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STATEMENT

My background: 
1. I was born in Richmond Victoria on the 2nd July 1926 and was one of ten children.

2. Our father was unemployed for most of his working life and we lived in a three room single fronted cottage in what may best be described as a slum dwelling.

3. The conditions under which we lived were great poverty as the meaning of the word ‘poverty’ meant at that time.

4. Sexual abuse and physical abuse were part and parcel of life

5. As there were little or no Government social benefits program the family was very much dependant on the help given by the Churches, the ‘people who lived down our street’ who cared, and the small amounts of money the children earned selling newspapers, sweets at the football, etc. etc.

6. At about the age of ten, because of neglect, truancy and behavioural problems I was, with my parents consent removed from their care and placed in care at Burwood Boys’ Home, Burwood Victoria, where I remained under their care and supervision until I was about age sixteen.

Later developments:
I retained an association with Burwood Boys’ Home and later joined its’ Board of Management and was later appointed the President.

In an unrelated matter I became Vice President/Treasurer of the Methodist Babies’ Home and was a member of its’ admissions and adoptions committee; the function of which was to receive newly born babies of unmarried mothers and to have them adopted into ‘good Christian families’, where they would be given love and care and the opportunity for a ‘better life’.

I served twelve years as a Municipal Councillor and was the only person to have served as Mayor of the Municipality on three separate occasions.

Therefore, I would claim to have been a beneficiary of the child care system, as well as one responsible for the policy and administration of providing care to those who received it.

I would also claim to have been part of formulating and implementing the policy of adoption of children and, as it would now be claimed, ‘removing babies from the care of their natural mothers’.
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My submission to the committee would be:-

1. Whilst it would appear that some former children in institutional care may have suffered emotional and physical damage as a result if it, I would regard myself as being very fortunate for the care that was given to me and the opportunities that arose for me that would almost certainly not have arisen had I remained in my early childhood situation.  Certainly there were incidents of physical mistreatment but they were no where as severe as those experienced in the Richmond situation.  Although I do recall an incident when I received a very severe thrashing from a member of the staff (and may be I deserved it).  Disciplinary action was taken against that member of staff.  

During the time I was President a number of former residents attended a function in connection with the centenary of the institution and I took the opportunity to ask a number of those who were present whether they were troubled about physical or sexual abuse during the time they were residents of The Home.  In not one case was there any expression of deep concern, although incidents were recalled of harsh physical treatment and minor sexual problems between the boys and also between the boys and adult persons, both staff and honorary workers.  

2. The staff and the committee at the Burwood Boys’ Home were motivated by   high ideals and genuine desires to do the best they could for the children under their care.

3. During the later years when I served on the board and as the president, the care of children was always the most important factor, and I can recall no instance during that time when the matter of physical abuse was an issue.

4. My involvement in the Methodist Babies’ Home was at a time when those involved were convinced that they were doing something immensely important for some newly-born babies and also for couples who for various reasons were unable to have children naturally.

5. It is perhaps a sign of changing times and attitudes that at that time the legal work of adoptions was done as an honorary service by the legal firm of Slater and Gordon, who are now so active in handling litigation on behalf of people who consider they have been wronged in one way or another.  It is also worthy of note that the senior partner of that firm was a Vice President of the Methodist Babies’ Home and a member of its’ admissions and adoptions committee.  Quite clearly he too believed that what was being done was good, important and the right thing to do.

6. I have had contact with a number of former institutional residents who seem to carry scars for which they blame their institutional care, and though I am not professionally qualified to form a proper judgement, I sometimes think there may be other, not easily identifiable reasons that may have contributed to the scars.

SUMMARY:

Having spent a significant part of my childhood in an institution I am quite sure that in spite of the emotional problems that those years (and the years before) have caused me, I am immensely grateful for the change it caused in my life and for the opportunities it gave me.  Most of all, I am grateful for what it has meant to my three children and my nine grandchildren who may never know how richly blest they are because of the way the life of  their father/grandfather was altered because he spent so much of his childhood in a Children’s home.
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I am making this submission because I am of the opinion that there is another side to the story of physical and sexual abuse of children in institutional care and that the Committee of Enquiry should be aware that there are at least some people who have a sense of gratitude for what institutional care has meant to them.

This is not to discount the emotional scars that almost all children with disturbed childhoods have experienced and probably in their later years continue to bear.
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