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I was born in Perth, Western Australia in 1940, the first of three children. My father was in the Army, my mother a housewife. Our family life was a normal, average working class in those times. In 1956 I met Peter, my soul mate. We were deeply in love, but we were also best friends and spent hours talking and planning the future, as we knew almost from the beginning we would marry one day. We also spent a lot of time with our friends who had similar goals. 

     Unfortunately, by mid 1957 I was pregnant. Our parents would not let us marry. We were not involved in any discussion, except that we could not keep our baby as neither of our families would, nor could afford to assist us to keep our child until we managed to get on our feet. 

     My parents then consulted our local family doctor, who conveniently knew of a couple who wanted to adopt a child. The doctor arranged for me to be put into the ‘Alexandra Home’, a Mothercraft Nurse Training School also a home for ‘Unmarried Mothers’, in Lincoln Street, Highgate [now no longer standing]. I was told that a sickness benefit payment about 42/- per week would partly pay for my board, and my mother paid the balance. Consequently, I was sent to the Home to await the birth of our child. 

     The Matron was a formidable, cold person who ran the home very strictly for the pregnant girls. It was a given that you had to give up your child for adoption to stay in the home. She made it clear that my baby was not my baby - there was no way I was going to keep “it”, if I wanted to stay in the home. I had nowhere else to go. It was a rule of the Home that no contact was allowed with the father of the child. Peter was fully supportive throughout my pregnancy despite us not being allowed to contact each other, but we did by mail, via my mother, and by phone from the Outpatients at King Edward Memorial Hospital. Matron supposedly explained to the mothers what to expect up to and after the birth, but never did tell me and I remained ignorant until I gave birth. There was no privacy in the home only in the bathroom, as we all slept in a dormitory and worked in the kitchen and laundry.

     Because this adoption was arranged privately, I never had a Social worker advise me or talk to me about the future or options available. At the time, I was relieved because social workers were from the Child Welfare Department. The threat of ‘The Welfare ‘ was enough to make your blood run cold, as if you had done ‘it’ too many times, you would go into the ’Home of Good Shepherd’ [a reputed hell-hole] until you were eighteen. Some of the girls were quizzed until they ‘confessed’ how many times they had been intimate. 

     Totally irrelevant voyeurism? It was obvious that they had been sexually involved with a male, so why the necessity for detail?

    A more personal frightening scenario was that the boyfriend would be charged with ‘Unlawful Carnal Knowledge’, and would have to go to Court and possibly gaol. For what crime? We loved each other and I was dreading the thought of the day they came to question me. Neither ‘they’; the ‘Welfare’, nor any social worker came near me, let alone explain any of the options available. e.g. a special payment from the government for a female to stay at home and look after a relative, the layette, the food assistance, baby bonus and child allowance and / or an additional benefit. Not wealth by any means, but at least a chance for us to get on our feet and stay together.

     It was also not explained that I did not have to sign any papers to remove our son from our lives. Or that if I did, I had 30 days to change my mind, to revoke that decision! Naively, I was so relieved that I had escaped the inquisition by giving birth to him before they caught up with me, I never questioned the fact that I had not been interviewed by them as I dreaded going into another ‘home’ [particularly the infamous Good Shepherd] after being in the Alexandra for several months. We were still planning ways we could take our baby home and manage our lives ourselves, until the end.  

     The Matron refused to believe I was in labour, telling me to go back to bed, despite the pain and stage of labour I was in. Fortunately, I was able to convince the night sister and I was taken to the King Edward Memorial Hospital in the final stages of labour. Then lying on my back on a cold, hard, narrow trolley, legs up exposing myself - no privacy but bugger the embarrassment now - I couldn’t have cared what they did to me.  Bright lights in my eyes, and white tiles, lots of them. Loud voices, rattles of metal clashing, echoing. With lots more poking and probing at the source of my pain. Then lying by myself, for hours it seemed, in a dully-lit passageway on the narrow trolley up against the wall. Nurses and orderlies, rushing trolleys past, not even a sidelong glance at me, in my terror and ignorance. 

     More probing and poking from a harassed looking nurse, who gestured for another one to come and look at me. ‘You’re coming too soon. Try and hold on, we’re not ready for you yet. You haven’t even been shaved.’ she said. I couldn’t answer, I couldn’t even think, the pain was so intense. What was I supposed to do? I can’t stop this happening! I couldn’t have stopped it even if I had wanted to. I was close to tears. I was living a nightmare. Besides, the pains were awful and I wished and hoped I could have some of that gas the girls said, they’d give you towards the end. 

     I desperately wanted them, or someone, here with me.

    More poking and probing, and then an urgent rushing around of nurses - a long steady blur of pushing, and pain. Someone put their hand inside me, or used their hand to stop the baby coming out – they pushed him back in - the most terrible, excruciating sensation! Then suddenly the trolley was moving fast, bashing against wide swinging doors into another into a large, white tiled room. More bright lights. Me dumped onto another bed, with a huge light above me, my legs poked unceremoniously through some strap things at the sides of the bed. When would it stop? I wish I could die! I can’t take any more! I just hoped I’d get some of that gas soon!

     A  kindly voice through the fog, ‘Just a while longer, dear. No, you can’ t have the mask. Don’t push. No! I don’t want you to push until I tell you. You’re doing nicely - Adams, bring those ?xx?’s, she’ll tear! Why didn’t they send her in earlier?’ 

     I had no control over the next urge, and didn’t care, and gave an almighty push then splat! Heat, right in the core of me, and wetness! Water … all over my legs! The pain not quite so intense now, it was like a heavy clamp on my belly pushing me down. I was on a roller coaster; everything was an uncontrollable blur, like a nightmare. I didn’t care any more.


    Then, groaning and pushing as hard as I could, feeling as though I was ripping apart, the strongest pain of all. A sharp, white hot tearing pain and then suddenly I felt the most beautiful feeling of relief, as he slithered hotly and wetly out of me. All wet and warm.

     I thought I heard someone say, ‘It’s a boy.’ 

     I cried. Great gulping sobs. 

     ‘Come on, don’t be silly dear, it’s all over now.’ 

     I lifted my head to see him, to get my first glimpse - where was he? The nurses stood, their backs to me doing something to him and I heard him - his first cry; a little mewling, squawking cry - that particular, unique wailing sound which I can never forget. 

     His first call to me, he wanted me then, and they denied us both. Even now when I hear the cry of a newborn baby, the memory still brings me out in goose bumps. A large dark haired nurse stood in front of me, deliberately obstructing my view. Then he was gone - before I could see anything of him. At first, she didn’t even want to confirm whether ‘it’ was a boy, or a girl? My pleas were brushed aside, ‘No, not now. Ask someone else later. ‘The bitch! Another brusque nurse tells me, ‘Pull yourself together, no need for tears, you’ll be in the ward in no time and you can have a nice sleep. It is all over now.’ 

     Ha! Little did she know the pain was just starting - this was merely the beginning! 

     I was badly torn, as he came out too soon - in too much of a hurry, his little elbow at the wrong angle. They said they couldn’t give me gas as I was too far advanced, and they didn’t have enough warning – I should have been there earlier when they weren’t as busy! The spiteful old cow – she who caused me this extra pain and suffering. Some student doctors had fun, or practice, stitching me up. It was a cobbled up mess, luckily, it is something that is rarely on view and even then not for general exhibition. 

     Then I was wheeled into the ward with the married, respectable mothers. It was a days of torture.

     Nurses whisking the curtains closed around my bed each time the babies were brought in at feeding time, every few hours. ‘Squeak, squish’ heralded rubber soled shoes on the shiny floors, carrying little pink or blue wrapped, wailing bundles which were handed over to outstretched arms and smiling faces. 

      ‘We’ll just close these dear’, whisk, whisk; so efficient! The yellow curtains pulled close around my bed, after I’d seen the babies given to their mothers! I doubt whether it was to save my feelings! Probably to avoid embarrassment for the mothers feeding their babies with me watching them – with an aching heart and empty arms! 

     Speculation as to why no baby for me to feed? Whispers behind hands – ssshhh.

     More fun - having my breasts bound to stop the milk coming in. No medication, when it came gushing in like a spring stream filled with melted-snow. They gave me a binder with safety pins to pin around myself. A wide strip of material tightly bound around your chest, squashing your breasts up hard against the rib cage. I couldn’t manage it by myself and had to suffer the assistance of the hard-faced black-haired nurse as though she was wrapping up a bag of potatoes. I made sure I did it myself after that, whether it was tight enough or not. I was a very prolific cow! It was a big problem putting the binder on after a shower, and adjusting it by myself, as my breasts were huge, engorged and very sore and hard. Full of painful rocks, and just to move my arms, was painful. I couldn’t lie on my side as they would drag down, I didn’t like lying on my back because my breasts would slip sideways – both painful positions.

     I was scolded because I avoided rolling over to lie on my stomach, as it was achieved with great difficulty due to the pain of pulling stitches and my painful breasts. Because I was not breastfeeding, my uterus was not contracting to expel the residue from the birth, and I was supposed to lie on my stomach for some time each day, a toweling covered pillow pressing firmly up against my belly. I managed to, as I didn’t want a large, floppy stomach, which would have been a dead give-away that I’d had a baby. The stretch marks were proof enough; at least they could remain unseen. 

     Even at the hospital, I had been told to keep away from the nursery. It was forbidden! Another distortion of the truth; more deceit, I found out years later. Our son was legally ours until the adoption order was ratified in the Supreme Court, and they lied to us! They denied us our only chance of holding, cuddling and kissing him. How could they be so cruel? It was not much to ask, particularly as they were keeping him for someone else!

     Peter and I went together to the nursery window and stood staring in, trying to read the names, to see which baby was ours. There were rows of white covered bassinettes on stands, each carrying a card with a name on it. We peered through the glass trying hard to see if our baby son had my name on his cot. A nurse looked at us, and after hesitating and looking cautiously around, lifted a baby out of a bassinette, and carried him over to the window and showed him to us. Both of us stood gazing at him. I could feel Peter’s hand on mine, his thumb gently stroking the back of my hand, soothing and calming. I was overwhelmed and couldn’t stop staring, trying to imprint the image of that little face on my mind. I was desperate to capture it before he was gone … I can see that tiny face even today. 

     The nurse smiled and all of a sudden turned and carried him back and put him in his cot, just as some other nurses walked into the nursery. I hope they didn't notice. She will never know just how valuable a gift she gave us. I will always be grateful to that unknown nurse, and would love to thank her. If it wasn’t for her compassion and the risk she took, disobeying orders, to show one of those babies, (name cards marked “A” for adoption?) we would have had absolutely nothing to take with us. 

     As it was, I never received even a piece of paper to show I had given birth to a child, until I was able to make application for the proof, thirty-five years later! My only proof; stretch marks, stitches and engorged breasts, and a broken heart.

      Later, lying on my bed in the ward, the nurses would pull the curtains around my bed, not taking particular care, leaving gaps. My backside on a pillow, my legs wide open, bent up at the knees, with the healing, heat lamp casting its warm glow on my tears and stitches to heal the cobbled-up mess. The doctors would walk past during inspection time, and with no warning, rip them back for anyone to see me in my most unbecoming position. Curtains rudely pulled aside, to enable the student doctors could see the progress of their handiwork. I heard one of them make a derogatory comment about the position of my legs, and my marital status as though I was not there, and the others laughed. Like an exhibit in the zoo! 

     When I compared notes later, we were treated like second-class citizens; less than animals.

     At the time for the completion of the Birth Registration form, the Almoner came and took all the details for the registration of his birth. To her annoyance and against her wishes and advice, I insisted I wanted to have his father’s name put on the birth certificate/registration papers. But it was never recorded on the original birth certificate. They left it off - as though he had no father! What right did someone have, to make such a decision, not to include the name of his father on his birth certificate? I gave her all his details. Too lazy to follow up, and get his signature on the form? Yet he had to sign the consent papers! When I was discharged from hospital, I was given nothing; not one piece of paper, a receipt, or certification to show he had even come from me - nothing whatsoever. We entered that place together my child and I, I walked out alone. As though he had never been, or existed. 

     Not knowing just how illegal and unethical their actions were then, I am extremely angry and frustrated even now - over forty years later. They had no rights, until I had actually signed the papers; because until then he was mine! And I didn’t know my rights, because they lied to me … and all the other mothers like me. We could have taken his picture, kissed his soft cheeks and touched his face and hair, felt the shape of his head, seen his tiny limbs and kissed his little fingers.

     And at least said ‘goodbye’. I was to forget about my baby and … get on with my life! 

     Stupid, useless, empty words reverberated down through the years! It was impossible to forget him - so simple to say, impossible to do. Better still, let them all give away their first-born child, to all those poor infertile people who couldn’t have their own, and then tell me how they managed to forget! 

     This authoritative indoctrination, with firm opposition toward anyone who tried to object to their collective wisdom, came under the guise of advice, from all levels, the doctor, matron, sisters and nurses. 

   Time for me to go back to the home, wait another aeon in my vacuum for orders from Matron to go and sign away my rights to our son - you can have more when you get married … there’s plenty of time … you’re only young!  More brain-washing as though there were fears we might buck the system; you can replace him! – like an old dog with a puppy?  

     You will forget him! I never have! Maybe if I had been respectably married and my child had died, I would have been inundated with sympathy and caring. If I had been respectably married and pregnant, and my husband had died, I would have been supported - they wouldn’t take a child from a poor widow?

     Peter and I met on the steps of the G.P.O. in Forrest Place, we walked together to the solicitor’s office, also now no longer standing, and with the stroke of a pen, ‘consigned’ a tiny human being to a life with strangers, as though we were sending a parcel through the mail. Easier in fact, we didn’t have to pay a penny for the transaction! 

     Who did? Who paid the legal fees? Who received the ‘Baby Bonus’ a mother receives on the birth of her child? Who received the ‘Child Endowment’ while he was still mine? 

     Mine at least by law, for thirty days, at least until the ‘transaction’ was ratified by the courts! We were both legally minors: under-age - still children in the eyes of the law! At that age we could not take out hire-purchase, drink liquor in a hotel; hold a driving licence, buy or drive a car! Yet, we could do this - sign a life away!  

Barbara Elizabeth Maison. 
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