Senate Community Affairs Committee 
Submission by Ken Carter [transcribed from tape]
The penal system: I refer to it as such because, in my time there, I just felt that I was mixed in with other kids who were doing the wrong thing in society and so forth. I’m going to try and start off from the beginning, back as far as I can recall as a little boy of about four or five. I remember I was at Turana and I remember a lady called Miss June, who I was very close to. She brought me across from the Gables—that was the name of the nursery at Turana at that time. She took me over to the kitchen, and I was terrified of this big woman who wanted to spook me all the time and so forth. That is the part that I do remember of Turana.

Then I was sent to Box Hill Boys Home, and that is when I felt the horror of our treatment there. I started off in section No. 2 as a little boy at five years of age. I cannot remember too much but, when I was transferred to No. 3 section at Box Hill, that is when things started to happen and so forth. I remember the time when I used to wet the bed. I’d say I’d have been eight or nine at that particular time. They used to grab us and put nappies on us and then send us off to school. The school was on the premises. I’d say that the home held 200 to 300 kids, and I suppose there were always about 15 to 20 of us in nappies at school and stuff like that. This was when we were in No. 3 section.
As I got older, I was transferred into No. 1—I just forget the sections at Box Hill but there were three of them—and that is when I met this monster, Sangster. We were housed in dormitories. They used to have the ‘wet section’ and kids like me who used to wet the bed were put in that section. We used to reek, as you can appreciate. Each morning we were pulled out of bed. We had to roll the sheets back and our beds were examined. Those who had wet the bed got six of the best with a strap with little tacks at the end of it. They had the technique of trying to hit your fingers all the time because that’s where the pain was. Then we were grabbed and marched out of the dormitories into the assembly yard naked—and this was also in winter; it didn’t matter what time of the year it was. Then we would have to walk perhaps 100 metres. Then we were sent into the cold showers. I used to nearly gasp for air it was that cold. If you didn’t get under it, he’d turn the fire hydrant on you and stuff. This went on for quite a few years there.

This Sangster came to my bed one night and tried to interfere with me. I just sort of lay there, as a little kid would, not understanding what was going on. He tried to—he did actually—play with me and grab my hand and put it on his penis and things like that. But I somehow showed rejection. From that, he had a technique of punishing you and treating you like dirt. This particular man would have been there—he must have been there for four or five years. I noted he interfered with other kids too. He was cruel. I will give you an example. He’d have wet shoes, absolutely wet. They were leather shoes in those days. He would sit on the step and he’d have me polish his shoes until I actually polished them dry, and this could take an hour and a half. Then he’d just get up, walk into the grass, wet them again and say, ‘Now get down there and do them again.’
There were times when there was this guy who used to come to the home; he’d have lollies, and he used to come every Sunday and give us a lolly each. Sangster on several occasions would take them and feed us like chooks—throw the lollies on the ground. We’d get down like animals. There were things like that. I know in the bottom of my heart that, once more comes out into the open, you’ll find that this guy was nothing but a monster.

Another time I ran away and was brought back. I was rebelling against the system. I was brought back. The pictures were on that night and I was made to sit behind the screen. Then Major Stephenson took me down to the back of the sheds with a hunk of wood the size of my wrist and flogged me until I couldn’t walk. I didn’t think I was going to survive. It is interesting, because I had a back injury when I was about 31 and the surgeon said, ‘Did you injure your back when were you were small?’ I said, ‘Oh no, I can’t remember.’ He said, ‘Well, you must have because of the disk. Part of the disk that is broken is a lot smaller; your disks continued to grow but the disk that is broken is small.’ Then I just started to think back and I said, ‘Well, that’s the only time I can remember,’ and I believe that was the cause of my injury.

I was always the type of kid that rebelled against the system. Terrible things went on and others will be able to tell you other stories. I was then sent back to Turana as an uncontrollable child. Just prior to me going back to Turana, one of the kids came up and he had an article in the paper that said that Rex Carter had committed suicide—that’s my second eldest brother. At this particular time I didn’t even know I had brothers. I heard that I had a sister, but that’s as far as it went—oh, and Ralph. Ralph was at Box Hill with me but we never communicated and stuff. He seemed to be in a different section and so forth.

There were five of us. The thing that hurt me most of all was that I didn’t know who I was. No­one ever told me where I came from or what. I was just an individual person that knew no­one. I never ever knew how old I was. I never knew my birthday. I wasn’t well educated, and still to this day I can’t read or write properly. I can make sense of words. I can identify words. I just think this whole thing has had a profound effect on me.
I used to wait for somebody to come and see me, just as I saw parents come in and see their kids. I was always waiting for somebody. The mere fact is that no­one could tell me anything. When my brother committed suicide I went up to the officers of the day and said, ‘Is this my brother?’ ‘No, that’s not your brother; you just continue on with what you’re doing,’ and I just thought nothing more about it and so forth.

I was at Turana. They sent me back from Box Hill as an uncontrollable child. I remember walking into Turana and Mr Seif who was there when I was a baby commented to me that I had grown into a fine young boy and said, ‘The last time I saw you, you were a little baby. They say you’re uncontrollable.’ I just looked at him and didn’t say anything. He said, ‘Well, I’m going to put you in Coolabah.’ So from the age of 14 I was at Turana until I was about 18 years of age. The treatment at Turana was nowhere near as bad as the Salvation Army Boys Home. Nevertheless we were treated like animals; we were herded and so forth. I will give you an example. Imagine bathing 30 kids in one bath without changing the water and things like that. 
Basically I just resented society. I’ve never ever in my life sat down and told my story because I feel that I’m the guilty one. I feel that I’m—it’s hard to describe. You just have this sense of guilt that you, as an orphan, were trash. You are nothing, nobody wants you, and that was repeated to me on many occasions throughout my years in the penal system. It is a terrible feeling.

Also I have to say that being brought up in that system, not knowing any different, you become the system; you try and work the system the best way you know how. It has such a profound effect on your life as you get older.

One of the other things I forgot to mention earlier is that, when I was at the Box Hill Boys Home, they used to have a welfare officer who would come in once a year. He always interviewed each and every one of us at the Box Hill Boys Home about how we were treated et cetera. His name was Mr Flower, and those records can be checked. Even then, even as a young child, I would wait and wait and wait and see if anything changed, but it didn’t. They were aware of it. They were aware of Sangster. They were aware of what was going on—the mistreatment of kids. That was our only hope. We told them what we thought, how we felt and what was happening, but it fell on deaf ears. I used to think: why? 
I remember going down to the shower blocks and Sangster said to each and every one of us, ‘If any of you kids say anything about how I’m running this organisation or how I run it, I’ll know about it because the reports come back to me.’ So I thought to myself, well, there would be a lot of the kids that would not even say anything. 

It just spins me out. Look, there’s so much more I can go on with. I try and just put everything behind me—and I do. But it’s very painful to sit here and go through that experience. Now that I’ve come of age and I’ve been very successful in life—even with my disabilities I have a fantastic memory, and that’s something I’ve never forgotten. That has been a great asset to me because, even though I have other weaknesses, I have my strengths and that is what is important and that is what pulls me through. I can just say there are more good people in society than there are bad people. But I just hope that this never ever happens again. 
At the beginning of this tape I did give my age and it didn’t come through but my name is Ken John Carter, born in 1945 on 29 April. I would like to know even today my mother’s records. She was put into the penal system as well; she was getting shock treatment. That was the way they did things in those days. She was in and out and she was so vague. She was a very old lady when I found her. She couldn’t tell me much. My father was an alcoholic, a drunk, living in a little humpy in Richmond. But, you know, I looked at them and I just said to myself, ‘I’ll just leave them.’ 
I kept in contact with mum only because I felt sorry for her. When the articles hit the paper about my story, a teacher rang up and said, ‘I taught your mother at Leongatha. She was a beautiful young lady. There was an accident; she was hit on the head with an axe that came off at the handle and she was never the same girl. She used to go walkabout and stuff like that.’ So I just look at this as a very sad case with my parents. 
But there were five children. It was our right to know where we came from, what really happened, and mum was never in a situation to be able to express herself or tell the true story. Every time you asked her, she’d look at you. But I know the department knew, because you don’t take five children from their parents without some reason or so forth. 
This is the thing that hurts me most of all—the silence. They treated me with utter contempt if I ever asked a question: who am I? Where do I come from? Do you know what it really feels like to walk the boundaries like a tiger in a cage, walking backwards and forwards, seeing parents come in seeing their own children? These are kids that have done crime or they are kids that have been taken away from their parents for short periods, but their parents came—and yet for me there was no­one. I always waited for someone to come and see me. I always knew there had to be someone out there that’s related. There has got to be someone. 
This is where I feel that the welfare department at that time failed in its duties and its responsibilities. I’ll never forgive the department for what they have done. That is a very good thing about the Aborigines—the unwanted children or the lost children. It was very good to bring that out into the open. But let me say one thing: what about the white people?

I hope that this is told and I hope that in the future society handles people in a better way—but most of all be honest: be honest with the kids. Never hide anything from them because it is easier for them to understand as they are growing up than to find out and be devastated later on. 

I’ve tried to find out why Rex committed suicide. I asked mum and dad at that time; they knew nothing. I asked Frank and he’d break down, so obviously he knew something; he didn’t want to talk about it. My sister is 100 per cent sure that Frank knew why he committed suicide, but now that Frank has passed away we’ll never know.

I just look at my past and the treatment that I had in those terrible years at the Salvation Army Boys Home, and they weren’t really terrific years at Turana. So that’s my story in relation to what we say are the forgotten children. You’ll never understand, unless you’ve been in this situation, how it has such a profound effect. I only get emotional when I’m talking to people very close to me, but I’ve never ever discussed a lot of these things that have happened because I just feel that I am the guilty one. But I just hope that something comes of this so that these sorts of things never ever happen again. 
But I’ve got on with life. I’ll finish here soon; I’ll just get on with life. I look always to the future. What has happened in the past has happened in the past. There’s nothing you can do about it but get on with life, and that is what I’ve done. I’ve buried this; I’ve hid it and got on with life and I’ve been very successful. I can only say to the others—and I know what they are going through, the other kids; I haven’t met any of them since I’ve left the institution—that from 1945 to 1962 is something I never ever want to experience again. So I’ll close now and I hope that this will bring this out into the open. If there is a Senate inquiry, you’ll find that my statement will be very similar to those of many, many other kids. Thank you.
