their frustrations exploded openly and the flack flew everywhere. I was the opposite, careful, on my guard not to offend, silent and yet like a sponge, absorbing and remembering. I was viewing for the first time people living completely natural lives, living raw emotions, unafraid of consequences, sure that no real evil would befall them. They lived in the now and defended their positions with full vigour. Their conscience seemed as hard as rocks. So this was family life, the ability to accept both the good and bad of each other. 

It was clear that mum would not accept me beyond the extent of admitting I was her son. That was the limit placed on me. The line in the sand was drawn very clearly. Mum and her girls came first and they were what mattered. We, her boys, were expected to go our own ways. We were all cast off one way or the other. Boys were good for visits but were not what really mattered around the maternal circle. My visit was over in a few weeks. 

Perhaps I really was too emotionally and psychologically damaged. I had shaped my own life. Though I was treated as unsuccessful Christian Brother, I felt that at least I was living a meaningful and hopefully good existence. However, during this reunion with my family in Aberdeen, the very rug of that existence, my belief in the goodness of my Order, was pulled from under my feet. 

His name was Stephen McQueen, (I’m not sure of the Steven), but he was a fellow inmate of mine at Castledare and Clontarf. As a youth he had returned to Scotland. United again to his family he experienced a second rejection. When I was at my lowest ebb as a child, Steven was reunited with his family. Return had been possible but even when I had my break down I was never given that offer. Now forty years later I met him as he begged an existence of alcohol addiction, playing the mouth organ outside the hotels in Union Street, Aberdeen.

The year was 1990 and I had returned to Scotland for an extended family stay. I had never settled after that first reunion three years earlier. My renewal course in Rome immediately after was a disaster. I knocked on doors in Rome, the headquarters of the Brothers but nobody had the time I needed to defuse my emotional turmoil. Mine was a problem beyond the experience of any Order to solve. 

At that time the first waves of a new scandal were already crashing through the corridors of the Order. It was called "Child Abuse." I was the embodiment of abused child. My superiors were entering damage control that distracted them from helping me. I seemed to be a victim left floating between their inability to accept responsibility and an aloofness that comes from a stance recommended by lawyers. Within my order there was no neutral ground for both a victim and a Christian Brother. 

I tried main stream teaching again in the Australian State of Victoria between 1987 and 1990 only to find myself on the bottom run of the profession, frustrated with policies and the way promotion seemed to have passed me by. In early 1987, I resigned from Abbortsford Tech., or rather walked away after only eight weeks. Next I was stationed at Cathedral College, Victoria Parade. This proved a much more enlightened school run by my mate Mitch, a great Christian Brother. 

At this period I went to a counsellor, Sr. Higgins. I think that was her name. She had a practice at Kew Junction in Melbourne. I made little progress and never touched on the hurts that mattered. She was a member of the Church and I could not mention abuse to her. I never felt that she had professional objectivity. She certainly did not seem interested. She was a silent sponge, never giving any form of feed-back. Our sessions suddenly ended by her telling me that she was writing a report for my Superiors. Whatever happened to professional confidentiality? I was furious. 

Trust was missing in my dealings with any member of the Church, and my Order was not speaking to me. My treatment seemed to have too many interested groups within the Church and not any real concern about my health. Joining a religious congregation was always a two way contract. I had worked and did everything asked, but when I was down I expected the Order would help me. They could not, or did not dare to reach out and fulfil their obligations. They were letting me drown both in community and with the silence of my major superiors. Child abuse was on such a massive scale. Lawyers seemed to be ruling the Order and to them I belonged on the wrong side of the abuse problem. 

Was it rejection by my Order underlying my depression and anger? Had just one Brother offered to walk my journey with me, offered to share my pain, even expressed some sympathy and understanding, I would have survived. Instead, my superiors seemed to be interested in finding out my state of mind, my past abuse. Was I seen as a danger to them, my potential threat? Fatigue, like never experienced before, became my constant companion. For the first time I started to question my status as a Religious. My enthusiasm for my life began slowly to drain away. I stumbled along for a couple more years, confused, angry and disappointed. 

At the end of 1990, I was given $20,000 and told to return to Scotland and sort things out. My problems were twofold: my family and the Christian Brothers. 

Returning to Scotland only dealt with the family issue and that was incurable. All roots of attachment, all emotional ties and even the will to relate were severed. I could not reach out to my family. I liked some of them, but I was never around long enough to establish relationships, let alone plot out a future life with them. Some I did not like at all. 

Leaving the Brotherhood was never an issue, though I was becoming convinced that they were opening all the doors making it easy. They wanted me to leave, were inviting me to leave. It hit me like a thunderclap that my Brothers did not know me! This time the Brothers were separating themselves from me. My! it was strange how things had a habit of turning right around. When I left for Africa they thought I was leaving them. They then quickly took that mission from me, saying I could not remain a Christian Brother if I chose to stay in Tanzania. Now they were inviting me to stay in Scotland and live with my family, separated from my Order. 

Back in Aberdeen, I bought a flat at the top of Union Street, next to the Catholic Church. I then got a job working for the Cyrenians at their Day Centre working for street people, the mentally ill, drug and alcohol dependants. I found that I loved the work and was considered good at it. I also regularly visited my family, especially my sister Helen and my brother Jim. Not all my family experiences were negative. 

My first love remained my career in Christian education for the poor. I had learned that my grandfather had built the wall around King’s College University in Aberdeen, the third oldest University in Great Britain. King’s College was five hundred years old. So, one fine day, which were few and far between in Aberdeen, I went for a long walk to visit grandfather’s wall. 

Antiques and history were always a great attraction for me but I found myself walking into the Education Department of Kings. After talking to a Dr. Derek, I found myself nibbling at an offer to do a Masters Degree in Education. The only snag was the cost. It came as a surprise to the faculty that I considered myself a local. My Australian accent and my forty years absence seemed against my being granted local citizen fees. My problem was solved when I mentioned that I was one of the "Lost Children of the Empire." Fees immediately dropped from tens of thousands of pounds to five thousand. That I could afford, by working in the Day Centre. 

Two of the happiest years of my life began and ended with my taking out a Masters of Education from Kings College, 1991-1992. I loved the academic world of King’s College and the acceptance of all the faculty in the Education Department. They wanted me to go on to do a PhD on student accommodation and student economic stress, but again I chose to remain with the Christian Brothers. 

To this day I do not know what my Order expected to happen during this prolonged stay in Aberdeen. They had stopped communicating with me on a regular basis. I felt that I had been cut adrift. 

It was then that I met Steven McQueen at the Day Centre and learned his story. I was shocked at his story of child abuse and how little support he was receiving. It was the same story as mine. He came almost daily to the Day Centre and I had long talks with him. The Child Abuse issue was raised and he suggested to me that abuse was extensive. 

Up until this time I had carried my own dark secret, thinking that I alone had such experiences. Here was another who raised the issue of sexual abuse. He also never understood the why of his kidnapping and the lie of being a war orphan. So my life came down to these two themes, the lie of the child migration scheme and sexual, physical, emotional and educational abuse as a child. 

On leaving Australia in 1990 I was given a file of names, places and institutions. I was supposed to track down families for "the war orphans". A woman who had spent years trying to reconnect with her family and had failed, had handed me this file. It was hoped that I might take over the search, however, I was so full of my own problems and discoveries to get to begin work on those files. I decided it was to be an important job for the future. 

Things took a dramatic turn one morning when I had called into mum’s for a chat and a cup of tea. My sister Yvonne was agitated and mum was tense. Something was up and then they dropped the next bombshell. 

"Your brother is coming today," said Yvonne. 

"Oh yes, Jim?" I asked. 

"No, you have another brother in Australia, Alex. Mrs. Margaret Humphries is bringing him to meet mum today."

"Alex! Alex, who’s he?" I asked but mum gave her usual wry smile that meant no comment. 

The doorbell rang and in walked Mrs.Margaret Humphries. 

"You have to leave here now, Bert. Come with me down town and we will have a chat, while Alex meets with his mum. You must not be here when this happens," she said. 

True to form I obeyed, yet I was angry at being hustled away and not even being taken into the equation. The story of my life repeated, I thought. Humphries and I went down to "The House of Frasers", a big department store in Union Street and had a long talk over a couple of large pots of tea.

Her talk ran along these lines: "Thousands of children had really been kidnapped and kept from their families through the great lie, war orphans. Many of the children, it appears were physically and sexually abused. Alex is your brother and you grew up with him not knowing. You know Alex McDonald? It was all a terrible mistake. God knows what suffering it has all caused." 

On and on she talked and I, as usual, absorbed the pain. This woman had no idea of the abuse she was inflicting. 

"Bloody hell, I know Alex, he’s that Jesuit who does the street work in Melbourne. I admire his work. He has great compassion and a great mind. That’s my brother Alex? I grew up with him! Wow! Bloody hell, who did this to us? When do I get to meet him?" 

A hundred such jumbled responses I flew at Humphries. Who is this woman assuming to control my life? Not any more madam! I was filled with a mixture of anger, admiration and frustration. My mind was exploding. 

Inside my mind these thoughts were racing: "My family have kept another brother from me. Some family I have! Anyway I never really had them, did I? When will they trust me with the whole truth? Is there no end to the nightmare of revelations? How could the governments and the Churches have got it so wrong? What right did they have to do all this to me? Forty years has been my sentence. For forty years I have been kept apart from my truth. What crime had I committed to deserve such punishment? 

"She said Alex was my brother. How could she be sure? How much more of this can I put up with? This is all too much. I don’t like this woman! Who gave her the right to shove me aside? So you’re Margaret Humphries, I’ve heard of you. I bet you don’t know what you’re playing with? You are treating me like a welfare kid etc. etc." 

My isolation from my family by Mrs. Humphries at the time of Alex’s reunion, I felt, was another abuse, depriving me of an important family moment by an agent of the Church or Government. At that morning tea at "Frasers", she seemed so pleased with herself, sipping tea and chatting about her mission to reunite the "Stolen Children of the Empire" with their families. 

"Bloody hell" was an oft-repeated expletive through my brain during this period. 

Mrs Margaret Humphries declared that she was the person taking over the family reunions. I was aware of reacting negatively to another "official", a complete stranger, moving in on my life and the lives of the other "Stolen Children of the Empire." Listening to her, I became convinced that neither governments nor the Church would ever allow us the control of the resolution of our abuse. I felt that on the issues of child migration and abuse, officialdom was making sure I remained powerless. 

For example, I told her about the box of files I had and she pleaded for a loan of them. I eventually agreed to hand them over on condition that they were returned. Silly me! To this day she has kept those files. 

From about this time on, I became aware that one of the effects of the child migrant scheme was the eroding within myself of the will to co-operate with, even to associate with, its perpetrators. Deep within my being, for the Governments and Church bodies that claimed to have acted for my welfare, I felt the germination of distrust and rejection. Yet it would take another four years and further shocking revelations to finally isolate me from my Order. 

I eventually met Alex and we hit it off straight away. Soon he had joined me in my flat down town. 

Alex and I lived together in that flat for a couple of months and we thrashed out many issues. The issue of sexual abuse was raised and again I was still inclined to be dismissive of its extent. I thought that perhaps people were taking out their frustrations by attacking the reputation of my Order, the Christian Brothers. Surely sexual and physical abuse were not that widespread? All the time my own experiences of abuse remained my secret. I never knew anyone well enough to share my darkest secret. Now I was meeting people who openly spoke of their sexual abuse. I found their openness liberating yet frightening in its consequence for my life. 

Another victim called into Aberdeen and told the same story. He had been in the Australian Army and had just taken early retirement after decades of service. I knew him well as a boy. His story mirrored mine. It had to be true! As a Christian Brother I had now met three children of my childhood who told the same story. They asked accusingly why I was still a Brother? 

I knew what I would do as soon as I returned to Western Australia. I would find out how many were abused. I would inform my Superiors; they will know what to do about the stories. I would also tell them of my abuse. Perhaps that will cure the dreadful aversion and shame now taking root in my spirit.

I was held together by my work at the Day Centre and my studies at Kings. One of the by-products of taking out my Masters of Education was to learn the process of academic research. The art of making surveys was a unit that I found fascinating and studied diligently. I practised doing the surveys set in the course beyond the level required for a pass. 

By the end of 1991 I had successfully completed the prerequisite six units and was invited by the faculty to select a thesis for 1992, the final task for gaining my Masters. I chose to research the implementation of a new education system, "The 5 to 14 Programme", that aimed to test the attainment of basic outcomes for all children in British Education from kindergarten to high school. 

Scotland was educationally light years ahead of England. The implementation of the 5-14 Programme was proving a source of stress among Scotland’s teachers. Educational professionalism and high standards of attainment beyond the new national standards were a matter of pride among most dedicated Scottish teachers. To be dictated to from London was seen as an unnecessary interference, even a slur on the glorious history of educational trail blazing that was Scotland’s pride. 

The great benefit of this thesis was that it gave me access to many primary schools in the Grampion Educational District of Aberdeen. I entered many classrooms developing the skills of interviewing, observing and then accurately recording my findings. 

All these skills I intended to put into practice when I returned to Western Australia. On my return, I intended to conduct a quick mini survey called "A survey of child abuse among the War Orphans in the Christian Brother orphanages of Western Australia." My findings, I hoped, would put to rest the conflict within my mind and spirit between my status as Christian Brother and my being a fellow victim. My research, I hoped, would light a path for my future life. I was sure I would continue, as I was, a Christian Brother. My Order would know what to do with any adverse findings. 

I successfully completed my Masters, turned down an offer to do a PhD on accommodation for University Students and, at the end of 1992, sold my flat at a large profit and returned to Perth in Western Australia. Immediately I set about my mini survey. I decided to cover an area from Albany, about 200 miles to the south of Perth to Geraldton, about 500 miles to the north of Perth. The research took about 5 weeks and I documented 16 cases, including my own. I drew my conclusions and wrote up my report. This report I handed to the Provincial of the Brothers in Western Australia, Br. Faulkner, at Westcourt, the headquarters of the Order for Western and South Australia. I warned them that my findings were not very encouraging and that something had to be done. 

Nothing happened! No sharing of the issue, no thanks, no encouragement, no inquiring about my health. I received a cold silence on confirmation that I was a victim. I was invited to stay for lunch. 

"We have it all under control Bert," said Br. Faulkner. 

"I think this issue has not even begun. I think you have a tiger by the tail," was my reply.

At lunch, a visitor, a smug, self satisfied lawyer "Old Boy" was present and he spent the meal condemning the ingratitude of the former child migrants, belittling the so called abuse accusations and professing his own gratitude for the work of the Brother in the State. He proclaimed his loyalty and declared that the Brothers had to defend themselves from vicious attacks. I thanked God that here was a man who had survived unscathed, and no doubt there were hundreds in the same boat. His ignorance of the truth and his gratitude I could accept, however, I wondered whether his presence was timed for my benefit. 

"The reputation of the Church has to be defended, the Brothers have to be defended, the so called paedophiles have to be protected from their lying accusers." On and on he ran like some nervous "talk-a-holic", trying to assure himself of his own convictions at that lunch table of his childhood heroes. 

I smiled once when the thought struck me that he was ignorant of the experience of one Brother at that table. He was so convinced that he was in safe company. It was a dreadful lunch and I sat silent, waiting for someone at that table to defend the victims. 

My damning report had been tabled that very morning. The few Brothers in the know were silent and others, ignorant of the purpose of my visit, joined in the condemnation of the so-called victims. In this inner sanctum of my Order, I found little compassion for the victims and lots of denial on an issue that was, over the next few years, to blacken the reputation of my Order forever. At that lunch I discovered that their victims were to be reviled. I was horrified; they really had the tiger by the tail and it was about to turn on them. 

Alex and I had a plan of damage control for the Brothers that we had drawn up in the flat at Aberdeen. Over the next couple of years our damage control strategy was ignored. Br. Faulkner was to give two Television interviews. The first was a disaster as he had reversed the order of priorities. The first television interview had a very negative effect on his Australian viewers. In the second interview the order of priorities was what we had proposed. We had recommended in writing that the following should be the order of priorities on the whole abuse question: 

a. Concern and care for the victims of abuse. 

b. Care and counselling for the victims’ families. 

c. Damage control for the Church and the Order. 

d. Treatment for the paedophiles, if they came forward. 

I had spent five weeks with victims and no session lasted less than several hours. The following was, in most cases, the pattern of my encounters. 

It was not difficult to gain an interview. I introduced myself as Albert McGregor, an old boy of Clontarf and Castledare and gave my institutional numbers; 2, 11, 62. I would talk generally and then ask if I might tape for documentation. All professed to know me and remember the child I was. All recalled that I had joined the Christian Brothers. I have to confess that in a few subjects I could remember little of their childhood. I could always see the little boy of forty years back, the face, the zest for life: like recalling an innocent in that sea of ignorance. The contrast as I sat with the middle-aged man, scared by the battles of life, was always dramatic and very emotional. During the interviews, I was bursting with pride, anger, compassion and sorrow, yet desperate to not step beyond the guidelines of the professional researcher. 

Slowly the fun stories dried up, mutual admiration exhausted itself, the family had been introduced, their children talked of or shown off as badges of pride, the problems of modern life aired, the potential raised for a family reunion in Britain, etc. All these topics flowed over cups of tea. Finally the question of abuse was either confirmed or denied. All admitted they were bursting to raise the issue. In all the cases of abuse I interviewed, the subject was raised after an hour or two without prompting. They were talking confidently with one who should understand them, a fellow inmate and a Brother. 

"You should be told the hard truth of a dark side of my life Br.Bert, Albert, can I call you Albert?" or words to that effect preceded their outpouring of grief. They would then pour the forty years of their shame, silence and anger over me. 

It was like they were saying "here is something I want you to take from me. I’ll tell you of my abuse and my abuser, then take them away. I have carried this shit for too long. Now I can dump it onto you, Albert." 

Language and emotion exploded from them, revealing the deep, deep hurt. Tears always followed their outbursts. Wives sprang to comfort and then joined in the tirade against Brother, Church and/or Government. For several families this was the first time they had heard the story of a beloved father’s childhood. They savagely attacked, trying to wipe away his pain, shame and fury revealed from a shattered heart. 

Of course they had every right to be angry, of course they had every right to ask why, of course they had every right to demand justice. Hypocrisy and the betrayal of true Christianity were accusations often hurled against Brothers and Church. Some victims and relatives threatened diabolic revenge. Above all they always wanted the abuse to end. Deep within all of the victims I interviewed there was a patch of pure selfless heroism that demanded their experiences never ever be repeated on others. Their pain was so bad they would not wish it on any child. Several described what they would do to anyone who dared to abuse their children or grand children. So much for the myth of the sins of the parents being visited on the children as a conference of Australian Bishops one declared: "The abused child will often abuse his children." 

All of this time I sat absorbing their anger. Often I wept. After the outbursts, there was generally a quieter time. The families usually asked their fathers questions about aspects of what was revealed. The anger gradually filtered away and a kind of stillness, like the stillness after a dreadful battle, descended. However, my worst fear was now a reality. Abuse in the institutions was wide spread. 

"What happens now?" was asked.

"I have it all on tape. I’ll go away and type up a transcript and make out a report. I will hand the report in to the Brothers. Something will come of it, I assure you," I said. 

Would you believe that generally I was thanked for taking their story. Often I was invited to return. Most would apologise for being too hard, for the bad language but never did one of my case interviewees give a retraction of his accusations. Nearly all professed relief in having unloaded a dark secret. 

Their wives were generally less forgiving, they knew there was much still to heal from their husband’s suppressed past. Now at last they had some of the answers. They were less forgiving because they could see his hurt before their eyes and were less inclined to underestimate or be dismissive of the effects of his abuse. Men, how we have been programmed to absorb pain, or to brush it off, as though it didn’t matter! No, the wives were generally right to not be fooled by the dismissive bravado displayed by their abused husbands. 

One meeting took place in the back yard of a high profile victim in a southern suburb of Perth. About half a dozen other "Old Boy" alleged victims, were invited to meet with me. I quickly discerned a drinking session and chose to be a non-drinker. In this gathering, all had remained in contact with each other for the past forty years, sexual and physical abuse was frequently raised and discussed. Their meetings had evolved into occasions for humour, banter and vulgar ridicule of the Brothers and of course mutual support. 

Time and the conflicts of life had weathered them badly. Few had been able to cope with their lot since leaving institutional care. Marriages had turned sour. Several had remained bachelors, unable to relate to women. Poverty and social marginalization were their lot. I had to decide whether I was dealing with men who were looking for a scapegoat for their failure or whether their childhood abuse had damaged them permanently. 

I settled the matter in favour of the long-term effects of abuse. I discerned the same "modus operandi" in several of their stories. The how, the when and the where of their abuse I could confirm from personal experience. The underlying pain and feelings of betrayal some openly expressed, others still tried to hide. It was not long before I became convinced that their lives had been ruined by their childhood. They would fight on but their spirit had been savaged and handicapped by abusive Brothers. 

That afternoon they laughed, got angry, several cried, consoled each other, they told ribald jokes, threatened physical violence, threatened that they would go to court and make millions, called the Brothers bastards, professed to be the real Christians but would never again go to a Catholic Church etc. They allowed the tape recorder to run. 

After each session, I generally took a motel room. I would then spend half the night or more typing their stories into my lap top computer. After several weeks, emotionally exhausted, I submitted my "mini survey" to my Superiors. 

I came away from the Christian Brothers Headquarters at Westcourt very angry, frustrated and troubled at the dismissive attitude I had encountered. I had really been ignored, dismissed to go back to my Province and work in Fiji. The Brothers in charge were the products of tradition, rulers who were not inclined to listen to an ordinary rank and file member. Yet I considered myself an authority on institutional abuse from experience and now from my own research. They had made me feel completely powerless to contribute any healing, let alone to give constructive advice. 

I was left with a dreadful moral dilemma. Where did my loyalties lie in the light of my findings, with my Order or with my fellow victim? I was now convinced that sexual and physical abuse of the "Lost Children of the Empire" was very common in the Orphanages of Castledare and Clontarf. Also I believed that the Brothers were going to suppress the issue and the victims were going to be reviled. I had no doubt of this considering that lunch and the dismissive way in which my work was received. My future silence would put me on the side of those who cover up crimes. I would be as guilty as the abusers, the Brothers who were paedophiles. My future silence was out of the question.

As I had a week before returning to Fiji, I prepared and send ‘Courtesy Copy Only" of my report to the following Authorities: the Archbishop of Perth, the Superior General of the Christian Brothers in Rome, the Australian Federal Minister for Immigration and the Premier of Western Australia, Dr.Carmen Lawrence. A few copies were sent to friends and a copy to my brother Alex. 

Beyond this I was sure there was no more I could do. It is a matter of interest that the only Authority that acknowledged the receipt of my report was Dr. Carmen Lawrence, the Premier of Western Australia. Her office wrote a standard letter acknowledging receipt of the report with thanks and expressions of concern. The Church and my Superiors never acknowledged my report, never reacted to my findings, let alone to the revelation of my own abuse. 

I concluded that the corporate Church was completely self centred when it came to facing the problem of evil within its ranks. I had surrendered my life to the Church and my Order and my message evoked nothing from them. There was no compassion, no reaching out towards me. They turned me into a problem, not a prophet. I think history says something about the fate of messengers who bring bad news. From that time I slowly began to die. 

Ch.11 Separation and Shut Down. 

From 1993 to 1994 I thought I could carry on being a Brother, especially as I had arrived back in my beloved Fiji. I threw myself into my teaching, took up many of the old duties and extra curricular work of coaching swimming and meeting friends and parents. 

After a few months, I noticed that I was changing. I began to slow down, to spend hours, after work, sitting and staring at the TV. At other times I began to draw scenes from my childhood, burning buildings, Brothers and victims. My past was leaking out, the old wounds had never healed but were simply been covered up. They were becoming angry, vivid and disturbing. They were demanding attention. Exhaustion was always with me, the more I rested the more I felt exhausted. Nothing seemed to matter any more. I was aware of becoming listless and disinterested. Fatigue sapped energy from every aspect of life. Nothing satisfied, nothing fired me up, nothing distracted. 

Once back in Fiji, I lost my brass band. Music left my life just as every other gift I had given the Order seemed to be taken away. Why had I lost my beloved music teaching? I began to brood over my lot and to question everything. Why was I not promoted? I had more qualifications that anyone on the staff. Why had they taken Africa from me? Why had family been kept from me? Why was I no longer happy? Why was I feeling completely rejected by my own Order? Why were so many Brothers false to their profession? Why doesn’t someone talk to me, let me know what the Order really wants from me? I had given them everything and now they were taking it all away and rejecting me. 

I concluded that my Order wanted me out of the way. I certainly was out of circulation when the world was learning of the extent of the Child Abuse within the order. I was out of circulation on a little island in the middle of the Pacific. As Brother after Brother was arrested, tried and gaoled, I was kept ignorant. Occasionally a Radio Australia Broadcast news item would be picked up on my short wave set, or a cutting from an Australian or British newspaper would be sent by a friend. Most of the scandal of the Order never reached my outpost in the South Pacific. I became convinced that I was part of "the enemy", that I was no longer wanted. The rejection of my research on child abuse became a rejection of myself as a Brother. I became ashamed of being a Brother, completely depressed. My own abuse by the Order as a child and now as a Brother loomed large. I believed that I was suffering post traumatic stress symptoms.

All my friends in Fiji knew that I was not well. I was wrestling with something that offered no relief, no solution. My art showing burning buildings and little children filing onto ships and locked in institutions showed that I was troubled to my very soul. Still my Order did not reach out to help, only offering my release. I could not argue against this only option opened. Yet now I believe that they were opting out of the promise of life long commitment we had to each other. They too, could not think of any solution. The Order was both my life and my persecutor, this reality they seemed to cast aside. 

Back in Melbourne in November in 1994 I thought I would finally be able to talk about what really was the problem. Instead, I was sent out to Lower Plenty and spent three days alone, waiting for an interview with my too busy Provincial. To me that isolation for three days seemed the final rejection by my Order. No welcome home to the missionary, no meeting by old "friends". I was secreted away told to wait for three days till my Superior had time for me. It was then that my brother Alex found me and took me away. 

My provincial, Br. Paul Noonan, a person I did not know, was furious that I had moved from Lower Plenty to stay with my brother among the Jesuits. Paul Noonan, my major Superior of that period, struck me as a person who could not give a damn about my problems, as he was drowning in his own. My religious life was in the hands of a man who did not know me. At this time I had become a victim, yet he was treating me as though I was a rebel. If only I wasn’t so tired and depressed, I could fight on and argue. Instead nothing seemed to matter any more. 

I decided to return to the only family I knew who would accept me as I was, the foster family I had known since I was seven years old and to whom I always returned "home": The Smiths in Perth. I needed somewhere to stop, to crash and perhaps to recover. I flew to Perth, and this move also infuriated my Superiors. Never once did they consider that I was ill; never once did they step over the line of master and servant, of ruler and subject. I went to the only place I knew where I could be me and not the Brother. I spent most of the next few weeks with the Smiths sleeping. 

My Provincial, Br. Noonan, eventually followed me to Perth with the papers to sign me off from the Order, to sever my connection with the Brothers permanently. 

There were two meetings held at Westcourt, the head house of the Brothers in Perth. Both, in my opinion, were disasters. Br. Noonan arrived chatting and joking with another Brother as he walked down the corridor. This image contrasted greatly with the sheer hell that I was living through. My feelings finally turned to revulsion. I would not co-operate, and I would finally get angry with the Brothers. I will never sign off from my Order became a firm resolution within my brain. I was innocent yet I felt as though I was guilty of some dreadful crime. I felt constantly stained by the crimes of abuse. At this time I felt most abuse by the Order vowed to look after me for better or worse. The Brothers should be helping me to recover, yet they were pushing me out the door. 

I could only think of a passage from scripture concerning the poor: "Even that which they have shall be taken away." I was being stripped of everything that was of value while my Provincial at Westcourt joked and laughed. 

I should have had a lawyer with me for those two meetings to plead my case, to explain the state I was living through. As it was, I stormed out of the second meeting without signing off from the Order. They sent me a cheque to buy a small cottage and a second hand car and then I found myself unemployed for the next fifteen months. 

Sleep and fatigue, fatigue and sleep; nothing could lift the stress and depression that now became my constant state. If only I wasn’t so tired, I could get on with living. Buying the cottage in Yarloop was a joyless and emotionless enterprise. I had a car and now a cottage and half a year’s salary in the bank. My Order did not carry any superannuation cover for its members. After 37 years with the Order my separation was valued at $3,000 a year and that was all but exhausted setting up the basics for living. With this grant my Order washed their hands of me. 

I knew not where I stood in the eyes of my Church and I still don’t know and won’t care until I have published this story. Then, perhaps, my Superiors will understand the person that I was and not the problem that they wanted to bury. I will never allow my Order to bury the problem they had created. 

I wrote that last sentence not in anger, but in sadness. Many books have been and will be written; hundreds of victims have come forward. I suppose there is a story just as interesting for every child migrant. Court cases have been held; millions of dollars paid to lawyers; a few priests, brothers, nuns and other carers found guilty sent to gaol. Other paedophiles in the Church have been sent over seas for treatment - some say to avoid the law. Each new revelation only plunges me into deeper depression. I felt at times that I was the only Brother really shocked and affected by the abuse. I could not understand why others were not equally shocked. 

My life in my little cottage at Yarloop revolved around manual work in my garden and filling out endless applications for teaching positions with the Catholic Education System, the Christian Brothers and other independent schools. I did relief teaching on occasion with the State Primary and Secondary Schools. On two occasions I helped out at the local Catholic Primary School in the next town called Harvey. All my efforts to return to my profession as a teacher in Catholic Education System failed. 

On one occasion was I called up to Perth for an interview. Again I was rejected. Never did the Brothers, many I had lived with, offer me a position. I had fallen from acting deputy principal of a thousand-pupil high school to begging for any position as a teacher. All positions remained closed. I took on private tuition and some local kids as music pupils. All the time there was the endless filling out of the dole forms and photo-copying and sending out CVs. Sometimes, in anger, it seemed to me that it was nothing for the Church to have exploited my services for thirty years, but now that they had to pay me I was not worth a cracker to them. I was told I was over qualified, inexperienced, under-qualified, too old, not adaptable, etc. etc.

I kept my finger on the pulse of Child Abuse and wrote on occasions when I considered the Church was not being fair to its victims. 

Then one day, after more then a year of unemployment, I was called up to Perth for in interview with the Archbishop. I told him my story and he seemed compassionate. I was surprised that for the first time I was doing what I always wanted to do with the Brothers: I was communicating what was going on inside my heart and soul. I had never stopped thinking of myself as a servant of the Church. 

On another occasion I though of the priesthood. My local parish priest was a very good man and he knew my story and was another listener. I went to see the Bishop of another dioceses and came away from that interview nervous. The bottom line was that if I wanted to enter the priesthood I would have to be tested by living in his community for a year and working voluntarily as some sort of truancy officer. Surely 37 years of faithful service to the Church as a Christian Brother was a long enough test of my willingness to serve? I felt that I was about to be exploited. 

Also, I was not at all convinced of his honesty in facing the problem of child abuse among his clergy. He seemed too shocked, too interested in my personal story, too unwilling to accept me as I was. He was a Bishop, nothing should have shocked him for I knew he had had some problem priests. 

The priesthood idea died when I was called for a second time before the Archbishop of Perth. I was impressed when this time he asked about my health and how I was going. That was a first for me. Well, I was surviving and my health I had relegated to the cupboard of things that did not matter. I was assured that soon something would come for me and we parted with my feeling that he was a member of the "official" Church who seemed to care. My Brothers forgot I ever existed, I was no longer their problem. That I would never accept. 

In a couple of days, there was an advertisement for a teacher, urgently needed in a remote Aboriginal community up in the Kimberleys, the far north of Western Australia. I rang in response and was immediately asked to call at a certain house in Perth. There I met a Sr. R…, the principal of Lombadina Djarindjin Catholic School. I was employed immediately and given four days to arrive in Broome where I would be met and driven up the Dampier Peninsula a couple of hundred kilometres north west of Broome. 

I could at this stage write pages of stories on the Djarindjin/Lombadina Community, The Salt Water People but I feel I have finished my story, the object of this account. Life is good if you keep alive the capacity to appreciate it in health and in an atmosphere of justice and respect. 

I found it impossible to accept that I gained this position through normal channels. What with the Archbishops assurances still ringing in my ears, the rather cold reception from Sr. R… and then the slow realisation that I could not have been placed more out of circulation than I was: I was soon convinced that strings had been pulled. 

My years of service to the Catholic Education System was recognised by my salary; it was on the top Level 13. For the next four years I was kept away from any position of authority in that tiny Community School. I was treated as the lowest member of staff I was relieved to be working. I broke down with a heart condition and mental exhaustion four years later.

My professional pride was ground to dust; my willingness to contribute more was never going to be granted. Humility was the virtue I was called on to practice day after day, year after year. I needed the work but after four years I finally stopped. Like the twelve-year-old all those years ago, I had reached a point of physical and mental collapse. Again I stopped!

It’s difficult to say what was wrong. I had an angioplasty in 1999, my heart was rebelling and I knew that physically I was going down hill fast. I lived with a detached interest through that hospital experience. On return to work after only 28 days, my heart problem began causing more concern. My lack of care for myself began to filter through to my consciousness. To die was not a problem but perhaps I was not being the best teacher I could be. Tension and fatigue were again always present. Pins and needles had returned to my arms, my neck ached and my chest pounded. Then one morning after weeks of considering my situation, I knew I was finished. 

The appointment of an acting-principal to our tiny school from head office in Broome while our new principal (Sr.Margaret Scott, a wonderful person) was on compassionate leave, proved to be the final straw that broke the camel’s back. On a February morning in the year 2000 I walked into his office and announced my resignation. A week later as I drove away, praying to live long enough to tell my story. Now it is finished! 

I had learned only one thing in life: to reject evil without discrimination but never to stop looking for and accepting the beauty, truth and goodness of my God and His creation. 

As I drove away into the vast and beautiful Australian Outback, I considered the following:- 

I had no home, (my house in Yarloop was trashed by a series of bad tenants). 

I had no job. 

I have lost everything I had build or wanted out of life. 

My health had suffered badly. 

I needed lots of time to rest and recover.

I could see ahead the eight ball looming large again, yet, within my being I smiled and I prayed, "Anyway I still have you, my God." 

I suppose the Christian Brothers will consider me a failure. My biggest failure has been my inability to express my thoughts and feelings to my Order when it really mattered. It is a failure resulting from a childhood and youth of abuse, ignorance, dependence and submission. I still consider that the Brothers severed the ties that bound us together. I consider myself a religious though separated from the Brothers of the Christian Schools of Ireland. I have appealed to Rome; this story is my case for continual support from the Brothers. I have lived my life with my God behind the Eight Ball and the consequences were always inevitable. I am Br. James Albert McGregor. CFC. 
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