Remembering our Heritage and Living with the Legacy: our ongoing commitment to Forgotten Australians
Jenny Glare, Manager, Heritage and Information Service, MacKillop Family Services
Perseverance is learning how to cope with frustration.  Coping sometimes requires strong beliefs in a vision supported by patience and ‘stickability’.
Faith is only a virtue when you keep faith in unbelievable circumstances.  Mary MacKillop kept faith.
Hope is only a virtue when you hold onto hope in the darkest, depressing and hopeless of situations.  Mary MacKillop hung onto hope over and over again.
INTRODUCTION

MacKillop Family Services holds more than 115, 000 historical records and 15, 000 photographic images, created between 1854 and 1997 for children who spent all or part of their childhood years in one or more of the Homes managed by the Christian Brothers, the Sisters of Mercy and the Sisters of St Joseph and for mothers who were residents at two of the Sisters of St Joseph Homes.

St Joseph’s Carlton – 10,500 children, 7,500 mothers

St Joseph’s Broadmeadows – 20,000 children, 5,000 mothers

St Joseph’s Surrey Hills –5,530 children

St Anthony’s Kew - 
3,240 children

Between 1890 and 1997, more than 43,000 children were in these Homes

Between 1901 and 1997 more than 12,500 mothers were resident at St Joseph’s Broadmeadows and St Joseph’s Carlton.

These numbers represent a large proportion of children admitted to care in Victoria and across Australia. 
 THE LEGACY
On the 16 November 2009 – the then Prime Minister of Australia, Kevin Rudd made an apology on behalf of the Parliament of Australia and the people of Australia to the Forgotten Australians, those men and woman who in 20th Century Australia had experienced growing up in a Children’s home. 
On the day of the Apology, we arranged for a live broadcast in our hall at MacKillop at South Melbourne, the former St Vincent’s Boy’s Home.  We invited people connected to us who had grown up in the Homes to attend if they wished to receive this Apology in solidarity rather than on their own.  Many people attended, some were accompanied by their children.  As well as former residents, several Sisters of SJ were also present.  
The mood of those gathered was dignified, sombre and respectful.  Those present listened carefully to every word that was spoken. There was no loud cheering or rejoicing.  In fact the only sound to break the silence was weeping. 

This Apology had been preceded by the 2004 Australian Senate Inquiry where men and women across Australia told of their experiences of growing up in institutional care.
On the 17 October 2010 – Mary MacKillop becomes Australia’s first saint.
This year in 2011 – Forced Adoption Inquiry

What do these three events have in common, what is there link and what is their shared legacy? Certainly in the minds of many, the Apology, Mary MacKillop becoming a Saint and the Adoption Inquiry had been patiently waited for. 

In the days leading up to and the days following both Apology to Forgotten Australians and the Mary MacKillop becoming a saint, there were a number of telephone calls and email inquiries to the Heritage and Information Service at MacKillop. Most of these contacts were prompted by people wanting to share their stories of their connection to the Sisters of St Joseph and to talk about their time growing up in one or more of the Homes.  A number of people spoke of their gratitude to the Sisters for the care they had received.  They wanted to acknowledge that they had been looked after by the Sisters founded by Mary MacKillop, thus claiming a special connection to her sainthood.  Works like ‘kindness’ and ‘phrases like “I wouldn’t be here to day or I wouldn’t be the person I am today, if it were not for the Sisters” were commonly expressed. 

But, together with these stories acknowledging gratitude, there were also profound expressions of sadness, discomfort, suffering, disquiet and at times anger.  These expressions were from adults who were recollecting their childhood experiences and from mothers who were remembering what it had been like for them at the time of their pregnancy and subsequent relinquishment of their baby. It seemed to me that the Apology to Forgotten Australians and the Canonisation of Mary MacKillop (and now as we are experiencing with the Senate Inquiry into Forced Adoption), provided the catalyst for  memories and feelings that had been kept at bay or hidden for many years, to surface in powerful and unexpected ways.    At these times, people’s private inner world intersected or for some, collided with the public domain. 
These very public events that were accompanied by significant media coverage forced into consciousness what had remained hidden and hitherto undisclosed and private for many people to the surface and into the public domain.  In the words of one woman at the time of the canonisation who had been single pregnant mother in the 1960s and had in her words, given her baby up because of family pressure, she said ‘I feel MacKilloped out’.  
Fr Frank Brennan used this phrase last night when he talked of being “over” the extent of the media coverage of the canonisation.  This woman then went on to reveal the extent of what she meant…..she said that the euphoria of the canonisation and the media coverage was too much for her to bear.  She said that all of the feelings of guilt for not fighting the system to keep her baby at the time she had signed the adoption consent more than 40 years ago  had  come back to gnaw away at her in a way that she had never anticipated. 
 On the day of the canonization, here in Melbourne, MacKillop Family Services had a display at the Exhibition buildings manned by a team of staff and volunteers.  One of our volunteers spent 45 minutes talking with a former resident of St Joseph’s Babies Home about his placement as a baby and subsequent adoption as a toddler and his life-long search in Australia and overseas of find his birth parents and understand why he had been placed for adoption and how this had continued to impact on all of the 60 years of his life.

The prevailing theme of the disquiet experienced by the people who contacted at this time was that growing up in care, irrespective of how good or how bad that care had been, left an emptiness that had stayed with them into adulthood, something was missing and that was their connection to family.

A number of people used both the Apology and the Canonization to commence their search for records, to re-kindle their search or simply to re-contact just to touch base again.   The comment…..do you remember me, I had contact with your service some years ago and was wondering if you had found any more records about me, become a familiar opening statement. 

The BACKGROUND story
Australia since white settlement has a history of institutional care of children.  Organizations of the Catholic Church, especially religious congregations established orphanages and children’s homes as soon as they arrived from overseas. In establishing these homes, they brought the practices, the traditions and culture of their country of origin with them. There were more than 140 Catholic Homes across Australia.

Some of the original Homes were established by lay societies but were soon taken over by religious congregations.  Joan Healy has already described the situation at St Joseph’s Surrey Hills. The invitation must have sounded urgent; the Josephite leadership in North Sydney sent two Sisters who were not very well; with Mary’s help they would hold the situation until healthier Sisters could be found.  Mary wrote to North Sydney to say that these were indeed tough children and that for this work we need ‘Sisters... with a strong stomach
’.
I am yet to be convinced that Mary MacKillop herself had a preference for the large scale institutional care of children.  I think she would have preferred to develop smaller scale models of care with more of a community approach and keeping children with family members.

Again in 1901, Mary MacKillop and the Sisters of St Joseph responded to the request of Archbishop Carr to establish a foundling hospital for babies at Broadmeadows. Mary’s handwritten objectives which made it clear that she envisaged the home primarily as ‘A sheltering home for unfortunate mothers and their young babes’. This contrasted with the European concept of Foundling Home as a shelter where babies could be abandoned anonymously. St Joseph’s Broadmeadows was also to cater for mothers in need of respite or temporary assistance.  In the early years of the operation of the Foundling Hospital, there are examples of mothers leaving with their babies to go employment.  
Mary MacKillop also encouraged the beginnings of fostercare arrangements for children who were placed at St Joseph’s, Surrey Hill.  In the years following, the Sisters taking over Surrey Hills, she would later take train, horse and buggy trips across Victoria to check on the progress of the children, praising families for their good care of children and expressing her strong disapproval when the care failed to live up to her expectations.
 There is no doubt that Mary MacKillop had a deep concern for the mothers and for their circumstances. However, in responding to the request of Archbishop Carr to establish, St Joseph’s at Broadmeadows, I doubt that she would ever have foreseen what was to follow.  In the decades after the initial establishment of the foundling home, particularly after the enactment of adoption legislation in 1928 up until the introduction of the supporting mother’s benefit, the foundling hospital was to become a shelter for unmarried mothers and a place of separation from their babies. Such large scale institutional care of babies, responding to the social mores of the time took on a life of its own and between 1931 and the early 1970s ran a mother craft training school to provide the work force to care for the babies awaiting adoption.
The Legacy continued

For all Australians, there is today a rediscovery of the power of story, the individual; – the voice of one’s lived experience – and the collective story against the backdrop of Australia’s social history.

Family genealogy and family histories are more popular than ever.  TV shows like Finding your family and Who do you think you are? have become popular.  The web-site – Ancestry .com has taken off. 

When MacKillop Family Services was established in 1997, there was a strong commitment to ensuring that people who had grown up in the Homes had access to the records of their childhood years in a way that was supportive and welcoming. The Heritage and Information Service was established within the first six months of the life the new organisation to ensure that the thousands of personal and organizational stories that came into the new MacKillop were not lost but preserved for the future.  It was hoped that anyone with a connection to our founding agencies might be able to find their individual or family story. 

It takes courage and a steadfast commitment to look at the practices of the past through the lens of the people that were the recipients of the care provided rather than only from the standpoint of the providers of the service.  Taking this view means listening with the heart and listening for the unexpected. It also means facing up to the unintended consequences of well-intentioned actions.  

Through our work at the Heritage and Information Service of MFS, we have learned much about the legacy of growing up in institutional care, about the separation of children from their families, brothers and sisters from each other and parents from their children. We have also come to appreciate the perspective of mothers separated from their babies through the practice of adoption.  
This is the greatest legacy of institutional care.  
Our work in supported release of records has confirmed that whilst there is still much unfinished business to complete, there is much that is achievable.

The power of Story continued
Raimond Gaita, the celebrated Australian writer and philosopher and author of Romulus, My father which has been made into a film of the same name has recently published a sequel entitled, After Romulus.  This sequel is a collection of essays where he critically examines some of the themes introduced in his first book.  Whilst Raimond Gaita himself did not spend time in a Children’s Home, his mother was in a Catholic Home for unmarried mothers in Germany and later his 2 sisters would be placed in Catholic Children’s Homes in Melbourne. Gaita’s suffered from mental illness which he describes as madness and his mother and her lover both suicided during his childhood. Gaita writes profoundly and eloquently of child hood trauma and suffering. 
Gaita writes of his unassuageable longing for his mother……….the intensity of feeling of pain that does not diminish over time. He says the he does not miss his mother in the same way as he misses his father and his father’s best friend but he longs for her.  He describes a photograph of his mother and himself, he remembers where it was taken and what they were doing and how he stood with his mother to pose for the photograph, but he is consumed with worry that that one day he will forget her image in his mind, and only be able to remember his mother from the photograph.  Gaita’s words struck a chord with me and have helped me to a deeper level of understanding of our work at MacKillop with Forgotten Australians.

What is the legacy of the children who grew up in Catholic institutional care and the mothers who were separated from their babies or whose babies were adopted?
What is this unfinished business that we need to deal with today?
· Separation from family of origin

· Issues around identity

· Not belonging

· Lack of developmental information

· Poor record keeping in the past

· Inability to access a birth certificate and other documents

· No legislative framework as for adopted persons

What are the unintended consequences of well intentioned actions?  No matter how good the care was that the children and mothers received in the Homes, there is a fundamental yearning for information about one’s family of origin.  Whilst people are asking for information about their time in care, more demanding is their search for family information, where was I before the Home, who was my mother, who was my father? For those people who grew up in the Homes and have maintained a close connection to the staff who cared for them, as well as asking Who am I, there is an additional questions of Whose am I?
We see an echo of the themes of questions about personal identity today, in the pleas, often accompanied by political advocacy made by the new generation of IVF babies reaching adulthood and powerfully demanding access to their conception and birth records.  This intensity of feeling translated into action associated with yearning for information about one’s birth origins and family history information is very similar to the concerns voiced by adults who as children grew up in care or were adopted.  
As adults, most of us can test our memories by speaking with parents, siblings and extended family, as well as looking at photograph albums and other pieces of memorabilia.  Children who grow up in institutional care are not likely to have access to family photographs and stories and thus need other sources for information to aid their memories.

Organisations holding historical children’s home records must move to a position of appreciating the significance of the records for former residents and their families.  This appreciation must also translate to a preparedness to make records available and the development of simple procedures to ensure that commitment is translate into action. 
Records include: admission and discharge registers, baptism records, sacramental records, school reports, birth certificates, certificates of achievements, and children’s life books, as well as photographs and personal memorabilia. Records need to be stored in a way that aids their preservation and is safe from destruction by disasters such as flood or fire.  This requires significant financial investment.  
More is at stake than storing the children’s home records and developing procedures for the release of client information.  There must be a commitment to assist in the interpretation of the records and the search for additional records.  People who grew up in the Homes are keen to reconstruct the daily routines of their childhood, to match their memories with recorded information, and to question particular procedures and practices.  Assistance is also required with the interpretation of records, especially if they were written in a tone which may now appear harsh or judgmental. 
We need to be reminded that our records, whether they be case notes, reports, letters or other forms of documentation, including school reports, photographs and personal pieces of memorabilia, tell the story of someone else’s life.  We have an obligation to care for and ensure the preservation of these records for the future and to encourage access by those to whom they refer. 

What would Mary MacKillop say to us today?
What can we do to assist those who grew up in care?

What can we provide?

In her address this morning, Joan Healy spoke of Mary MacKillop’s assessment that the early Sisters would need to have the ‘stomach’ to work in difficult circumstance with the children.  In the past I have said that the work of supporting people to access their records is not for the faint hearted, perhaps these terms are actually interchangeable.

In her address, Sr Katrina Brill spoke of Hope and Perseverance as qualities or virtues of Mary MacKillop. These qualities are important today. I believe that hope and perseverance are the qualities that continue to characterize the experience of Forgotten Australians as they access strive to demand records and recollect their childhood experiences.  

Hope and perseverance are also the qualities required by those who seek to support Forgotten Australians. 
Hope is only a virtue when you hold onto hope in the darkest, depressing and hopeless of situations.  Mary MacKillop hung onto hope over and over again.
Perseverance is learning how to cope with frustration.  Coping sometimes requires strong beliefs in a vision supported by patience and ‘stickability’.
HAVE COURAGE

Mary MacKillop was a woman of courage.  She showed courage when speaking the truth. This caused trouble for her. She faced obstacles and challenges with personal courage. She stood up for what she believed in. She was ready to go where life was hardest: to live among people to share their joys and their sorrows, in short she was present to the sufferings of others.
 It takes courage to talk about your childhood experience of growing up in a Home, separation from your family of origin, or the pain of separation from your baby and particularly so if you feel stigmatized about it. Some would say, it is tempting to become a victim but my experience of years of working with people who grew up in Homes is that is rarely the situation. 

It is vital that the services set up to assist those who suffered do so in a way that empowers rather than victimizes people. Mary MacKillop’s values of collaboration, compassion, hope, justice and respect, are the cornerstone of the MFS today and they underpin the work of the Heritage and Information Service. But it also takes courage to face the past and courage to respond to people who are still suffering because of their experiences as children. 

LISTENING WITH THE HEART 

Mary listened with her heart as much as she did with her head. 
Mary’s heart was open to others and she listened carefully.  Mary’s love for others was a tender love.  She loved God and she believed in God’s love for her. In the face of opposition and criticism, she showed love. 

Mary’s heart embraced brokenness and suffering and her own sufferings and vulnerabilities enabled her to respond to others. 

Working with and responding to people who grew up in institutional care, or people whose lives have been impacted on by adoption and separation requires the ability to listen with the heart. 

MAKING RECORDS ACCESSABLE

Mary was a great letter writer and a great communicator.  Unlike other saints and indeed other founder of religious congregations, her letters to her Sisters, to family members and to friends have survived and been preserved and we are the richer for having access to the immense archive of her letters.

Whilst the early Sisters knew the extent to which Mary MacKillop wrote letters, given they were so often the recipients of the letters, they certainly could not have imagined the extent to which her letters would survive over time, be analysed transcribed and published.    
The early Sisters established a practice of keeping records of the children and mothers, some were even written in what we now recognize as the cross hatched style. They were written in registers, on scraps of paper, in letters and notebooks and on cards.  These primary documents and those written by generations of Sisters and staff since the 1890s are now the foundational source of records for our supported release of records practice at the Heritage and Information Service of MacKillop Family Services.

I think Mary MacKillop would be heartened to know that the records have survived over time and that people are able to access these records.
In our archives at MacKillop Family Services, we have more than 115, 000 individual records about children and mothers.  These records tell the personal stories of children, of mothers and of families in Victoria.  But collectively these records tell much more, they tell the story of our social history, they speak to us about attitudes and values, they tell of suffering and hardship, they speak of joy and hope, of success and failure and of commitment and courage. They tell both about the people who administered the system of care, the people who provided the care and the people who were the recipients of the care.

These records are treasure. 
Since the existence of Forgotten Australians had entered the public domain, there have been very strong calls for the release of records.  Many of the recommendations of the 2004 Inquiry related to making records available and supporting people to access their records.  Since 2004, there has been a commitment by many record holders to preserve, archive and release records and these actions are to be commended.  But there has also been criticism for failure to act and a lack of commitment to act.  Some of this criticism has been directed at catholic social service agencies and religious congregations that hold records. It would be a wonderful thing if one of the actions in the name of Saint Mary MacKillop was a dedicated service for the supported release of records nationally across Catholic record holding agencies. 
Where to from here
The extensive photographic collection held by MacKillop Family Services is an important resource to describe the function and purpose of each of the original Homes, particularly where the buildings no longer exist or where renovations over the years have changed the physical environment. The photographic collection also includes many images of children, individually and in groups.  These photographs demonstrate many of the daily routines associated with life in the homes and also show the interaction with their carers. 

 Through the work of the Heritage and Information Service and in the commissioned history of the founding agencies of MacKillop Family Services, Holding on to Hope there has been recognition of the complexities of telling the story of different children’s homes and describing the diversity of experience of the residents and staff.  There has been an acknowledgement of understanding the history as a shared story and listening to different interpretations.  Whilst there has been a focus on the contribution and achievements of the religious congregations, leadership and the staff that ran each Home, benefactors and financial contributors, there has also been a strong emphasis on telling the story of the experiences of the people who grew up in the care of the homes.

There has been a strong desire to tell the story through the experiences of those who lived and worked there and those who experienced care in some form or another.  This in itself is a complex task and invariably leads to multiple recollections of experiences.  However, it is this very richness that contributes to a greater understanding and opens the way for the exploration of a shared understanding of the history.  
It is important that the shared story continues to grow and develop so that the work begun and inspired over the years by the example of Mary MacKillop continues to listen for the unexpected and to respond in new and innovative ways. 
But is also equally important that we continue to acknowledge and remember those who have been the recipients of our care in the past, the men and women who grew up in the Homes and the mothers who were separated from their babies through adoption. We need to have a presence characterized by welcoming hospitality and a preparedness to ensure that records can be accessed in a ways that provide the opportunity for healing, family reconnection and reconciliation. 
For us, these Australian are not forgotten and must never be forgotten, they are remembered and must always be remembered. 
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