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SYNOPSIS

As there was no other resource from which to draw, other than those people who actually lived there, at the time, then the method of “oral history” was the only valid and reliable method that could be applied, to provide, most efficiently, the relevant data. The method allows a fuller understanding of what the thousands of destitute children of school age who (were committed to orphanages in the 1950s and 1960s) were obliged to suffer through.

The core of the project is the experiences of school-age children, reported at a later age in their middle thirties. These experiences were collated and organised into a narrative of their lives from six to seventeen years, in the congregate orphanages provided by the various Catholic orders. Providing an invaluable insightful commentary on the reports given by the informants is a lady who was not a child at the institution, She was an Inspector for the Social Welfare Department, of the time, and later she became a researcher, and the main writer of a major Government inquiry into Child Welfare - The Norgard  Report of 1976.

I examined the history of the Australian Colonial attempts to engraft the English Poor Laws into an Australian environment, where destitution and abandonment of young children prevailed. I outlined the attempts to “save the child” from its parents which became policy expressed in the law.

For over a hundred years the repressive l9th century laws, added to on occasion, were retained into the 1960s, to ensure that the social control over children abandoned by their society, their community and their family, was maintained.

The violence of the institutional life becomes very clear. This violence committed upon children even as young as six years of age is apparently an integral part of the religious fanaticism that drove those who were paid by the State to be in charge of these children.

In the case of the boys, religious piety could be allowed to be consumed by sadism and the lust of the paedophilic homosexual for the young boy. These activities were financed by a State authority unable to exercise its statutory responsibility to be accountable to the taxpayer.

The Irish Catholic repression of the sexuality of the girls is shown in the punitive measures applied to the girls who were denied the freedom of movement allowed to the boys. On top of this, a system of interlocking institutions across the city were maintained, financed by the State, to keep the girls docile, in accordance with the extreme Catholic theology of 'the time.

That many such children were shattered by their early lives and rendered unable to continue into an adult life of work as the “normal society” would decree, is not surprising. Too great a proportion of these institutionalised children drifted, or were pushed, into the life of insecure, unskilled work,

servitude in country households, and petty crime. Some reacted with murder and suicide.

Even today, policies to eliminate poverty are needed, together with Government action to support the needs of children in families.

APPENDIX 1 

To the respondents who lived in institutions

1 ) What places have you been in? Where did you come from before you went in? 

2) How long were you in the place or places?

3) At what age did you go in? 

4) Why were you placed there? How much was family poverty an influence?  5) About how many children were in the place or places with you? 

6) What was the age range of children there? 

7) What were your first impressions and feelings? 

8) Which staff did you first deal with, and why? 

9) What did you most miss from home at that first time of entry? 

10) Did you have brothers or sisters with you? If not with you, where were they? 

11) Which staff did you have most contact with? Why? How would you describe that staff? 

12) Describe the person in charge of the place. What contact did you have with that person? How did he /she affect you? 

13) Who were your friends? How and why did they become your friends? 

14) Did you have any enemies? Why? How did they affect you? 

15) What would you most often worry about? Or get upset about? Why? Did these areas of concern change over time? Why? 

16) What personal property did you have? What property were you given there? Did anyone else help you? Why?

17) Did you get on well with, or get on bad terms with, any of the staff? How did these relationships affect you? Did any of them change over time?

18) Describe the general living conditions. Did they change while you were there? How?

19) What schools did you go to? Why did you go to those schools? How were you treated there? How did you get on at school? 

What incidents of school life stand out in memory? Why did they? 

20) What were the bad times of the week; the month; of the year? Why were they bad? What were the good times? Why? 

21) What punishments were there and what offences were punished? Can you describe examples and how you felt about them?

22) Describe a typical day as you remember it?

23) What other people who lived there stand out in your memory?

24) What incidents of life there stand out in your memory? Why?

25) Which staff member was the best to you and which was worst? Why?

26) What communication or relationships did you have with the local community, apart from school?

27) How much did the religious nature of the place affect how you lived ?

28) What duties or chores did you have to do? Why? How did you feel about them ? 

29) How often did parents or relatives visit you? How often did you visit them?  How did you feel about those visits? 

30) How were your weekends and holidays used? 

31) When did you leave and why?

32) How old are you now and what do you do?

33) Do you keep contact with the family members who also attended your place; or with friends who were there? How often?

34) How much do you tell your children of your experiences? Why?

35) If you feel you have gained something positive from your stay there, what is it? What have you experienced that is negative? Who were "winners" out of the system? Who were "losers"? Why?

36) Looking back, what changes could have made your time there a lot better?

APPENDIX 2 

To Donna Jaggs; Governmenrt Inspector of Orphanages.

1) What position did you hold during the time of your contacts with the South Melbourne orphanages? What was the nature of those contacts with the orphanages?

2) How would you describe the child welfare policies of these groups in the period 1955 to 1965? The State Government; the Catholic Welfare Office; the people in charge of the orphanages.

3) What was the "rhetoric", the "conventional wisdom'' of each of those places? How much did the real experiences of the children correspond with that "rhetoric"?

4) Did you get to know some of the children there at that time ? What can you say about them?

5) How, in your opinion, would the time spent at the orphanage be likely to affect the chances of a child at school; and in later life?

6) What worries and problems did the children face? How did they cope with them ?

7) What worries and problems did the staff face? How did they cope with them ?

8) What worries and problems did you have? How did you cope with them?

9) Does any child stay on in your memory? Why?

10) Does any incident stand out in memory? Why?

11) What changes took place at the institutions during the period 1955 to 1965?

12) Which children might be called "losers" in the context of institutional life? Why were they? Who might be called "winners" ?

13) How did the splitting up of brothers and sisters affect those children?

14) How would you describe living conditions in the institutions?

15) How far did poverty in the family contribute to the causes of the admission of children to the institution? How did poverty affect the child's life at the institution?

16) What contact with the local community, apart from school, did the institutions have? Why, in your opinion, do some people, as adults now, not want to talk about their stay at the institutions? Why do some feel quite happy to talk about it?

17) What effect did the religious basis of the institutions have on the children and on the staff? Did it affect your work?

18) What effect on policies did the 1962 "Rylah Report" have? What effect did the "Norgard Report" have?

    19) How did the creation of the Social Welfare Department change Child Welfare in practice?

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the project is to describe, from personal experiences of recollected childhood, what it was like to live in a Catholic Orphanage. The period is of the 1950s and the 1960s. Out of these experiences will come insights into what should be done for children in such absolute need.

The people who are interviewed are in their middle thirties. They are asked to remember their lives as children, in three different orphanages. One was the St. Joseph's Orphanage for Boys aged from six to nine years, another was the Christian Brothers' Orphanage for Boys at South Melbourne from nine to seventeen years. It housed up to one hundred and fifty boys. The third was the Sisters of Mary Orphanage in South Melbourne, called “St. Vincent's”. This has since closed, but at the time of the period covered by the project, it housed well over one hundred girls, ranging in age from three years to seventeen years old. An additional, important resource was an officer of the Social Welfare Department of the time, who provides personal experience of the problems faced by all involved in the institutional care of children at the time. She was also the Research Officer and main writer of the 1976 “Inquiry into Child Care Services in Victoria” published as the “Norgard Report”.

The children were a part of that group in the community, who, for a variety of reasons, were unable to be accommodated anywhere else. Some of these reasons were parental neglect, parental separation, or serious illness of a parent. Some were therefore placed by law, others by parental request. In every case, poverty was a contributing reason for the child's placement.

They were also subject to a lack of consistent policy on child welfare. Rather, they were subject to “climates of opinion”. The influence of the 1864 “Neglected Children's Act” pulled the lives of the children in one direction. This act worked on the assumption that enforced removal of children from the normal community, was an appropriate solution for a wide variety of individual and social problems.

Reasons

A )  The Importance of the Research
This study is important because this is a new area of research, providing the experiences of unwitting and vulnerable participants in a process of social control not far remove-d from that of penal provisions for offenders against the law.

There is very little available in the literature in this area of social history and policy. There is certainly nothing which illuminates the personal response to institutional life in Victoria as seen by the adult, looking back.

The personal experiences are engrossing and worth telling in their own right. They give insights into a nexus between educational life chances and home background.

Such an approach can inform policy made today in relation to children in need.

Possibly, because these informants were the “objects” of authority and the “ doers unto”, their position in that period of State development was not one worthy of the attention of research workers.

As one informant, the Social Welfare Officer at the time, Donna Jaggs, explains the situation:

“The area was extraordinarily poor in terms of resources, in terms of intelligence of staff, in terms of plant, and in terms of ideas. So, it was an impoverished routinised area... in which considerable kindness and good intent was at work, but, in which the level of thought was, on the whole extraordinarily poor”.

This is clearly shown in the Annual Reports of the Child Welfare Department of the period 1955 to 1960. They were not published and were generally unavailable until 1959. Each year's report is almost a carbon copy of that which occurred in the previous year.

B ) Government Reports
There were only two State government surveys of child care close to the period covered by this project. The 1962 “Rylah Report” reinforces an understanding of the poverty of evidence in the area.

The second, still relevant, although not published until 1976, was the “Norgard Report”. It is a thorough study, which provides good background material, which helps in understanding how and why the children were treated. The terms of reference include:

1. The facilities necessary for the care of wards of the Social Welfare Department and other children requiring full-time care apart from their families, and the facilities now existing for these purposes.

2. The provision necessary for registering or approaching

voluntary organisations involved in residential and foster family care for children, and the alternative means of ensuring maintenance of acceptable standards in these programmes.

C )  The Social Work Report
There is one reference work directly relevant to the subject matter of this project and to its period of time.

“Children in Need”, by Leonard Tierney has just 127 pages. The author, at the time of its publication in 1963, was the Supervisor of Social Work Studies at the University of Melbourne. The book is the report of a research study which required one year of full-time study and nearly two years of part-time work.

To support my contention that there was very little material available, Tierney reports:

“Until the passage of the Social Welfare Act of 1960, there had been no significant review of child welfare for seventy years, and few remained alive who could recall the original issues which determined the pattern of the later programme”.

Tierney summarises the overall experience of the child in the orphanage, where he stated that, for numbers of children, the life in the institution had some positive qualities. But Tierney stated:

“For the other children, and these would certainly constitute at least fifty percent of the total number of State wards, and perhaps twenty percent of the private admissions, there has been a lack of conscious planning for the child's welfare. It is impossible to review their situation without feelings of dismay”.

The Method of Gaining the Information

Stephen Humphries ( 1981) writes:

“Clearly, any account of an underprivileged and largely anonymous group... requires a methodological approach different from that ordinarily employed by historians”.

Thus an “oral history” method will be applied. It provides an opportunity to explore and record the views of the underprivileged, the dispossessed and the defeated.

Those, who by virtue of being historically inarticulate, have been overlooked (Henige, 1982).

Thompson (1978), informs us that oral history projects start with unusual advantages, because they allow co-operation on a much more equal basis. They can bring not only intellectual stimulation, but, sometimes, through entering into the lives of others, a deeply moving human experience.

Two women who lived in the girls' orphanage at the same time have interviews tape recorded. Four men who lived together at the South Melbourne orphanage have also been recorded in interview. Three of these men also lived together at the St. Joseph's home in Canterbury. A transcript was made of the interviews and this is the raw data for the project.

The Framework of the Project

It commences with an account of the use of oral history as a method of research. There is then an outline of the historical and legal background of the institutions and child care in general in Australia, and in Victoria. Included here is an outline of the relationship between the government department and the voluntary institutions of the period.

There are then chapters on the child's experience in the institutions, and in the schools, associated with a description of the staff and their effects, both in the institutions and in the government departments.

There follows a conclusion which discusses child care policy needs of today .

CHAPTER TWO

THE RESEARCH METHOD

A ) Oral History
The nature of most existing historical records has generally consisted in the reflection of the standpoint of authority. But this project concerns the childhood of the least authoritative people in the State, outside of those jailed for crime. While it is therefore not surprising that the judgement of history has more often than not, vindicated the 'wisdom' of the powers that be, an oral history, by contrast makes a much fairer judgement possible.

Thus I have chosen oral history as the method of approach. Paul Thompson (1978) asserts that an advantage of the method is to allow the historian to choose precisely whom to interview, and what to ask about. Witnesses can be called from the under-classes, the underprivileged, and the defeated. Thus oral history provides a more realistic and fair reconstruction of the past, a challenge to the established account. In so doing, oral history has political implications for the social message of history as a whole.

As in this project, oral history can result not merely in a shift of focus, but also in the opening up of important new areas of inquiry; as well, as a field worker in oral history, I work from beyond the desk, sharing experience on a human level.

B )  Techniques
As advised by Henige ( 1982), I have prepared a preliminary list of topics to explore, and questions to ask in what seem effective ways. Each respondent was given a copy of the synopsis of the project, and I discussed the aims with each person (see Appendix 1). I gave a list of over 30 questions to each person, who, in the first interview was asked to go through the questions to bring out the memories of the very young, primary school age child, and, later, as the memories of being a person in middle teenage life. I have asked them to emphasise “critical incidents”. There are incidents that stand out in memory for the informants, either as a positive experience, or as a negative one.

To understand the very necessary background of the laws on child welfare, I have provided in the project, a discussion of the relevant laws, together with the “accretions” to them over time. These laws were amended often, but their basic nature and their effects were unaltered. They grew, rather in the way sediments collect in a water tank. But they have retained to now, the purpose as explained by Stephen Humphries (1981) to provide:

“Institutions of class control, designed to inculcate obedience and discipline in working class children”.

Oral history is, of course idiosyncratic recall. Thompson ( 1978) explains it this way:

“Recalling is an active process. In a world of constantly changing environment, literal recall is extraordinarily unimportant. It is with remembering as it is with the stroke in a skilled game. Every time we make it, it has its own characteristics. A story may be retold differently, to different audiences in different situations, and its recall can be stimulated by re-meeting an old acquaintance “ .

Coinciding with Thompson's advice on technique, the male informants in the project have expressed a need to develop that technique by adding to the one-on-one personal interviews. For one occasion they sat together, as a social gathering, and reminded each other of their experiences, recording them as they spoke.

C )  Limitations
Because it is human recall, oral history is subject to recall vagaries and frailties (Sitton, Mehaffy, Davis 1983). Thus could come the problem of distortion and the need to correct it. (Dexter, 1970), states that the major way to detect distortion and correct for it is by comparing one informant' s account, with the accounts given by other informants .

Here the situation resembles the courtroom setting since we must weigh and balance the testimony of various witnesses. However, it is necessary to also consider Henige's advice (1982), that the historian who tries to eliminate distortion that might be introduced into testimony by the personal

factor will find insuperable drawbacks in using the collective approach as the sole method of interviewing, especially as it may prevent the weighing of conflicting evidence. Thus, in this project, only one collective interview was made.

The principal problem in dealing with a group of individuals together (Henige 1982), relates to what psychologists call “small group dynamics”. The more forceful or articulate will dominate discussion, while individuals of a more reticent temperament will contribute little, or nothing .

Oral history (Henige 1982) attempts to democratise the past, and in so doing has rendered it trivial. According to this view the principal task of the historian is to identify and reconstruct the significant and relevant aspects of the past, as those that have left traces, almost in spite of themselves, because they had widespread or long term effects that require continued study. In their attempt to enshrine the ordinary and the obscure, this argument continues, those who practise oral history are really turning the role of historian on its head. They are modern day antiquarians unable to distinguish the fascinating but unimportant aspects of the past from those that really matter.

While it is true that much of the work of oral history has been to listen to those who happen to be the objects of authority (Henige 1982) rather than its wielders, the do untos, rather than the doers: historians could regard the study of their lives and the views of those people as an end in itself.

The Need For the Oral History Technique in this Project

An official study commissioned during the time span covered in this project was the 1962 Rylah Report: Child Care in Victoria. On page 84 it stated:

“Full case histories, either wards, or privately placed, were in the minority. It was commonly stated that little written information came about wards”.

This describes the childhood records of many thousands of the most destitute children in the State over a number of years. Therefore it is valid that the informants in the project feel that their experiences should not be allowed to dissipate through time. All have expressed a strong need to set down on record their childhood experiences. These people have spent much time thinking about the issues of their childhood in orphanages. Some expressed a hope that the project will go some way towards providing some enlightenment on the issues and perspectives to which they were subjected without any choice.

Altogether there are six people who make up the responses that are dealt with in this project. One woman, now a lecturer at an Institute of Technology, in her fifties, was an officer in the Social Welfare Department at the time of the childhood of the other respondents. All the other respondents are in their middle to late thirties. One of the women is a full-time writer and researcher in Child Care, and the other is a part-time worker in her local community.

The men hold a variety of occupations today. One is the supervisor of food catering at a major Melbourne hospital. Another is a publican at a country hotel. A third is an area manager for a major housing company, and the last has his own business in advertising.

These people are, however, atypical in that their life experiences in terms of employment and income, would be, in the estimation of these respondents, an improvement on the lot of many who shared childhood with them in the orphanages .

But their childhood was certainly typical of thousands of children caught in the “cycle of poverty” and there is really no other way to record that period, other than through their recollection; that is through oral history.

CHAPTER THREE
THE HISTORY OF INSTITUTIONS FOR CHILD CARE IN AUSTRALIA AND VICTORIA

Institutional care for children in Australia dates back at least to the Sydney Female Orphan School founded in 1800 (Kewley, 1973). The organisation of institutions was influenced by these, not always consistent models (A.C.O.S.S. 1972). The first of these models would have been the new production and business enterprises which emphasised efficiency and financial viability. The second was the Armed Forces, which emphasised discipline, hierarchical authority, establishment of time-structured routines, and suppression of emotion. The third was the Church, which emphasised the moral and orderly aspects of behaviour (A.C .O . S . S . 1972) .

It became possible to herd together large numbers of children so that they were addressed by number rather than by name, in a regimental but morally approved fashion. The Randwick Asylum in Sydney is an example. It became the symbol of the barrack legend and at one stage, housed over 800 children (Kewley, 1973).

The provision of child welfare has its origins in not simply the tradition of private charity, but in the Poor Laws and the penal code.

The latter put children in gaols. In Tasmania in 1824, there were twenty five children living in the Women's Prison. The children were in gaol for the reason that the mother had been gaoled - for vagrancy or the child itself had been charged with an offence (Tierney, 1972).

In Victoria, in 1858, Victorian children were confined in gaols, not for any crime committed, but because the State had no other institution in which to place them (Tierney, 1972).

Australian states did not have the system of Poor Laws that were in effect in England, but there were work houses sponsored by central government. A system of laws similar to those of England did come about eventually. Therefore the majority of destitute children were placed in work houses to mix with the sick, the unmarried mothers, and the destitute adults (Tierney, 1972).

The prevailing philosophy behind the Poor Laws was the concept of “less eligibility”.

This concept was a popular l9th century idea. Where it applied to families it was a belief that Welfare services should not act as a disincentive to individuals to accept responsibility for their own maintenance. The concept was really a method of applying the ideals of the British Poor Law that allowed the Australian middle class to avoid having to subscribe to a Poor Law rate. (Boss & Picton, 1981).

As far as parents were concerned, the principles applying to welfare, in those days, made sure that the conditions of life for people receiving assistance would be so bad that others would be discouraged from applying for benefits. People would only do so out of sheer destitution and despair. The argument was that these circumstances would cause people to reflect and to hesitate before applying for relief. (Boss & Picton, 1981).

The President of the Benevolent Society of New South Wales, said in evidence before the Royal Commission on Public Charities in 1898, that the great aim of the Society had been to “keep people from starvation, but not to supply them with the full amount of assistance they might possibly require.... In other words the aim has been not to create a class that would permanently dependent on the State”.

In a letter published in the Annual Report of the Victorian Department in 1887, the Reverend Thomas Fowle stated: “the scientifically established principle... is this: that under a state system of poor relief, the condition of the pauper should not be so good as that of the self-supporting citizen, out of whose industry, and often scanty earnings, the pauper is maintained”. (Tierney, 1972).

This philosophy came to the fore when States provided Industrial Schools for destitute children and reformatory schools for child offenders. These efforts came out of an attempt to preserve the distinction between neglected children and criminal children. However the distinctions were difficult to maintain and problems survived up to 1962. (Tierney, 1972).

In 1954 the then Mr. Rylah said in the Victorian Parliament: “Some source released to the press a report which is not available to honourable members, as far as I can ascertain. It related to the administration of Pentridge Gaol and was in the form of a report by Mr. Tingate, Stipendiary Magistrate, President of the Children's Court. Mr. Tingate stated: 'During the year (1953) several children were remanded to Pentridge, as there was no other place of safe-keeping”'. (Victorian Hansard, 15/9/1954).

In Victoria in the late l9th century, a group of social reforming women carried out a policy of “child rescue”. With the sanction of the Church and the State, they applied themselves to “saving children” usually those living in the inner suburban slums, which were considered to be breeding grounds for vice, depravity and prostitution. Many children were literally “appropriated” from their parents with the force of moral, social and spiritual authority ( Community Child Care, 1982) .

This “saving” of children was also seen as an opportunity to break the stranglehold of pauperism which was commonly held to be hereditary; a belief imported directly from the British Poor Law Commission (Boss & Picton, 1981).

The institutions where these children were placed that were run by the State, especially the system of Industrial Schools, failed. The system of State controlled care became so bad that the State abandoned its efforts. The Premier, in 1889, described the Industrial Schools as: “little less than prisons, while the reformatories are a little less than hell”. (Tierney, 1972).

In fact earlier, in 1872, a Royal Commission recommended that Industrial Schools be discontinued and urged the substitution of foster parents in private homes. This institutionalised the “child rescuers”, who were usually members of “moral uplift” societies associated with the Protestant churches. Boarding out in foster homes was arranged by District Ladies' Committees, members of which were approved by a Government department. At its peak, this Scheme had well over 100 committees (Community Child Care, 1982).

The 1872 report on children in Industrial Reformatory Schools strongly  supported the total segregation of children from their parents until the parents were reformed .

“It is not enough to take children away from such parents and

train them in virtue's ways; they must, if the expenditure of the State is to be productive, be kept away from their parents altogether, until the latter can give clear evidence of reformation. Better far for children to be trained in forgetfulness of their parents, under the care of foster-parents”. (Community Child Care, 1982) .

At the peak of the scheme, in 1928, there were approximately 4,500 wards of the Department in foster care.

Because of the failure of the State's Industrial Schools, a complete change in operations followed, setting a pattern which remained largely unaltered until the 1950s. From the middle 1870s, the State ceased operating residential homes for children (except for one reception centre, “The Depot”, at Royal Park) and relied on the private, voluntary, agencies to house its children in foster homes, children's homes and reformatories .

From the 1920s onwards, and especially during the Depression, foster care became much less popular. This was partly because of low maintenance payments and poor supervision, and partly because institutional care appeared to the government to be easier to control. Thus, during the Depression, the numbers of children in institutions increased so that the

1930s and 1940s became the period when large congregate and socially isolated institutions increased in number to contain both wards and “charity children”. (Source: Donna Jaggs).

The Victorian Law on Child Welfare

The law had changed little, up to 1970, since the passing of the first Act in 1864.

The first Neglected and Criminal Children's Act was passed in Victoria in 1864. S.13 of the Act set out the grounds on which a child may be deemed to be a neglected child. Four of the six grounds:

• Found begging

• Found wandering

• Residing in a brothel

• Parent representing that he is unable to control the child,

were still retained in Acts operative in the 1960s. The significant factor about this section is that it concentrates on public expressions of neglect, but made no provision for intervention on the grounds of unfit guardianship of a parent, because the Act made it an offence to be' a neglected child (S.15) . The inference from the combination of these two sections was that the child was being punished for his behaviour. There was nothing in the Act to indicate a concern for the child-family situation, or any provision for assistance in that area. The need for action was recognised, but the means adopted was punitive and repressive. A consolidating Neglected Children's Act of 1890 slightly expanded the grounds upon which a child might be deemed to be neglected.

The extent of the judgemental and punitive attitude of the law to children can be seen from the new grounds introduced by this Act. A child associated with, or who resided with drunkards, criminals or prostitutes, whether that person was the parent or not, was deemed to be neglected. The 1928 Act changed the name of the legislation to the Children's Welfare Act. This followed the dropping of “criminal” from the 1890 Act, and it was a step towards reducing the stigma.

The Children's Welfare (Amendment) Act in 1933 introduced unfit guardianship provisions and also the “likely to lapse into a life of crime” provision. Section 18 (viii) and (ix) introduced recognition of an attitude that girls needed greater protection than boys. This had not been spelled out before and it still applied in the Social Welfare Act of 1970.

The Children's Welfare Act of 1954 removed neglect as an offence and replaced it with a procedure by application. That is, rather than being charged with an offence of “being in need of care and protection” in the criminal court, a child could be removed from the parents' legal guardianship if an appropriate government officer made an application to the court for the State to take over legal guardianship.

However the 1928 and 1933 provisions in those Acts were substantially unchanged. The exposure to moral danger provision was added, but otherwise, the provisions remained the same (Tehan, 1977).

There was no significant amendment in the Children's Welfare Act of 1958, and the provisions of the 1958 Act were transferred, without alteration to the 1970 Social Welfare Act (Tehan, 1977).

The Norgard Committee examined, and commented on, the legislation in 1976. This Committee called for a major overhaul of child care legislation rather than continuing to make further alterations to the existing structure. It continued by criticising the situation where “control aspects dominate to an unacceptable extent in Victorian legislation” .

The Norgard Committee also pointed out that those sections of the Act which are specifically concerned with the admission of children to State guardianship, and with the exercise of that guardianship basically derive from the l9th century. They reflect the political, psychological and social beliefs of that day. They still incorporate procedures which were pragmatically adopted by earlier legislators from their contemporary administrative resources. Many of the moral and social assumptions which they reflect, were in their view, no longer tenable.

The Committee went on to point out that they cannot see that either welfare or justice is served if lack of resources results in children being admitted to State care, only to receive little or none of the individual treatment for which the action was initiated.

The Committee added that, at present, admission to State care automatically involves transfer of children’s guardianship to the Director-General of Social Welfare, potentially until children reach the age of 18 years.

The effects of these laws, when put into practice, were described as follows: (Tierney, 1963).

“ For good or bad, the child went forth into the unknown, a receipt for his person secured, and a brief history of the child sent to the Superintendent of the institution. This history was no more than a precis of the Police complaint, a statement of the court decision, and an itemised account of the disposal of the other children in the family. There the child would remain, and for practical purposes file was closed, until it became necessary to remove him from the institution. For the time being, the Department had fulfilled its legislative functions, and no further action ensued until it was necessary to make a new decision about his disposal”.

And: (Tierney, 1963)

“Where responsibility is fragmented, the child gets caught in a kind of ‘no man’s land, and is frozen in care for long periods, with no planning for his future. In the absence of planning, decisions about the child are likely to be made solely on grounds of expediency”.

The Norgard Committee made further critical comments concerning the law in relation to child care, pointing out that current legislation allowed the initiation of child welfare proceedings to be undertaken byPolice and by any person authorised by the Minister. Victoria was unusual in English-speaking countries, in that its Welfare Department staff was not authorised to approach families where children were believed to be inadequately cared for, and to take whatever action was considered appropriate. The primary duty of the Police in law enforcement makes them generally inappropriate as first points of contact in welfare work.

Once children were admitted to the care of the Social Welfare Department, the Director-General was not legally required to review either the quality of the care provided for individual children or the continued appropriateness of his guardianship.

Provisions in Section 31 (a) - (d) of the 1970 Act are essentially vagrancy clauses dating from the 1864 Neglected and Criminal Children's Act and were adapted from existing adult legislation. Exposure to moral danger under clause (x) of the same section reflects the l9th century pre-occupation with prostitution. Clause (j) of Section 31 appears to have similarities with the concept of "preventive detention" which is no longer acceptable in many adult codes.

And, finally the Committee pointed out that Division 7 of the Social Welfare Act required parents to pay maintenance for the children while they were in State care. Maintenance obligations were undesirable on grounds of both principle and the inherent problems of implementation.

 Fourteen years before this Norgard Report, a research study found that less than two percent of the per capita cost of maintaining children came from the maintenance contributions of parents. The study made the point that the whole of the legislation regarding the liability of parents ought to be reviewed (Tierney, 1963). This is of some importance, because the Act, in Section 20, stated:

"Where a child is an inmate of a children's home and a parent, guardian, or other person, having undertaken to contribute towards the maintenance of the child, fails to do so for a period of not less than six months, the person in charge of the home may make application to the Director to have such a child admitted to the care of the Department". (Child Welfare Department Director’s'Report, 1955).

From 1955 to 1959 over 300 children were made wards of the State under the terms of that Act (Child Welfare Directors' Reports, 1955- 1959). Some of the people in this oral history were among those so affected.

Children could also be placed in institutions by private agreement. Some of the people in this oral history were also involved in this situation. Subject to the general safeguards applied by the Children's Welfare Department, the voluntary institutions could admit children under any circumstances. The voluntary institutions were jealous of the private nature of these agreements and no official of the Children's Welfare Department had authority to examine the personal records of children who were not State wards (Tierney, 1963).

 Fourteen years before this Norgard Report, a research study found that less than two percent of the per capita cost of maintaining children came from the maintenance contributions of parents. The study made the point that the whole of the legislation regarding the liability of parents ought to be reviewed (Tierney, 1963). This is of some importance, because the Act, in Section 20, stated:

"Where a child is an inmate of a children's home and a parent, guardian, or other person, having undertaken to contribute towards the maintenance of the child, fails to do so for a period of not less than six months, the person in charge of the home may make application to the Director to have such a child admitted to the care of the Department". (Child Welfare Department Directors' Report, 1955) .

From 1955 to 1959 over 300 children were made wards of the State under the terms of that Act (Child Welfare Directors' Reports, 1955- 1959) . Some of the people in this oral history were among those so affected.

Children could also be placed in institutions by private agreement. Some of the people in this oral history were also involved in this situation. Subject to the general safeguards applied by the Children's Welfare Department, the voluntary institutions could admit children under any circumstances. The voluntary institutions were jealous of the private nature of these agreements and no official of the Children's Welfare Department had authority to examine the personal records of children who were not State wards (Tierney, 1963).

The Orphanage and the Department in the 1950s and 1960s

Orphanages run by orders of the Catholic Church date back, in Victoria, to the 1850's gold rush. At that period there was a spate of neglected, abandoned and criminal children (Community Child Care Report; 1982, Boss & Picton, 1981).

Without the voluntary children's homes it would have been impossible for the Victorian government to carry out its residential child care function in the 1950s and 1960s. Some figures from the Child Welfare Department Reports up to 1959, and Social Welfare Department Reports after 1960 illustrate the dependency:

Year        Total Wards in State         No in Voluntary homes         Per cent

1955           3037                                    1493                                           49.2

1956           3204                                    1500                                          46.8

1957           3590                                    1640                                          45.7

1958           3951                                    1867                                          47.3

1959           4346                                    1875                                          43.1

1963-64      5756                                    2183                                          37.9

     1964-65    6060                                     2288                                          37.8

Originally many of the homes came into being with clear ideas of social reform. Their child care functions were just one aspect of their work of actively seeking out cases of neglect in the community. By 1963 this work had diminished and some institutions did little more than accept into care wards transferred from the statutory authority (Tierney, 1963).

 Relationships between the Children's Welfare Department and the voluntary organisations had grown out of events of the 19th century. Mostly the State limited its involvement in voluntary homes to that of exercising power to approve or disapprove of them and to making per capita grants for the children. Institutions were regularly inspected

and reviews were made of the physical care of State wards. But the contact had been essentially administrative. To allow for some idea of research and planning, much initiative came from the voluntary area. The Victorian Council of Social Services showed this in making a report to the State government in 1951, that had some effect on the Child Welfare Act of 1954. A Children's Welfare Advisory Council was appointed by the Minister 

(V.C O .S .S ., 1955) .

The Victorian Council of Social Services, in a 1955 Newsletter reported:

"It is very gratifying to find that the work of voluntary organisations has been so widely recognised in the appointments made to the Advisory Council".

Until this Children's Welfare Advisory Board came about in 1954, there had been little research and planning. The officials of the Department had not been in a position to suggest or require changes in methods of care. At the same time the limited income of the voluntary institutions inhibited efforts to introduce changes (Tierney, 1963).

A feature of the financial relationships between the voluntary institutions and statutory agencies, was a failure to grant special subsidies to children's homes prepared to experiment with new services (Tierney, 1963).

 The main method of administration of the placement of children in 1963, took its principles mainly from ideas of financial and legal accountability. It was difficult to make wise and humane decisions because of the state of affairs existing in the procedures of organisation, administration, and the law. The traditional approach to the work of the public service had made up the roles and procedures of the State Welfare services. Individual public servants were controlled by the requirement that they did not go beyond what the law specified. It was not the welfare of the persons affected that mattered, so much as the need to resolve issues in accordance with what the legislation provided (Tierney, 1963).

But, to meet what the law required, child welfare came to be administered through different sections - maintenance payments from parents - infant life protection - boarding out - supervision of institutions. Each could be, at the same time, dealing with different aspects of the one child. Each section was made to define its role within the terms of the legislation. There was nothing to prevent sections going off along separate paths, as far as the total welfare of the child was concerned (Tierney, 1963).

The predominance of voluntary children's agencies in Victoria diminished the responsibility of the State with respect to individualisation. However, voluntary homes had their problems just as did the State organisations. They inherited a welfare policy not related to social needs. On a small scale they had the same organisational problems as the State. Policy making was in the hands of sponsoring boards and committees, which were remote from day-to-day practice. The child care staff could fail

 to develop effective criteria of what constituted good social work. From the community point of view, it was not possible to hold a voluntary home accountable in the absence of overall State plans and standards (Tierney, 1963).

The predominance of voluntary children’s agencies in Victoria the responsibility of the State with respect to individualisation. However, voluntary homes had their problems just as did the State organisations. They inherited a welfare policy not related to social needs. On a small scale they had the same organisational problems as the State. Policy making was in the hands of sponsoring boards and committtees, which were remote from day-to-day experience. The child care staff could fail to develop effective criteria of what constituted good social work. From the community point of view, it was not possible to hold a voluntary home accountablein the absence of overall State plans and standards, ( Tierney, !963)

Most institutions were understaffed, and in particular they lacked adequate staff for family study and for after care.

The voluntary institutions knew little of the background of State wards and largely viewed the institution's function as one of providing the best possible interim care. The ratio, in 1964, of staff in the homes mentioned in this project was:

St. Joseph's, Surrey Hills - 71 boys aged between six and nine. There were eight staff with a ratio of 1:9. 
St. Vincent's (Girls) - 121 girls aged between three to twelve. There were eighteen staff with a ratio of 1: 7. 

St. Vincent's (Boys) - 144 boys aged from nine to sixteen. There were nine staff with a ratio of 1: 16. (Rylah Report, 1964).

The Victorian Council of Social Services saw the need to set up a training programme for staffs in children's homes. This was a course involving lectures and excursions over an eighteen week period (V.C.O.S.S. Newsletter, Sept. 1955).

This was taken over by the Training Division of the Social Welfare Department (Rylah Report).

 "What should be a matter of public concern is the slow pace of change in social welfare services. Some of this slowness can be attributed to the notion that social services are designed to deal with defined situations in prescribed ways. The necessary machinery for introducing change has been lacking " ((Tierney, 1963) . 

CHAPTER FOUR

THE CHILD WELFARE /SOCIAL WELFARE DEPARTMENT

Donna Jaggs could be fairly described as the leading authority on the history and practice of child care in Victoria.

Donna Jaggs, a respondent in this oral history, worked as an Institutional Inspector in 1960 and 1961 for the, then, Children's Welfare Department. She left that position when the Social Welfare Department was created, and took over Child Welfare. However she retained a working association with the orphanages as a Field Officer dealing with the home release of children in children's homes all over Victoria. She was again, from the middle 1960s to about 1970, in touch with the orphanages as an Institutional Inspector. The position had been re-introduced as a middle management position, and it was more policy liaison, rather than inspection.

Donna gained a Master of Sociology Degree. She was also the only research writer in a major review of child care by the State government committee which produced the “Norgard Report” in 1976. This was the only review of child care for many years and it was far more comprehensive than the previous “Rylah Report” of 1963.

She has then been able to provide a good outline of the standards and status of the State government department that was responsible for the welfare of the children this project describes.

In 1960, the department had been a body virtually without skill. Apart from running its own reception centre, which was then called Turana, which received every child who came into State care (including both offenders and non-offenders, adolescent and infant) the department ran no institutions.

The field staff were nurses or clerks. The decision-makers were clerks at a fairly low level. It was generally regarded as a field of low status, requiring, as Donna describes it:

“low intelligence, largely concerned with the clerical management of institutionalised children. The children were very largely in the care of voluntary children's homes”.

Tierney (1963) states that, at the time of his enquiry, a veteran child welfare officer remarked that there was neither meaning nor purpose in the existing child welfare program. Tierney also points out that welfare administrators had too often been submerged by the daily details of operating a program. The services had been administered in such a way that there had been no opportunities to study results.

Donna points out that the government had very little contact with the institutions from 1961 to 1965. That period, says Donna, was a “very formative time in their history”. But the department wasn't staffed sufficiently to allow enough contact with the institutions.

The Child/Social Welfare Department was a major loser in the competition for government priority and therefore funding. It could be said that the children in the orphanages were doubly disadvantaged.

The institutions were, as Donna Jaggs puts it, “having crises of identity”, while there were thousands of wards of the State that the department officers were not seeing in the institutions. Thus, to quote Donna Jaggs again:

“ Some really quite unpleasant things happened to our wards” .

The Problem of Inspection

When Donna Jaggs first began on her job as an Inspector she found that the department had no standards on which to base their work as inspectors. She put this down to the lack of technical competence of officers to cope with the legislative requirement that inspection be carried out. The inspectors had no knowledge of what to be looking for and no power to exercise if they found anything they didn't like.

Donna gives three reasons for the inspection problem. The first was that in the legislative amendment of 1954, the idea of inspection “as a good thing” was written in. But no further development in practice was considered. The second was that inspection was a “sop to reforming noises” but it “was not intended to have any real teeth”. The third was that the government in those days, which relied entirely on voluntary institutions to house all its wards, did not, in any case, dare to upset those institutions.

Each State ward was inspected by the field officer on one or more occasions a year. The job of the field staff was to check first that the child was still resident in the placement and then to report on the health, general adjustment and other matters of comment.

Although, as Donna Jaggs tells,in her personal experience, she was sent off to inspect, being given the job on the strength of a short term as a student on placement in a children's home in England. She took over from an inspector who occupied a base grade position in the department. He “had been around for a couple of years” and he had “worked out a few questions of his own that you might ask”. Donna also recalls that “it was left entirely up to us what we did and how we went about it”.

Tierney (1963) shows that most reports were in terms of the child's physical appearance and health. Over a period of years these reports tended to be repetitive, consisting usually of a few lines of generalities “pretty child, foreign type, not making much headway with speech”; or “contented, small child, no visitors, no correspondence”; “boy, growing well, sturdy, bright, no visitors”; “child doing nicely” . The reports lack vitality. A child tended to be individualised in terms of a “dull child” and so on, and seldom did the report go beyond the symptom. A child's intelligence quotient followed him from one placement to another. Evaluative comments such as “nice little fellow” were common. Comments such as “giddy and unstable”; “poor specimen”, “he has faulty habits” “is a dead beat”, added nothing to the understanding of the child, but played a large part in determining his future.

Tierney adds: “Lack of knowledge of children's needs, confusion about the department's function and a form of organisation unsuited to the task at hand have combined to affect all of the department's placements in an unfortunate manner. The child in long term care, unvisited by his parents, has been exposed to these influences during all his developmental stages and has been most singularly deprived”.

Tierney (1963) in his study found that the futility of contacts based upon a policy of “inspection” becomes clear when examined against the history of a child over a period of years. Tierney studied 21 children who had been admitted to care, prior to the third birthday and who had been at least fifteen years in care. All were discharged in 1960 or 1961.

The resulting effects are recounted by Tierney. Of the 21 people he studied, on discharge five were in the care of the Mental Hygiene Department, one in the care of a private epileptic colony. Although these children had been the responsibility of the public departments since birth and although none had yet reached 21 years of age, five had been arrested,on at least two occasions,on numerous charges, ranging through carnal knowledge, illegal use, breaking and stealing, larceny, tresspass and sacrilege.

Bob H. informs that, in his experience, every boy at St. Vincent's would have had a Children's Court record of some kind. Donna Jaggs confirms that his opinion would be close to being accurate.

Not only the children were institutionalised. There appeared to be, in the period covered by this oral history, a type of instutitonalised neglect. There were never enough resources as outlined by Donna Jaggs. What was available was of poor quality. There was an obvious lack of accountability resulting in that neglect. The effects on the children could be devastating.

CHAPTER FIVE

THE EFFECTS OF CATHOLIC ORDERS AS STAFF OF INSTITUTIONS.

 THE NEEDS OF THE CHILD.

 THE BOYS' EXPERIENCE

Kewal (1972) gives a full outline of the needs of the child which, when satisfied, encourage educational achievement.

a) A child should have several physical needs met: adequate food, sleep, clothing and shelter to ensure good health and quick, efficient medical attention in case of sickness and accident.

b) Intellectual needs should be met with the use of materials (books, games, outings, pets) and by interested, encouraging adults, who have a close relationship with the child to give stimulation with ideas, information, examples of reading habits, correct speech patterns, skills and an enquiring mind.

c) In social needs the child should experience the company of older, younger and similar aged children. The child also needs to experience the main socialising elements of family life; to appreciate marriage roles, to emulate mother or father figures and to test male or female roles with such a figure. The child needs to encounter other people to explore various roles.

d) Emotional needs are vital to the child's development. The child needs to be loved and to love, to form the basis for enduring relationships. The child needs the security of a family group to help to develop confidence, independence, and a psychologically healthy self-image. The child needs intimate relationships to give a sense of belonging and self-value.

The four areas mentioned do not function independently, but are interrelated, each affecting the other. Each area needs to be satisfied and if one is not, the benefit of the other is likely to diminish. If physical, emotional and social needs are not satisfied, a child is unlikely to have enough energy or interest to expand on intellectual needs, on education, even if intellectual conditions are met.

The way that the staffs of the institutions played a role in determining the 'losers' can be seen in an examination of the general ideology of those staffs and how they behaved towards the children. The respondents in this oral history have clear childhood memories of the staffs of the institutions in which they lived. In order to elicit these memories, a group of questions was put (see Appendix 1).

“Which staff did you have most contact with? Why? How would you describe that staff ? Did you get on well with, or get on bad terms with, any of the staff ? Describe the person in charge of the place. What contact did you have with that person? How did he /she affect you?” .

The Religious Influence

The staff of the institutions belonged either to an order of Catholic nuns or an order of Catholic brothers. These people saw their place in the world and in the institutions in a very particular way, as Donna Jaggs described it;

In the first place they saw that it was a godly virtue to take responsibility to care for those who are in distress.

Rescuing the widow and the orphan from destitution was, for them, a religious activity. They would have believed that it was an honourable duty to provide this charitable service as a free gift. It was a service to God, to Man and to Society.

The members of these religious orders, because they could accept the ideal of “Holy Poverty” for themselves, had a tendency to impose it on the children. Part of the reason for this was because, in any event, the organisation was often very poor. Another part was the belief in poverty as a “good” in itself: that there was a moral virtue to poverty.

The respondent who was an inspector of institutions for the Social Welfare Department in the 1960s Donna Jaggs describes the staff as experiencing a basic tension, because:

“ It is extraordinarily difficult for people who have this kind of religious view, both Catholic and Protestant (who know that they should nurture the children kindly and keep them healthy) to know where to draw the line between their comfort, and keeping them poor”.

The sisters and brothers of the orders were imbued with a religious certainty: they knew absolutely what was “right” and what was “wrong”. To live up to this fixed ethic, it was necessary to live under a very strong discipline. As the brothers and sisters accepted the need for such tight discipline, they then saw it as right and proper that children, also, ought to be under strong discipline.

St. Joseph's, Surrey Hills

At the St. Joseph's orphanage in Surrey Hills, there were about seventy boys who slept in dormitories of about twenty beds. The boys were aged from six to nine years old. 

For these very young boys, their lives were within a tightly disciplined and rigid environment. Those who went on, later, to live at St. Vincent's in South Melbourne, recall that the nuns were much harsher than the Christian Brothers.

 A study of institutionalised Aboriginal children in Adelaide, carried out by Helen Mary Kewal, could have been describing the St. Joseph's orphanage and the conditions for the boys there.

“The partial, or non-fulfilment of needs was mostly due to inadequate staff numbers, inadequately trained staff, unsuitable, antiquated facilities and insufficient finance. Children no longer had an intimate emotional relationship with one adult. They experienced a dominance of one sex, not their own. Children were segregated from their siblings. Access to the community was impaired”.

From the very early age of six a religious discipline was imposed upon the children. They attended the school within the orphanage grounds and they were taught by the nuns. They were obliged to follow a strict routine. At six o’clock, every morning, they had to attend at Mass. Every evening, there was a Rosary recitation. The Catholic religious calendar was closely observed. There were, recalled Gerard Y., “prayers here and prayers there”. The sister of one of the boys commented “ they would spend their lives on their knees at St. Joseph's”.

The nuns did not allow in any infractions from compliance with this discipline to go unpunished. There was also, no opportunity given to the boys to engage in what Gerard K. described as “a creative sort of pastime” .

A main method of controlling the boys was by instilling in them a deep and abiding fear of the nuns.

“I can remember scare tactics, of always being scared there. There were stories of the nuns going around and the stories of what they could do were what you were more scared of than what they actually did to you” (Bob H. ) .Not all forms of control depended upon the imagination of small boys.

“One particular night I woke up. There was a strange rocking of my bed. Someone was underneath. It was a nun. She was lying there and pushing up with her legs. The idea was to scare the hell out of me and she did it quite well” (Gerard K.).

Another method of control recalled by the respondents was the use of public ridicule of a boy for what we might generally regard as quite natural behaviour by little boys.

Gerard Y. recalls that he was a member of a group of boys who, at the time when they were to have their shower, were distracted by a game involving comparison of the size of their penises. The nun in charge made those boys march naked, in a line around the dormitory so that the other boys could jeer at them.

Another cause for this humiliation was connected with the care of their bed and their clothing. Each article of clothing had the boys' number on it. Clothing each day had to be passed in to be laundered. Each article was closely inspected by the dormitory supervising nun, who would call out the number on the clothing, if it did not pass inspection .

The nun would ridicule the child, in front of the others, if the boy's underpants were soiled. The underpants would be placed over the boy's head for a time. In a similar way, if the boy wet the bed, then the “offender's” wet sheet would be draped over his head while he was jeered at.

The difficulties facing these small boys, aged from six to nine, in their efforts to avoid such treatment, were compounded, as every night the boys were locked in the dormitory by cyclone wire gates. Before bed time, the nuns would remind the boys to go to the toilet, but, once the gates were locked, visiting the toilet was impossible.

There were punishments of other types for these soiling “offences”. One was corporal punishment. Another, recalled by Gerard K., was being locked out of the dormitory on a cold night to sit outside for some three hours or more.

The boys tried to find ways to overcome the difficulties:

“One night, when I was seven, I was sitting on a potty in the toilet, next to the dormitory . But if you were not in bed by a certain time, you would be beaten. There was a nun you wouldn't see, but you could hear her dress. When I heard the dress, I dived off the pot and hid under a kid's bed, shitting myself “ .

This recollection is by Bob H. He also explains the way to overcome the bed wetting problems.

“If you wet the bed you would be beaten. So you did a piss on someone else's bed, so he would get the blame”.

It is not at all surprising that, at times, the little boys would try to reject such a harsh regimen. Often those six, seven or eight year olds would climb the wall of the orphanage and run away. This resulted in their roaming the streets with really nowhere to go. Escape was so common, that an occasion usually only merited a passing comment from the other boys.

However, “It was quite a lot of fun to see that someone had 'nicked off'. We always knew that they would be back in two or three days (Gerard K . recalls) .

“A lot of kids would run away (Bob H.). At one time there were twenty kids who ran off on the one day. Most of them they found that same day, but quite a few they didn't find”.

The Boys.
Negation of Needs in Later Years. Control, Discipline and Institutional Violence
After the boys reached the age of nine, they were transferred to an orphanage with twice the number of boys that were at St. Joseph's. This was the St. Vincent's orphanage in South Melbourne, run by the Christian Brothers. There were almost 150 boys there, ranging in age from nine to seventeen.

Here, some of the children' s needs were met, where some rejoined older brothers already living at St. Vincent's. As well, next door was the St. Vincent's girls' orphanage, and visits between brothers and sisters could be arranged.

The boys slept in very large dormitories with three rows of beds where about fifty beds were in the one area.

Donna Jaggs described these types of institutions as “boarding schools for poor children”. This is partly because the children attended the school in the orphanage, although the boys at St. Vincent's later attended the Catholic Technical School nearby. But this was also run by the Christian Brothers and there was some inter-change between the school staff and that of the orphanage. Donna Jaggs also gives this reason:

“ One of the very genuine tensions that has always dogged religious males, who run homes for children, is that they can only organise them on a boarding school basis. This is because their orders run boarding schools”.

The main problems of the Christian Brothers who staffed the institution were concerned with the use of discipline and straight out hard work, with small staffs and poverty. Thus they tried to balance humane treatment with the necessity of keeping order. Again Donna Jaggs informs us:

“ The strap was supposed to be gone by those days, but we all knew that the strap lasted quite happily until the 1970s . We had very little way of dealing, particularly, I regret to say, with the Christian Brothers, who managed people mostly by the strap 

The situation where the staff could freely use varieties of corporal punishment on the children gets some explanation by Stanislaw Tomkiewicz (1984). The punishments are legal and recognised by most citizens as part of “normal education”.

“They would find it difficult to understand why, if these punishments are inflicted upon the cushioned behinds of good children of the middle classes, they should not be inflicted upon the sturdy behinds of the proletariat”. (Tomkiewicz, 1984).

Much of what the respondents recall about the staff at St. Vincent's, and their influence on the boys, is in terms of the degrees of methods of violence.

The overriding religious discipline was still applied. There was the daily morning mass and the evening recitation of a Rosary or a Novena. Again, failure to fully comply was punishable.

That a boy could experience some of the corporal punishment as soon as he arrived at St. Vincent's is shown in a humorous anecdote related by Gerard K.:

“After we had got out of the bus from St. Joseph's, one of the kids already there at St . Vincent' s came over to me . The boy was about ten or eleven years old. He pointed out to me the Head  Brother, whose name I learnt later was Brother McGee The boy said 'Look. The Head Brother would love you to go up to him and say - Gidday Mr. Magoo'. So, I went up and said 'Gidday Mr. Magoo'. Mr. Magoo promptly gave me such a whack across the face that I kept out of his way for the next few weeks “ .

The strap was often used on the boys for a variety of offences. If a boy was late for a meal or for prayers, he could be strapped. Answering back was also liable to punishment. One Brother was praised by Bob H.

“If you were wrong, he gave you a hiding, but he never beat you up with his fists. He used the strap a lot. But he talked to you. He gave me a couple of hidings but he never beat me up with his fists. He didn't leave marks”.

Bob contrasts this with another Brother:

“He would beat you up for the sake of beating. He didn't explain what he was doing. All he would do is fly off the handle and he would get stuck into you”.

One Brother made something of an elaborate ritual out of applying the strap. He would make a boy kneel down at the end of a dormitory, between a row of beds. The boy would have to hold out his hands, palms up, in a begging position. The Brother would then run at the boy, from the other end of the dormitory, to strike the boy on the upturned palms. The process could be repeated several times .

But a deeper level of violence would sometimes surface. Donna Jaggs suggests a motive for this enhanced level of violence. She informs us that once the staff are no longer empowered to enforce compliance by fear, then, no matter how great their power may appear to be, they always have to reach compromises with the inmates as to what is tolerable . 

As well, Tomkiewicz ( 1984) provides a reason where alongside the 'sociological' violence inherent in the very fact of there being an institution, there is violence which is reputedly legitimate, licit, or at least tolerated, which is perpetrated on clients in all, or some, of the institutions in a country.

So, in a State such as Victoria, where in the 1950s and 1960s the flogging triangle and the gallows were still legal punishments, where the strap and the cane were in wide use in schools, the legitimacy of what Tomkiewicz terms “super violence” would be considered apparent to all who staff those orphanages.

Even allowing for this climate of “acceptable'' violence against children some of the punishments inflicted on the boys come close to outright child abuse. Tomkiewicz analyses this behaviour in his statement that for an act of physical or psychological violence to be qualified as licit or legitimate, at a given time and place, it is sufficient, in the last resort, that it be publicly assumed by those who practise it, even if it is considered inadmissible by those who know about it.

An example of such excessive violence vividly remembered by two respondents, occurred to Gerard K., when, at the age of fifteen, he was denied the gift, given to all the other boys, of a good sum of money to spend, and a trip to the 1965 Royal Show, where they could spend the money.

Gerard strongly resented the action and let his feelings be known. As he recalls:

“The Brother proceeded to give me a ten minute beating, which left me pretty badly cut up”.

Bob H., who witnessed the event, describes it:

“Gerard was badly beaten up. His eyes were blackened. His lips were swollen up. He was a mess. It was in the middle of the yard, in front of all the other kids”.

One Brother made the boys lie about the wounding effects of a form of punishment that he applied to them. This Brother made use of a boomerang. For 'minor' offences he would use the flat of the boomerang on the palm of a boy's hand. Further punishment is recalled by Tony C:

“ If you were a bad boy, by shouting, or running, in the dormitory, he would use the sharp edge of the boomerang on your knuckles. Often you would need to go to the infirmary with these wounds and you would have to say that you had scraped your knuckles on the handball wall. Otherwise he would only give it to you again”.

That Brother also applied another form of violent corporal punishment. He would make a boy face the others. The Brother would stand behind the boy and strike his head, hard with both hands, behind both of the boy's ears. Tony C. recounts:

“ You would have the ringing in your ears for ages” .

Bob H. found that he, and the others, faced an impossible barrier, if they tried to make it more widely know that such child abuse would occasionally occur at St. Vincent's.

As Bob H. recalls:

“I remember taking David M. up to the South Melbourne Police Station. He had been given a beating by a Brother. I've seen kids with a whack on the bum, but this kid must have had at least twenty three or twenty five. His bum was totally black and blue. He couldn't sit down for at least a week and a half. He actually could not sit down .

We took him to the cops and the cops said “Get out” ! We showed them his bum. They didn't want to know about it. It wasn't their problem”.

There is a sad irony here, that at least some of the boys would have been placed in the orphanage, and their families broken up, under a court order, where the authorities determined that the child's parents were guilty of child abuse.

Tomkiewicz explains the police attitude, where he states that the belief was common that every child who complained about an adult was a priori perverse, crafty, and a liar. Whatever he might recount, attempted rape, for example, or beatings, had therefore to be treated from the very start as unfounded. What children and adolescents said in institutions was not even subject to caution, or scientific analysis. It was quite simply rejected in advance and subjected to a psychiatric interpretation, based on circular and 

tautological reasoning: given that the child concerned lived in an institution, everything said against the institution would be incorrect. Consistently slanderous accusations were a clinical sign, which enabled one to identify depraved and vicious children.

Even where the children are not said to be perverse, or called liars, they are treated as hysterical, emotionally frustrated and immature.

     Tensions in Establishing Sex Roles. Homosexuality at St. Vincent's

Tony C. experienced what was common during his six year stay at the orphanage; the attempts by a homosexual Brother to make Tony join the Brother's group of like-minded boys. At one time, Tony did not know how to counter the Brother's attentions, so Tony went to complain to the Head Brother of the orphanage.

The reaction that Tony received, while similar to that of the South Melbourne Police's response to Bob H's complaint on violence, was more forceful. As Tony said:

“The Head Brother lost his temper and gave me a hiding”.

All of the respondents recall that homosexual Brothers lived at the orphanage or taught at the schools. These Brothers appear to have been unable to cope with a tension that is identified by Donna Jaggs. She explains that, while the orphanages contain many children who do not have an effective parent at all, the Brothers dare not give the boys “parenting”. This is because it will set up far too much in the way of homosexual tension. Nevertheless, there were B Brothers who displayed, as Gerard K . terms it, “very, very active homosexual tendencies”. One was quite aggressively so. His practice was to make it obvious what he intended when he fondled or played with some of the younger boys. He would take a boy into his room, and the respondents inform us that they would later on find out what had happened. Tony C. recalls a Brother who tried to engage every boy. This Brother had a group of boys around him because he protected them. Once a boy let that Brother do as he wanted, then that boy was safe from others. Bob H. recalls:

“There were a lot of kids it was happening to and they were shit-scared. You sort of turned a blind eye to it or a deaf ear to it. There was nothing you could do about it. No one would listen” .

By careful and disciplined planning, the boys, when in the second year at St. Joseph's Technical School, did succeed in protecting Tony C. from a homosexual Brother, who took classes there.

This Brother would engage in a form of sexual assault in his classroom, with a boy he would choose, while the others continued a lesson during normal school time. Bob H. describes that Brother' s behaviour:

“The Brother would bring out a hand towel. He would put the hand towel across the kid's pants, and the Brother would start 'playing' with the boy”.

This Brother made it apparent to Tony C. that it would be his turn in the next lesson. Tony was quite afraid of this, so the other boys from the orphanage in his class designed a plan to help him. When the Brother sat next to Tony, preparatory to interfering with him, the other boys would stand up in their places. They intended to make it obvious that they would physically restrain the Brother from molesting Tony. The plan worked and the Brother did not bother Tony again.

The overall effect on the boys was that they usually belonged to one of three groups. There was a group that became, in some form or another, practising homosexuals. There was a group that was tolerant of, but not members of, the first group. The third group was strongly against that homosexual activity.

There were other staff who provided role models that the boys could admire . The Head B rother was generally liked, as Gerard K . said:

“ He was a motivated person, whose main objective was to bring us up in a Christian way”.

Another Brother gained respect for his sporting prowess, as Tony C. recalls:

“It was in all sports. He could turn his hand to anything. I suppose it was because he played sport with the boys. He would always try to beat you. He was very, very aggressive towards that, very competitive . He wouldn' t give you an even break; which was a good thing, I suppose”.

That Brother's aggression, his efforts to handle the tensions of his role, surfaced in a peculiar way:

“ I woke up in the dormitory and found a cat at my feet . I moved back the sheet and found a quite small cat. I must have woken up that Brother. When he saw the cat he chased it around the dormitory until he caught it. The Brother then held the cat by its hind legs. He came with it back to my bed and he then smashed the head of the cat on the end of my bed until the cat had been killed. If you were to ask me what was the most startling incident that has stayed in my mind as the strongest memory about the orphanage, then that action with the cat is the most compelling and permanent”. . (Gerard Y.) .

Thus it would have been impossible for all but the most basic of needs for food, shelter and clothing which could be met for the boys in the orphanages. A general atmosphere of tacit violence permeated the children's lives,while the inability of some staff to cope with their tensions led to actions which, especially in the case of homosexuality, were in themselves the crime of child molesting, if not of child abuse. The chances then of a child managing to cope successfully with his education could have been very slim.

CHAPTER SIX

THE GIRLS' ORPHANAGE - ST. VINCENT'S

THE STAFF AND THE CHILDREN'S NEEDS

The girls' orphanage, next to the boys' at South Melbourne, showed some similarities with that of the boys. The Sisters of Mercy, as an order of nuns, showed the same set of religious priorities as the St. Joseph's Sisters, and the Christian Brothers.

That their dedication to poverty was not totally equal to that imposed on the girls is recalled in the memory of one respondent. Each morning the tantalising aroma of bacon could be smelled by the girls, as the bacon was cooked for the nuns' breakfast. In the girls' case, however, they had to rely on cereal and toast, with no variation on that mundane diet.

The girls at St. Vincent's had the daily early morning mass to attend and the Rosary recitation every night. Mary F. recalls the extreme dedication to the Rosary recitation by one nun. She would stop at any stage of the ten decades if a girl was not sufficiently attentive, or if there were some shuffling or giggling. The nun would then recommence the Rosary at the beginning, thus making longer the time the girls would spend on that devotion. As she would re-start the process any number of times, obviously the girls had to learn to concentrate and stay attentive. One wonders, however, if this increased their religious piety. As well, on Sunday at three in the afternoon, came the Benediction.

It was, at the girls' orphanage, the management of order, the maintenance of control, without emotional attachment, that ordered the role of the staff. Just as “parenting” of the boys by the Brothers could bring about overbearing tensions, so “mothering” of the girls was not acceptable, although a type of “aunting” was passable. So a system, a routine, had the double function of control without attachment.

Mary recalls that the day was divided into shifts. One nun would be responsible for the “get up” shift and for the breakfast duty. Another would take the lunch duty, as the girls would attend to school in the orphanage and come back to the dining room for lunch. A further nun would take the yard duty after school.

The whole place was geared to minimise attachment to one particular nun. Over and above this, the nuns who had the duty to care for the girls in the orphanage were also the girls' teachers at the school. As Mary describes it:

“ We had a double dose of them, and they had a double dose of us. In retrospect, you've got to have as much sympathy for them, or perhaps even more, than for us. Part of it was just their survival: the war of attrition, of being in charge of so many girls, so much of the time”.

Just as at St. Joseph's for the boys, the little girls at St. Vincent's were not allowed to leave the dormitory during the night, to go to the toilet. However, it seems that the punishments or humiliations that the boys suffered for soiled clothing, did not apply to the girls. But the pressures of avoiding parenting could involve tension for a nun. As Mary describes it:

“Sister B. used to come up behind us and punch us in the back with her knuckles; not hard, there was nothing brutal”.

Mary describes relations with the staff as:

“They were 'them', and we were 'us”'.

One nun was seen as “always getting at us” and always “sort of our enemy”. But the contradictions would surface, and:

“ Somehow, again, occasionally, you saw something really human and we liked her”.

One nun in charge of the orphanage was quite ineffective because of her extreme old age. She was unable to establish any real contact with the girls. She was best remembered for the sounds of her movement.

“Mother F. shuffled and her beads clacked”.

Another Sister managed to combine a good measure of caring and compassion with detachment. She was in charge of the Infirmary, around which was a regular, daily routine. Each evening a girl would walk around calling out a reminder that it was the time to go to visit the Infirmary if a girl needed some minor attention or medicines. As Mary describes it:

“Sister W. would dispense malt if you had 'low blood tone', or, she would give you what else you needed”.

As the person in charge of the Infirmary, this Sister would have to cope with a girl who might try to get a break from the grind of the routine and have herself appear sick enough to be admitted. The experience of the Sister allowed her to counter the girls' tricks and strategems. But, as well:

“Somehow, she did have the compassion to tell when somebody just needed to stay a few days in the Infirmary. She wouldn't be really sick. Sister W. just had enough compassion that, if a non-genuine “sickie” needed to be taken, then it could be”.

The SYstem of Control by the Staff over the Girls

The girls of St. Vincent's were not subjected to the reign of fear inflicted on the St . Joseph' s boys, nor to the violence of corporal punishment suffered by the boys next door. Some lesser forms of corporal punishment, such as a slap, or even the occasional use of the strap at the school were applied, but not enough to have it accepted as a normal means of control. However, there is a type of violence inherent in all institutionalisation (Tomkiewicz, 1984):

“This kind of violence is inherent in the very fact of family separation, forced marginalisation (and) residential placement. This institutional or structural violence, which is concealed beneath the veils of legality, and is carried out pacifically, is set against violence committed by individuals and oppressed classes and nations, the only form which finds invariable approval in the eyes of the general public. This continuous and generalised form of violence stems from the same mechanisms as those responsible for maintaining poverty and political repression in authoritarian countries, or alienation in rich democracies“. .

The control over the girls by the nuns was subtle and it operated throughout a system of a number of institutions for girls in the Melbourne area. The uses of each institution varied according to the “offence” committed by the girl.

One of the greatest fears presented to the girls was the fear of their becoming pregnant. Thus there was what Mary describes as a situation where:

“One of the reasons we were practically under house arrest, all of the time, was to keep us away from the boys”.

The weekend was spent, for those girls not collected by relatives, in cleaning up the orphanage. But the Sunday afternoon was invariably a long and boring period of time that hung very heavily over the girls.

Some would find a way to get out on a Sunday. On one occasion a group of five girls “escaped” to spend the Sunday afternoon with a group of boys. When the girls arrived back at the orphanage they were discovered.

Girls who misbehaved risked a transfer to Winlaton, the State government institution for holding young female offenders. Since 1954, girls can be admitted to Winlaton simply for “being exposed to moral danger”. Mary F. recalls:

“Winlaton was for the 'bold' ones. The one thing you understood about Winlaton was that if the staff didn't bash shit out of you, the other girls would”.

There were a few occasions when a girl was in fact sent to Winlaton, usually for incorrigibly sneaking off to meet a boy or boys.

However, the fear of being sent to Winlaton could be used as a strong measure of discipline over the girls at St. Vincent's. The five girls who were discovered after that Sunday “escape” had this experience, recounted by Christine M:

“We were ordered to pack our belongings because we were to be sent immediately to Winlaton. We were not to pack our school uniform which made us believe that we would not return to our school. We had to leave our packed belongings in the nuns' area, and we were ordered to prepare for inspection by a doctor. We were kept waiting on events for a number of hours. Eventually, we did not go to Winlaton, but it was some weeks before our clothes and belongings were returned so that all we had to wear at any time was that school uniform”.

Girls who became pregnant were sent to Grattan Street:

“If you played up with a boy and got pregnant, you would go to Grattan Street, which was somehow the great fear”. (Mary F.)

This institution was a home for unmarried mothers, where they would have to live to wait for the birth of the baby. Again from Mary F.:

“Grattan Street was where the Catholic Church put all the mistakes that it never attempted to prevent, by promoting contraception”.

Another group of institutions were those of The Good Shepherd. There were a few of these in different suburbs around Melbourne. They had been founded by an order of nuns who would make an extra vow of “zeal in the reformation of souls”. Their area of concern was in “saving fallen women”.

Donna Jaggs, tells us that their activities were derived from the view of the “good woman” as the moral pillar of the home and family. Thus a girl would not be permitted to have a sex life out of marriage. She could not be promiscuous or “flighty”. She should not even become sexually mature too early”.

On the other hand, there were girls who were, as Donna puts it, “over-institutionalised”. Their life in the orphanage had only allowed them a very narrow experience of the world. They experienced a world unto themselves, with few insights into the wider world “outside”. They showed out as being dull and sometimes unable to look after themselves. But they could be rebellious and upset the routine and the homogeneity of docility, carefully established in the orphanage, by the nuns.

Prior to the establishment of Winlaton, the Good Shepherd institutions were used for girl offenders. To Mary, to be sent to The Good Shepherd was “the equivalent of going into domestic service”.

For the girls at St. Vincent's, then, there was:

“The fear of being stupid, unco-operative and stubborn, and a bit below par. It's what happened to Donna M. She went to Abbotsford because she showed these 'faults”. (Mary F.)

It is another sad irony that a girl whose behaviour was largely created by placement in an orphanage could be directed into the life of unskilled labour from a very early age. Mary explains the way the girls saw these social controls over them:

“This system of social controls I had clearly in my head, but nobody explained them to me. I, somehow, just knew that they were the facts of life. That was coupled with the fact that the future was a huge question mark. You had no models. There were none before us who had had a future beyond working in Coles, working in domestic service, or working in a factory. As for a 'vocation', we used to joke about it”.

For the girls there was certainly less overt violence and almost no chance of the child abuse inflicted on the boys. But Mary described life in the orphanage as being almost under “house arrest”. This confinement of the girls was mainly out of fear of their expressing their sexuality, a fear derived from religious prudery of the Irish Catholic, which was enforced by a system of institutions including Winlaton, the institution reserved for girl offenders.

That there was an element of what came close to cruelty that could surface, was shown on the second Sunday of the month, which was reserved for visitors. Girls expecting visitors were made to wait together for a possible visitor in the main yard. But only the girl who actually had the visitor could go to meet the visitor.

A girl only knew whether or not she had a visitor when her name was called out to leave the yard. Thus many girls, on many a Sunday waited in vain. They were as Christine terms it, “left in limbo”. It was a “bizarre” form of control to Mary F., as she describes it:

“If your name was never called out, there you were; and it was just about the cruelest.... you couldn't even get the benefit of your friends' visitors including you in their circle”.

CHAPTER SEVEN

DEPERSONALISATION: LIVING WITH THE ROUTINE

To elicit some idea of the day-to-day experience of living in an orp hanage, the respondents were asked:

“Describe the general living conditions. Describe a typical day as you remember it. What duties or chores did you have to do? How were your weekends and holidays used?”

In the military services, and more so in the religious orders, the purpose of a routine, is to some extent, the depersonalisation of the individual and the advancement of the needs of the institution as an entity, over those needs of the individual.

A study by Jaffer ( 1965) of institutionalised, healthy, adolescent children, found that children from ten years through to fifteen, who had been living for at least five years in large institutions, suffered from depersonalisation and demoralisation.

The routine, in practice, at the girls' orphanage was as follows:

The day began at six-forty-five. The girls got out of bed and dressed in a petticoat and washed at the washbasins. There was one wash basin for each girl. They then came out of the dormitory to go downstairs to put on school clothes and go off to Mass at seven o'clock.

Half an hour later the girls would go back to the changing room and put on “day clothes” to go to breakfast. At eight o'clock they had a special job of work or duty called a “charge”. Mary was given such a “charge” from the age of nine. The “charge” involved cleaning up some area of the orphanage. This became a bigger, more involved job each Saturday morning. Mary was obliged to scrub and clean, on hands and knees, a stone floor. Christine had to pack the evening meal dishes into a large dishwasher, and unpack them when they were washed. She also had to polish the linoleum floor of a main corridor.

As a girl grew older, at about twelve or thirteen, she had more to do. Mary explains:

“I had the responsibility for making someone else's bed as well as mine. The girl I had to help would wet the bed. I gave that poor child hell. It's one of those things in life I feel definitely that I would like to go back and put it right”.

But, when she had been younger, Mary experienced some hard times at the hands of the older girls:

“The big girls were sort of enemies, just because they were big girls. When I went there first, it was the practice of the big girls to bathe the younger ones. We were terrified of the big girls”. 

The smaller girls were sometimes terrorised by the older girls. One albino girl, would sometimes be held up by her ears, to see them go red in contrast to her hair colour.

Mary was victimised:

“They used to call me a ‘witch’. They didn’t like the fact that I read books all the time. There were large broom boxes in the yard, where they kept the huge brooms used to sweep the concrete and asphalt spaces. They used to put me in one of those boxes and say that I was among my broomsticks. They sat on the lid so I could not get out. They did that often”.

To explain how she managed to cope with the problem, Mary quotes Frank Hardy, where he wrote:

“If you stick it out long enough in Australia, they’ll get to all except you”.

So Mary recalls:

“ They eventually liked me because I insisted I wanted to use big words and I wanted to read books. But they still could give me a hard time”.

The normal day for the girls included school from nine o’clock to three-thirty. They would come back to the orphanage refectory for lunch. After school would come play in the yard.

On a rainy day there was a very large hall where the children could play. Saturday afternoon was also spent in the yard. There were virtually no toys or play-things for the girls.

As Mary remembers it:

“We spent so much time in the yard doing absolutely nothing. I can remember being so bored that I picked the grout out from between some bricks. Another time, in the summer, the asphalt would boil up and get patchy and tarry. I remember playing with that, with a stick, and being absolutely fascinated. We were just so bored. And Sunday afternoon would yawn like a big grey mess “ .

Mary should have had a chance to be relieved of some of the boredom. She would occasionally visit an uncle who worked at the Australian Paper Mills. He would give her large amounts of paper because she loved to draw and write. Mary has made her living by writing, since leaving the orphanage. However, the paper would always be confiscated by a nun. Mary would often ask to have some returned to her, but it never was. But she had a deep need to use paper. Desperation lead to desperate measures.

“I loved to draw and write. Not being able to get my own paper, I would go to the South Melbourne Library. That Library ended up with a lot of books without fly leaves in them. It was a sorry book to me that did not have at least two blank fly leaves in it “.

Christine recalls that personal mail was always opened and read by the nuns. This shocked her, at first, because she had believed that the practice only applied to offenders in gaol. Christine also had confiscated from her, a family hierloom crucifix. The reason given was that the crucifix was “sacreligious” in that the feet of the figure were chipped and thus the crucifix was less than wholly perfect. What was taboo for the order was taboo for a child.

When Mary was young the girls on a Sunday would sometimes be walked, in a crocodile line, to the Shrine and back.

Also, on a Sunday morning they would get a very small amount of “pocket money” and be allowed to spend it at a “tuck shop” in the orphanage .

“That was the highlight of the week; eating a ‘choo choo bar’ on Sunday afternoon”.

There were behaviour sets that were called virtues that the nuns tried to instill into the girls. The obvious one was “obedience”,and another was “decorum” which Mary explains:

“I never knew what this meant, but I knew it had something to do, vaguely, with ‘acting like a lady”’.

Each girl, each week, started with a “ credit rating” of fourteen points ln each of three “virtues”. The marks were entered in a little book that actually had a black cover.

“And if you saw a nun taking out her little black book, you knew a point would go”. (Mary).

On Saturday night, each girl’s marks would be made public before the other girls. Every name and score would be read out in turn.

If a girl’s score was nine or below, she would be made to write out lines on a Sunday morning. When other girls were out playing, writing lines was a “mindless sort of thing”. If a girl did not complete the lines on that morning then, on the third Sunday of the month, the “offender” was made to sit behind the screen when the others were watching a film. That film was the girls’ only entertainment.

There were prizes for the highest total aggregate of points, such as all fourteens, and, notably:

“One girl, who won such a prize, in later life went on to become one of the mistresses of the Prime Minister, Harold Holt”. (Mary).

“ There was a girl who was always gaining a minus score . She would lose all her fourteen points and go well into the red”. (Mary ) .

Not long after she left the orphanage, that girl was given a long gaol term for killing her very young daughter.

At six o’clock each evening the girls would have tea. Mary describes it:

“Always on Saturday, at lunch-time we would have saveloys. I remember that once I saw a TV program on Pentridge Prison. There were two areas that seemed strikingly familiar to me. One is having a number. I was number forty-nine. On your little cubby boxes in the bootroom and in the workroom you had your number, and it was on all your clothes. Also, we had the same food on the same day of the week. One week, after another, they were repeated”.

There was work or study from six-thirty, then came the Rosary, then some more play time, and at eight o’clock, it was “lights out”.

There were rare days that were a highlight of the year. One was the annual fete. There was also an annual picnic day arranged by the Melbourne Taxi Drivers. The taxis would arrive in large numbers, and the girls would be taken to Hanging Rock for the day.

One other, exceptional event, demonstrates the fanatically tight discipline the Catholic hierarchy held in its anti-Labor Party organisation during the late 1950s.

Mary recalls:

“I’ve always made sure that people get this right. We were all made to kneel in the yard before one Federal election. We were made to pray, not that the DLP would win, but that the ALP would lose. They were right about that. They knew that the DLP didn’t have a prayer of winning. That, for me, was the first really big chasm, or the big fissure in the edifice of the Catholic Church. I thought, ‘This is a bit much”’.

CHAPTER EIGHT

ROUTINE AND DEPERSONALISATION FOR THE BOYS

B .A. Akhurst ( 1972) was commissioned by the Home Office in England to enquire into the effects of long term residential care upon children in voluntary and local authority homes. One finding was the very high level of emotional disorder which is present. Of particular relevance to emotional problems is that of the opportunities which exist for a child to make and maintain close personal relationships.

Bob describes a personal viewpoint:

“ If you made friends with somebody, there was no guarantee he wouldn’t leave. You had tested him, then he would leave and you were stuck on your own. My attitude was, ‘On my own, I only have to look after myself and no one can hurt me’. What I was doing, I was building up walls all around me and even now, people still can’t get to me. They can get so many barriers down, but I won’t let them get close”.

The boys’ routine allowed for an after school “muck around” time, and “that’s when you had your fights”.

Bob was over-routinised and over-institutionalised, as shown here:

“For a long time I was in my own world and there was nothing else around my world. I was isolated”.

But, Bob did make a friend of an older boy, who, Bob believes, saved him from following the path of a number of other orphanage boys, caught up in a life of petty crime.

Some of the reasons that they could turn to crime come out of the boys’ efforts to avoid the routine, especially the religious routine. From seven to seven-thirty in the evening was that daily Rosary recitation. Some of the boys would avoid Rosary but, as the orphanage was searched to find those who did not attend, then the evaders had to leave the orphanage altogether. A group would wander the streets, breaking street lights or damaging cars. They could stay out until nine-thirty and sneak into the orphanage. Some would:

   “make your bed up and take off again”

Bob can recall roaming the streets until two or three in the morning.

“The police never caught you, as you worked out how to be ‘street smart”’.

Thus, there were burglaries of shops and a few houses. Some boys were found out when stolen property was found in their possession.

Our respondents also joined the local “gang” of youths, who, from time to time, would engage in brawls with a “gang” from the next suburb, Montague.

There was a form of pride, of ‘esprit de corps’, in being part of this local gang. If a fight occurred with rivals, a non-contender would be shamed or even beaten, so enthusiastic participation was mandatory .

However, an older boy, who was the gang leader was picked up, alone, by rivals and beaten so severely, he later died. After another fight that began at a weekend dance in South Melbourne, a boy was given a severe knife wound that required hospital treatment.

Some of the boys, mainly as punishment for crime, were sent to Turana, where convicted boy offenders were kept. Bob, however, who had this experience, regarded it as little different from his life at the orphanage .

The boys faced the same monotonous repetition of food as did the girls. Their diet was meat pie, or sausages, Irish stew or frankfurts. A highlight was the occasional appearance of crumpets. 

Each Saturday a Brother would drive to a Melbourne racecourse where that day’s racing would be held. Whatever was left over from the food catering, sandwiches, scones, cakes or rolls, was the boys’ dinner every Saturday night.

The boys who went out to St. Joseph’s Technical School had the lunch sandwiches made up a week in advance and frozen. The sandwich fillings were cheap and monotonous in character. As the boys would go over the railway line each morning on the way to school, they would throw the sandwiches onto the line. But to get something for lunch, those who had no money had to use various means, including intimidation, to get some food from those boys who did not come from the orphanage.

The boys’ version of “lines behind the movie screen”, that the girls could ge given, was “ the plate”. This was a square metal plate, of sides about half a metre, that was placed in the middle of the main quadrangle. A boy was sentenced to a period of time with one foot on the plate on a Saturday afternoon. In some cases, a period of two or three hours could be served “on the plate”.

Some Effects of Long Term Stay

Bob explains:

“Some kids suffered more from the violence. If you didn’t fight back, you were picked on, and you had to fight back, or you were always going to cop it. Most couldn’t fight back. Of the one hundred and fifty boys in the orphanage, about thirty could fight back well. Most of the others would have to survive the best way they could.

My attitude was that if I let them know that I am going to fight back all the time, they were going to leave me alone. If they thought I was going to be a heap of trouble all the time, they would leave me alone. Any chance I could get where I could get a Brother, as I grew older, I took that chance”.

Gerard K. recalls:

“There was one thing that we all were, not sensitive to other people’s feelings. In hindsight, you can say that the effect of the life we were leading, or of the environment we were living in, was very, very bad for some people. But we wouldn’t have considered it at the time. We would have considered those kids as maybe idiots or fools”.

All of the respondents remember a boy who was nicknamed “Mary”, because of his girlish appearance and mannerisms. At first, this boy was poorly treated by the others, but they became tolerant of his manner because he would not fight. This boy attempted suicide while at the orphanage.

Gerard K. said:

“ If you had any quality that was constructive, creative or positive, it was not brought out in you. The effect of any quality was nullified by the system “.

Bob won first prize in a State-wide essay competition run by the Lions Club. He also, later, was the only orphanage boy to win a Senior Commonwealth Scholarship, which he used as income while he pursued a Data Processing Course. In both cases the orphanage, not Bob, received acclaim.

Gerard K. battled on to commence his HSC at St. Kevin’s. He was determined to gain a good result and he worked at his studies. However, because he insisted on the right to visit other students, without seeking permission, he was expelled from the orphanage and was then unable to complete his twelfth year.

That the boy called “Mary” had creative talent is shown by his success soon after leaving the orphanage . He won the “ Gown of the Year” design prize in Melbourne. However, soon after that, he succeeded in suicide .

Bob describes a situation where three boys of one family at the orphanage were sent to a farmer during the long vacation. They were “used as forced labour”. They were inadequately fed and were sometimes whipped by the farmer. Their desperate response was to attack and kill the farmer. The eldest brother went to gaol as a result.

Tony, some time after leaving the orphanage met up with a Brother who had lived there with them. This Brother told Tony that the “failure rate” at St. Vincent’s was greater in the 1960s than during the Depression. “Failure”, here, referred to the proportion of boys who ended up with some kind of criminal life. The life lead in the orphanage meant that stealing from each other was easily possible. A major element of survival was the capacity to become a successful thief, or at least to be able to cope readily with theft.

Each boy would have a locker next to his bed. However, many boys learnt how to open any locker and as Bob recalls, it was pointless to leave money in the locker because “ you could almost smell money”. If a boy caught another stealing from the locker, a fight would usually result. If the thief were a bigger or better fighter, then the victim would do nothing. Gerard Y. recalls fighting Tony C., because Tony had “stolen” from Gerard’s locker, a pair of shoes Gerard had previously stolen from Tony.

Another area that shows how the system, even in the area of provision of pocket money, lead to discrimination against some boys, is recalled by the respondents.

On Saturday the boys would be given a very small amount of pocket money. Because of another punishment system, some boys had reduced amounts or no pocket money at all. If an item of clothing, such as a sock, were lost by a boy, he was obliged to pay for it out of his pocket money. Another loss could be incurred as a fine for misbehaviour.

Tony C. recalls how this happened once:

“There was a boy, Rodney, who was always in trouble. He was often blamed for incidents, even when he was not the one. We were in the Brass Band together. We won a major competition and we were rewarded with five dollars each. Every Saturday afternoon we would practice and come out just in time for dinner. But Rodney ran off to the dunny for a hit and miss .

He came in about a minute late for dinner. But the Brother on duty was one who was resentful towards the boys who played in the band. He fined Rodney the whole of his five dollars. There was no avenue of appeal. That kid Rodney just never won. He just never had a break”.

Bob recalls that his independent rebelliousness ensured that he never received pocket money. As he was always quite a bit bigger than the other boys, he would stand over some of them to make them share what they could buy with their pocket money.

Gerard Y. remembers that he had to use his pocket money to ‘pay’ for his lunch on Saturday, which was always a meat pie. The older and bigger boy in charge of the distribution of pies at the table would demand the payment. To refuse was to invite a beating later on.

All of the respondents agree that those whom they would unhesitatingly term as ‘losers’ were those boys who were labelled as failures by the schools and the orphanage. They were sent out at the earliest age possible, to the lowest paid unskilled work available in the area. They had to live in a hostel close to the orphanage and they were still, legally, wards of the State. Almost all the boy earned went to the Brothers running the hostel, for accommodation and clothing, while a very small allowance was left for the boy. They were also obliged to buy a bicycle to get them to work. The respondents considered that for one of those hostel boys to get extra needs, even toiletries, their resort to theft was almost inevitable.

One young boy, living at the hostel, spent all of his pay on sweets before he arrived back at the hostel. If a boy were to query what happened to money handed over to the Brothers at the hostel, the reply would be that some was being banked for them. However, some of these boys had reported to our respondents that when a boy left the hostel, he never received what they claimed had been banked for them.

Our respondents saw the hostel this way:

Gerard Y.:

“It was a last resort for children who left the orphanage if they had no family or place to go. It was terrible. If you ended up there, you were to me, ready to go to gaol”.

Gerard K.:

“You were sent to the hostel if you weren’t wanted at the orphanage, or because you had no educational prospects because, it seemed, you couldn’t be taught”.

Tony C. 

“ The bloke who ran the hostel was a real bastard . He would never have given a bloke who had a flair to do something “on the off” any opportunity whatsoever. He ruled it with a rod of iron. I don’t think I would ever have been able to live through that place”.

CHAPTER NINE
THE CHILD’S EXPERIENCE IN THE ORPHANAGE

The School Experience - Discrimination and Labelling
Tierney ( 1963) produces evidence from the Victorian Education Gazette of August 1961 to show that the school performance of institutional children was inferior to that of other children.

As it happens, however, the people who took part in this oral history, were quite successful in their secondary education, continued on to various forms of tertiary education, and have been quite successful in the career areas that they have followed. Thus, no educational handicap was developed during their stay in the orphanages.

But Tierney’s study showed that many influences (social, emotional and physical) can lead a child to perform below the level of that which might be inferred from a child’s natural capabilities. As Tierney states, “Certainly the institutional child is subjected to a different social and emotional climate from ordinary children, before and after entering the institution”.

As the great majority of school children at the time were clustered in year five, Tierney designated that year as the modal age year for children between ten and eleven years of age.

CHILDREN IN INSTITUTIONAL CARE, COMPARED WITH ALL CHILDREN IN VICTORIAN STATE SCHOOLS, SHOWING DEVIATION FROM MODAL AGE-YEAR (PERCENT)

Deviation from modal age-year                     All Vic children   State Wards  Private Admissions  

In, or in advance of modal age-year                                       67.9                           34.3                       46.5

Retarded one year below modal age-year                          26.5                           36.5                       38.6

Retarded more than one year below  modal age-year   5.6                            29.2                       14.9  

+ A comparison of the modal age-year levels for non-institutionalised children reveals that school achievement for the latter was inferior for both State wards and private admissions.

Some of the factors that could have contributed to this result in children in         institutions are part of the experiences of the respondents.

The Our Lady’s School, in the grounds of the orphanage for the girls at South Melbourne, took in pupils from the local area who did not live in the orphanage. The orphanage girls were made to feel a sense of inferiority to the outside pupils by the nuns. The orphanage girls did not have lunch with the ‘day pops’, as they were called.

As Mary F. described it:

“ The nuns, as teachers, discriminated against us . They saw the day pupils as nice girls, as well-behaved, and we were being constantly compared, to our disadvantage, with the day girls “ .

About half of the school’s pupils were day pupils. Mary continues:

“Of course it was unfair. At that stage I just remember getting a hatred of them and their pretty ribbons and their non-raggy clothes and their shiny hair”.

But as Kewal (1972) shows, a child needs to develop confidence, independence, and a psychologically healthy self-image. She needs a sense of self-value. If such needs are not met, a child is unlikely to have enough energy or interest to expend on education.

The discrimination against the boys, at the schools outside the orphanage that they were obliged to attend, was blatant and it occurred every day.

At the St. Joseph’s Technical School about twenty percent or fifty boys came from the orphanage. One teacher’s response was what he called “orpho’s day out” or “orphos in front” or “orpho’s picnic day”. This meant that when there was misbehaviour in the class, some orphanage boys in the class would be called out to face the class, “to get his ears clipped”.

Because the teachers and orphanage staff were from the same Christian Brothers order, and there was some interchange between staff, the orphanage labelling of a boy would continue on in the school. The boys’ reaction was school resistance combined with forming a tightly knit self-protective group.

One respondent recalls how a disciplined co-ordinated campaign of class disruption pushed one teacher out of the school. A result of this was an increase in corporal punishment inflicted on the boys. One respondent, labelled from the orphanage, remembers that he regularly could be given a hundred “cuts” with a strap. As Bob H. describes it:

“Mainly it was the leather strap. The way that they did it; the pressure they could bring across both hands; the way the bloke could bring it down, it really cut into your hands, getting blisters on your hands. For the time I was there, I held the record of two hundred cuts in one day”.

Earlier, about six boys from the orphanage attended a primary school in Grade Six, the Mt. Carmel School. Gerard Y. remembers this, very clearly, in these terms:

“Of my years at the orphanage, that year at Mt. Carmel was the worst year I have ever spent”.

In his recollection he was hit with the strap, usually six times, every day of that school year. Similar treatment was given to the other orphanage boys. The Brother who took that class would ask questions of individual boys to test if they had learnt the lesson. Those who could not answer correctly were made to stand up behind the class. At the end of the questioning the Brother would choose only the orphanage boys to go out to the front of the class to get the strap. Gerard recalls being so frightened that he would use a torch, under the sheets of his bed, at night, in an attempt to learn the lessons, to avoid being punished.

But the teacher always seemed to create a situation where the orphanage boys could be strapped. One remarkable exception was a boy who was clever enough to succeed in giving correct answers, even when the teacher made an effort to have the boy answer incorrectly.

In spite of having succeeded in staying on to senior secondary levels, Mary experienced some discrimination in Year Eleven. She attended the Academy of Mary Immaculate, which had a policy of taking in a few “charity children”. There was a system where the fees for such pupils were not paid. Mary recalls:

“This was reflected in the way that we were treated. There would be a nun who made sure that we knew”.

A deeper level of humiliation could be accorded to an orphanage girl. As Mary said:

“The first term results, which were always made publicly, had me coming seventh out of a class of seventy pupils. But, in the second term, I came fourteenth. The teacher of our class, a nun, hauled me out in front of the class and berated me for dropping those places in the class. She went on about the wonderful opportunity that I had been given; and how dare I show that kind of result. I was enraged at the injustice of it all. Another time the same nun made use of a somewhat untidy appearance of my hair to humiliate me in front of the class, referring to my orphanage background”.

When Tony became fifteen he joined the Navy as an apprentice. During his early training at Cerberus base at Crib Point, another sailor had a valuable watch stolen. Because Tony had been in the orphanage he was assumed guilty and the sailor gave Tony a beating . When it was found later that the thief was someone else, Tony did not receive an apology.

Bob was given holiday placements and, later, a very short period of fostering with a woman and her family. That woman would point out Bob to others as if he were a kind of pet. She would introduce Bob this way:

“This is my son Michael; this is my son Peter. This is the orphanage kid, Robert”.

“ Orphanage?” 

“Oh yes, we look after him from an orphanage”.

Bob’s reaction is recalled this way:

“What it did to me, it made me feel so bad that I resented it. I think I stayed for three weeks until I could get back into the orphanage. I lived in the streets. I was robbing milk bars,

robbing food shops, robbing clothing stores. Just robbing and sleeping wherever I could sleep . I’ d jump off the train somewhere and do that area over. I slept for a time at South Melbourne Football Ground, and then I went out to Eltham. I hopped on a train to anywhere. I didn’t need anybody. I was happy by myself, just looking around and seeing places. I was surviving. But, I didn’t like the rain. If it rained, and I was caught in the middle, I couldn’t dry myself. So I had to break in somewhere and get dry clothes . Luckily, I was fit and healthy. I was thirteen”.

Some of the respondents remembered that the degree of discrimination could reach such a level of intensity that they found difficulty in finding the words to describe their feelings. To try to convey the idea, they would use the word “ racism” as an indication of how the discrimination affected them.

Until the early 1960s, for the boys at St. Vincent’s, there was a suit of clothes that they were obliged to wear, that was seen as a ‘ uniform ‘ which labelled the boys. As Tony C. described it:

“Everyone was issued with a grey suit. It had short pants and was about fifteen sizes too big for you. We wore the suit at anytime that we went out. We had to “tick off” going out the gate. Even if we went to the local pictures we had to wear the suit” .

However, the “Beatles Effect” of the early 1960s, reached into the orphanage:

“What with the ‘Beatles’ and everything like that, denim was all the rage. Then for the first time, in a really big way, we were keen to get into jeans and out of the old grey suit. That was one of the first relaxations of the law, where we did not have to wear that old grey suit; we could get around in our day-to-day clothes”.

CHAPTER TEN

CONCLUSION

In order to gain sufficient material for this oral history, I conducted individual interviews with three women and four men. All except one, Donna Jaggs, lived in the various orphanages during some or all of their childhood.

Two of the men, Bob and Gerard K., commenced their life in orphanages as babies, progressing through St. Joseph’s to St. Vincent’s. The reasons for the placement are obscure, although Donna Jaggs says that Gerard K’s placement by his mother, who apparently just didn’t want that baby to look after, was not a unique form of behaviour. Bob recalls, as a very young boy, going to a factory where his surname was displayed, in the hope that here would be his father.

Gerard Y and Christine M. are brother and sister. Gerard was six when placed in St. Jospeh’s, where the harshness of life was mitigated by the kindess of the orphanage Head Nun, who helped Gerard’s mother have her son with her each weekend. Christine and her sister were placed in the girls’ orphanage, when Christine was twelve. Mary was placed in St. Vincent’ s after the death of her mother when Mary was about nine years old. Tony and his brother were also placed in St. Vincent’s when Tony was nine, as a result of the death of their mother.

I have been able to use the actual names of the people involved, with one exception, who requested a pseudonym.

The selection of these particular people is pretty well a matter of life’ s coincidences . Christine is my wife and Gerard Y . my brother-in-law, who for a short time in his teens, lived with us after he left the orphanage. The other men are the friends he made at the orphanage. The other woman is also a friend from orphanage days. Thus some of the material in this oral history is part of our “ f amily history “ .

Collecting and compiling material for an oral history is a quite engrossing and even an emotional experience. It is certainly very time-consuming. The tape recordings, when spun out into transcripts, provided about three times as much material as was used in this project. Writing out transcript in longhand seemed, at times, an interminable task.

The general justification for using the oral history method is that it allows the telling of the history of the “ doers unto”, those who are pushed to the bottom of the economic pile. That idea has been shown to be relevant in this particular project.

However, there is another dimension to the need for oral history as the method here. If you were to consider the question; “How can we find out what happened to the thousands of children placed in orphanages in the 1950s and 1960s” ?, you are left with almost an impossibility in finding material.

If you start with the government departments, there is little more than a collection of statistics in annual reports. The parliamentary debates show occasional bursts of concern among politicians.

The Victorian Council of Social Services began publishing monthly newsletters during the period covered by the project, and the Council slowly increased its effectiveness over time. But, apart from the invaluable study carried out in 1963 by Tierney, and the “Rylah Report”, very little else is available.

But the experience and insights of Donna Jaggs developed through the oral history method have helped to give a very clear picture, especially of the role of the government departments of the time. As the virtual writer of the “Norgard Report”, she has a considerable research experience in the field.

The ages of the people involved were still young enough to allow good recollections of childhood, and perhaps an oral history of them at a later age could provide less memorable material. They are all, after all, basically involved in demanding daily tasks at work, and in their families, which is adding new memories that could well crowd out even the sharpest recollections held today.

I had planned to gain material from a few other people, but on reflection, they had found themselves unable to contribute. It could be that a fairly strong desire, a motivation to speak out, was there in those who did help in the project. As Christine puts it:

“If they ever canonise an orphanage staff member, I want to be the Devil’s Advocate”.

The institutions reported on in this study were typical of the congregate care developed through time in Victoria. The fanatical religious conviction of the staff was also evident in some of the Protestant orphanages, according to Donna Jaggs. The sixty-eight voluntary institutions (in 1959) must have shared in the poverty of resources and in calibre of staff. I can recall working in 1959, for a short time, as a Saturday afternoon sport supervisor for boys from St. John’s Church of England Boys’ Home in Canterbury. It was very similar to the St. Vincent’s orphanage as reported by those who lived there. However changes towards the “cottage home”, a smaller unit of children, keeping the family together, came in the 1960s .

Such a change had the potential to remove many of the problems associated with large congregate institutions. However, Bob found, in his experience, as a very young child, that where the cottage “mothers”’ own children also lived with them, then a person in Bob’s situation, could be discriminated against. As well, heavy corporal punishment could be permissable.

The accounts of the role of the government department, or more correctly, the lack of a role, are clearly given by Donna Jaggs and Tierney ( 1963) . Their descriptions of the problems of government inspection of voluntary institutions are valid for all of those institutions, not just the ones dealt with in this project. Thus we could wonder on what evidence the Director of the Child Welfare Department would draw, in his Report to Parliament in 1959, to allow him to say:

“In this sharing with the Department, as a statutory body, the voluntary organisations bring work of a very high quality, wisdom and long experience and the service of devoted and dedicated staffs”.

Arising from this study comes a somewhat different picture. In the sardonic phrasing by Mary, describing her early childhood:

“ No bloody conviviality about people who planned this, I can tell you”.

The study shows the elements of violence, fear and deep anxiety imposed on the children by the nature of the institutions they lived in. Even now, the arrival of Sunday evening can re-arouse the subconscious dread, sense of deep loss and helplessness the boys always felt when it was time to return to the orphanage. The women would now prefer to see Sunday as a day of activity, as their reaction to the many Sundays of desperate boredom they suffered.

It is only with horror that we react to the episode where the cat was killed; to the very serious beatings suffered by the boys, and to the homosexual child abuse.

One reaction to this is that one of the men in the study has carefully and deliberately avoided any form of corporal punishment on his own children. His own experiences as a child were too deep and wounding.

I have, to this stage, not mentioned that there were some mitigating circumstances that made, for some children at least, life more bearable in the orphanage. Donna Jaggs, in research for a history of a Geelong orphanage, reports that the ‘homelife’ for some children was extremely damaging. But, once placed in the institution, the child encountered a consistency, a new sense of order and relative calm, and at least one adult figure who was sympathetic. To such a child, the institution was a good place to live. Mary recalls an experience:

“ You might literally be better off in a home . One sister was sent to live with relatives. I thought it was awful and so did she. The minute that she got old enough she ran away, to the ‘home’ to be with me, her sister. By then we had left the big institution and another sister was living with me as well”.

All of the people in the study have some sense of gratitude for the levels of education that the institution lead them into. Christine however, regrets that she was not permitted to attempt the Matriculation year and was instead obliged to commence her working life.

The men in the study were able to enjoy some of the time at St. Vincent’s because they were in the Brass Band. They put in many hours of practice each week. However, the Band often travelled to suburban and country centres for concerts, where they could impress the local girls, as the boys showed out in the smart uniforms.

The Band also entered the South Street Competition at Ballarat. Here they competed against adults and the orphanage boys won first prize. Their discipline was such that they scored a rare one hundred percent for their precision. No allowances appeared to have been made for their youth, as they were criticised for a lack of volume in their music. But as one of the men said:

“ How do you expect boys of ten or eleven to blow as hard as grown men?” 

Nevertheless, for most it was a terrible childhood. As Bob pointed out, only about a fifth of the boys were able to cope successfully. There have been accounts of murder and suicide resulting from inability to cope with the tensions. The cost to many other children was a life of petty crime, or at best, employment in the least skilled jobs in the economy, which they commenced from the age of fourteen. One can only wonder what became of the girls sent at fourteen to live in, as domestic servants, on a farm in the country.

One consistent theme in the study is the lack of accountability by the government departments bordering on almost total neglect. But there were contemporary indications of the need for reform.

A study of the Annual Reports of the Director of the Children’s Welfare Department; through 1954 to 1959, shows, in 1958, an unusual addition. There occurred a sub-heading “Preventive Work”. This is the only time this topic becomes apparent in these Reports. Here is the department recognising what the Report terms “a weakness in the child welfare set up “ . It continues:

“Children are admitted to the department on Children’s Court orders, as being need of care and protection, following family breakdown. There can be no doubt, that in many cases, the breakdown could have been prevented if guidance and help to the family had been forthcoming from some organisation... equipped to help in family problems “ .

It is Leonard Tierney in his 1963 research report who set out what he categorised as “The Issues at Stake”. He showed that it was “difficult as yet to see any guiding principles”, as, “the position (was) complicated by the highly charged feelings evoked when the welfare of children is at stake. Social valuations are involved which affect the whole community”.

Tierney criticises the value assumptions which see the children in need, and the family from which the children come, as just “unfortunates” who have different problems to those families in the whole community.

“Yet it is increasingly clear that the individual family cannot, and does not, stand alone, but needs a higher level of community support. This implies the need to develop concepts of child care and family assistance based upon a careful study of the community” (Tierney, 1963).

Tierney explains the need for a “ goal-centred approach” to child welfare, rather than a “method-centred” approach. This “method-centred” approach, applied when specialised methods of child care were examined. The goal changed from that of assisting children and their families to function more effectively in the community, to that of expanding and reforming the service itself. This focus on methods of care produced a central unresolved problem of child practice. This was the failure to incorporate individualised planning for children into thinking firmly devoted towards the child’s future welfare .

Thus ends and means, were confused. Tierney refers to “ a lack of overall co-ordination in the field”. Thirteen years later the “lack of overall policy, fragmentation and administrative disorder” were still apparent (Norgard Report, 1976). As Tierney points out, a child tended to get only the services offered by an agency, not the service best suited to the particular child.

Further, the confusion of means with ends had lead child welfare authorities to fail to consider the possibility that the service offered in turn could be a causative agent in producing child welfare problems:

“A social service has its own impact upon the recipient. A part of the role of being a recipient is to adjust to this service” (Tierney, 1963).

The people in this study showed that survival as well as adjustment could be needed.

As Tierney explains:

“It is always likely that if a different and perhaps more appropriate service had been offered, the adjustment of the recipient would have been different”.

Tierney’s view that the community’s needs should be the basis for family welfare is supported in the Norgard Report. Here it stated the two main issues that faced family welfare. The first was the development of overall State Welfare policies in the interests of families and children. The second was clarification of roles between the statutory and voluntary bodies.

The Norgard Report stated:

“We recognise that there will be difficult tasks for many reasons, one of them being the paucity of personnel with adequate expertise to carry out the work - but consider that the present situation is no longer tolerable, either to the community at large, or to those people who attempt to meet the community’s needs”.

The Report, in its wording, firmly sees child care in terms of “the community’s needs”.

The Report listed a number of recommendations for reform. A group were put into the category of those which “should be initiated without delay “ .

One, which required changes to the law was:

“ Review of Social Welfare guardianships after twelve months” .

Others were:

• Development of a comprehensive family welfare program for Victoria .

• Expanded family supportive services.

• Review of legislation relating to child and family welfare.

• Intervention by Departmental officers on neglect and illtreatment cases. (This was to reduce the amount of “welfare” by the Police).

• Co-ordination of welfare policies in the State by the Social Welfare Department.

The policy implications that finally arose from this study in child welfare can be briefly expressed as the need for universal child care provision for all Australian children. In 1982, “Passing the Buck” published by the Victorian Council of Social Services explains a reason for universal services.

“The consequences of a reduction in government expenditure on universal services and a reduction for areas such as housing, health and income security are an increased demand for residual services. The government argues that resources should be directed to those in greatest need. But, there are more in “ greatest need” precisely because community support and universal services have been eroded”.

The main government policies designed to help the costs of child-rearing; child endowment from 1941, replaced in 1976 by family allowances have:

“Never been based on a political philosophy of adequate redistribution to the child-rearing stage of the family cycle. Rather, they have been residual and piecemeal in their administration”. (Cass, 1983).

A significant outcome of the policy emphasis on individual parental provision for the costs of child-rearing is the creation of poverty for the children of low paid workers and for children whose parents cannot get paid work by unemployment, sickness, invalidity, disability, or, single parenthood.

Not only is there deprivation of money income, but what follows all faced with enforced low income coping. They face inadequate housing, reduced chances for schooling, reduced access to community services and the leisure and cultural activities which are so inequitably distributed both regionally and in social-class terms. Also, there comes reduced access to job opportunities for young people of low income families.

Cass shows that it is not just parent neglect or a refusal to share resources that create children’s poverty. It is, rather, structural patterns of inequality which shape the child’s life chances. These are economically and politically determined chances for employment, wage fixing processes, housing policies, taxation and social security policies .

“In the overwhelming majority of instances, children’s poverty is the outcome of the location of their families in Australian income and wealth distributions. Even those who would produce arguments to justify social inequalities (for example, by claiming that an efficient market economy requires income and wealth differentials to stimulate incentive) must confront the reality that such economic inequalities, in the absence of significant redistributive mechanisms through the tax-transfer system, are shared by children, who cannot, in any way, be seen as the authors of their economic life”. (Cass, 1983).

Cass concludes that a system of universal child support recognises that additional costs of child rearing are incurred in all households with children. Thus expanded child care provision and adequate child support can aid children in poverty.

Adam Jamrozik ( 1983) supports Cass in his statement that the fundamental issue in child welfare seems to lie in the reluctance of governments to accept the reality of the universal need for child care

“The assumptions on which the children’s services are provided, as well as the methods of their provision, has been a significant factor in the scarcity of services and in the inequitable allocation of scarce resources. Furthermore, children’s services are not seen as a universal need, but, rather, as a somewhat unfortunate necessity. Thus, in some cases, one of the important functions these services perform - that of the child’s development and socialisation - receives relatively little attention”. (Jamrozik, 1983).

Didn’t Tierney make the same point, twenty years earlier? But Jamrozik adds:

“ The omission is of particular significance to the children and families of ethnic minorities”.

Jamrozik shows that the “needs” criteria are not working the way they are supposed to, especially in relation to low income families.

He refers to:

“ Research reports which contain information on the socio-economic status of the users of child care”.

The main users are the middle and higher income families. This is the case with those services as a whole, and also in the regional areas where those services are provided.

The result has been that, contrary to the stated policy intentions, children’s services, subsidised by government, have become selective for the lower class but almost universal for the middle class.

Jamrozik shows that a more equitable distribution of children’s services can be ensured by governments that need to make decisions of their own. They should not respond to pressure from the sectional interests that make the loudest demands.

In 1982 the Community Child Care Report pointed out that there was considerable question of the capacity of the contemporary nuclear family adequately to fulfill child-rearing responsibilities, given its small size and isolation from kith and kin.

The development of a universally accessible system of twenty four hour care would open out or extend family boundaries so that child care functions can be readily shared between families.

Jamrozik ( 1983) supports the concept with his explanation that:

“There is sufficient evidence to show that the availability of child care service lessens the stress experienced by parents in caring for their children. Thus, with a wider provision of child care services, especially of the multi-purpose child care centres, there should be less need of such measures as State wardship, fostering, or institutionalisation of children”.

1.THE PROBLEM 

I examine the experiences of a small group of people, who were institutionalised in the late 1950s and early 1960s at either the Catholic orphanage of the Sisters of Mercy in South Melbourne for girls, or, next door, the Christian Brothers' orphanage for boys.

They were part of that small group of children in the community, who, for a variety of reasons, were unable to be accommodated anywhere else. Some of these reasons were; parental neglect, parental separation, or serious illness of a parent. Some were therefore placed by law, others by parental request. In every case, poverty was a contributing reason for the child's placement.

They were also subject to a lack of consistent policy on child welfare. Rather, they were subject to "climates of opinion". The influence of the 1864 "Neglected Children's Act" pulled the lives of the children in one direction. This worked on the assumption that enforced removal of children from the normal community was an appropriate solution for a wide variety of individual and social problems.

2  THE REASONS  

As might be expected, the differences between institutional life and "normal" family life, are quite wide. Children were admitted at different stages of their lives - most were wards of the state.

The personal experiences are engrossing, and worth telling in their own right. They give insights into a nexus, into educational life chances and home background.

As well, there is very little available in the literature in this area of social history and policy development. There is certainly nothing that illuminates the personal response to institutional life in Victoria, as seen by the adult, looking back. Such an approach can help to inform policy made today, in relation to children in need. In fact, one of the informants has made a career in Community Child Care, driven by a desire to reform this area of policy and practice.

3. THE METHOD 

 It is by interview of the people who lived in the orphanages. It is an oral history; a detailed account of life there at that time. The effects on the children of the pull of policies, in different directions, over time, can be established.

To that, can be added the additional information supplied by an Inspector of the Social Welfare Department of the time, and by the Sister of Mercy in charge of the girls' section.

In addition, official and local reports, reports of voluntary organisations, Acts of Parliament, materials collected by private individuals and newspaper reports, especially in the 1950s, are other resources.

4. ANTICIPATED FINDINGS 

Decisions made, concerning the education of the children, were not equally applied to all of them. In most cases, the primary education they received was similar, in that they attended a typical inner suburban Catholic primary school. After this, they were directed into outcomes that produced winners and losers, in terns of life chances established by educational opportunity.

There were sharp differences in the places offered for secondary education. Some girls were placed in prestigious Catholic secondary schools. Some boys were also so well placed. The other boys, when placed in nearby Catholic schools, received very discriminatory treatment, at the hands of their teachers.

Some girls were judged as " not capable of following a secondary school course" and were "trained" to year 8 in "domestic arts" at the school within the orphanage, for placement as domestic servants on country properties. Some boys, deemed unable to cope with the nearby Catholic Technical School, were put into a nearby hostel, to commence working life at the earliest age.

5. CONCLUSIONS 

This is a new area of research, providing the experiences of unwitting and vulnerable participants in a process of policy change. There is the end of policy derived from the l9th century and the establishment of different types of institutional care. It provides personal detail on why and how the children got there and what happened to them while they were there.

There is an examination of the longer term effects on such children, as we seem them now as adults, some twenty years later, evaluating that period in their lives.

Thus there are implications for Child Welfare policies as they affect institutions. What does the fact that some people prefer to hide knowledge of their stay in the institution say about attitudes today?

Perhaps it is still shameful to be poor, or to have once been poor?

Policies directed towards minimum incomes to eliminate the "poverty line", that is to say more equable income distribution, should reduce the numbers of "children in need".

At the family level a system of diagnostic and early preventative intervention is necessary for families in crises, to enhance recipients' self-awareness and capacity for self-generated change.
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