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My parents were two people who would probably never have met had it not been for WWII.  After the war these two young ex-service personnel, probably both desiring a return to normal life and leave the trauma of war behind, married.  I was born 10months later followed by two brothers and a sister.  The marriage, as I remember it as a 7 year old, was alcohol affected, violent and stressful, mainly due in part to my father’s inability to cope with family and social life.  After almost eight years my mother was left abandoned to care for us four children the youngest of whom was 6 weeks old.  Unlike today there was no assistance available to women in my mother’s circumstances so she took in ironing from a local laundry to house and feed us.  Even today I can still visualise the house filled with starched white business shirts that my mother ironed hour after hour night and day.  My father’s disabilities would give him a full TPI Pension later in his life.

Our family first came into care in 1954 after my mother was hospitalised due to ill health, on her part this was a voluntarily decision.  My baby sister went to stay with friends of Mum’s, the youngest of my brothers to St Anthony’s Babies Home at Croydon, my other brother went to the Irish Nuns at Newcastle while I went to St. Bridget’s Home for Girls at Ryde.  Mum said this was not forever only until she got on her feet.

St. Bridget’s did not seem to have any negative effect on me.  I find I have very few memories of the institution I do however remember the nuns as kind and gentle, playing with the other children, going to the movies and saying the rosary.  Although time seemed to go very slowly as visitations were only once a month. I missed mum terribly but I do recall thinking that this time away from mum was only a temporary thing.

Mum had tried desperately to place us all together and in the beginning of 1955 Dalmar Childrens Home at Carlingford, who took in whole families, agreed to take us.  However a condition of entry was that my mother be financially responsible for us, non payment would be classified as abandonment and in this situation Dalmar could and would apply to have us made Wards of the State.  This was my mother’s greatest fear.  Our payment was five pounds per week ($10.00).  Over the next five years I would witness many tears shed by my mother after coming out of the Superintendent’s office, several times being denied access to us children and being turned away from our fortnightly visits because she was unable to pay.  Mum told me repeatedly over the years that the Superintendent told her that she was a liar, that she entertained men and had wild parties, squandered away her money and that she was not a good moral person let alone a good mother. It was from this point my child’s heart was torn apart and broken not only from our physical separation but to see my mother in such a powerless position.  I witnessed this power play between the superintendent and my mother and it continued over entire five years that my siblings and I lived at the Home. 

I do not remember my first days or my arrival at the Home nor can I remember seeing my brothers or sister during those early weeks.  What I do remember though is that at 8 years of age I was placed in the senior girls cottage and the senior girls at Dalmar performed and were responsible for all domestic duties and chores in this home of over 100 children.   Senior boys were responsible for all outside work on the 67acre property as well as the dairy.  We worked seven days a week arising at 5.45am except on Sunday 6.30am and were expected to start our jobs by 6.15am lights out at 7.30p.m.  The entire week was rostered, and every moment of the day accounted for.  When I left Dalmar I could not deal with free time, I did not know what to do with free time as I had developed no interests or hobbies.  Even when I had my own children I found it very difficult to play with them.

Rostered jobs over the years ranged from working in the kitchen, laundry, washing wet bed sheets, scrubbing and polishing floors (at 8years I was using an industrial polisher), washing windows, lighting the furnace for hot water, dusting. serving breakfast or dinner, making school lunches (humiliatingly wrapped in newspaper), bathing children, polishing shoes, collecting pig slops, scraping and washing dishes, polishing silver, cleaning bathrooms, filling coke buckets, getting children ready for school, working in the babies home, setting tables, working in the staff pantry, taking children to school, working in the isolation ward, the list go on and is seemingly endless.  I felt like I was serving time in prison.  At least I still had a mother that would one day take me from this place. This is what I told myself this and the hope of this event is what kept me going.  I would often think about the other kids who were in there for good, if that happened to me, I thought I would die.  At Dalmar many subjects were covered by a Code of Silence and this was one of them, you just got on with it.

If you witnessed someone getting trouble you would say to yourself thank God it’s them not me.  Punishment could mean extra duties, a good talking to, withdrawal of privileges, or if the Superintendent was involved you could be in for a good beating especially if he lost his temper.  I recall two very such beatings where he did loose his temper with me.  The first, when I was punched directly in the face with a closed fist after which I fell to the floor hurting my shoulder.  The second after I ran away from the Home.  When I was brought back the Superintendent, within the confines of his office, continually punched and hit me around the head and body in the presence of the Matron – who did not intervene, assist or help me anytime during or after the incident.

Our release from Dalmar came 5 years to the day from our arrival.

My time at Dalmar was not pleasant and for many years I refused to face its impact on my life even at times denying its existence as part of my life.  However there came a time when I did go back and in doing so I was able to find the lost child within me.  It didn’t all come forward at once it’s been a bit like working on a jigsaw puzzle and there are still many gaps in the total picture. Let’s just say I’m a “work in progress”.  What has been most helpful is making contact with and renewing old friendships with other Dalmar kids.  What is interesting is that there is a trust between us, we accept each other where we are, no pretences, warts and all, we are after all family.

