Karla’s Story
I am the second eldest of 5 children, 4 girls and one boy in the middle.  I was born in Sydney in 1943, soon after we moved to Victoria. At the time of my birth my mother was 25yrs old, she had been adopted and had no siblings. My father was 27yrs old, he had been ostracised by his family I don’t know why. He was physically and mentally ill for long periods I remember him away a lot.

I do have some vague memories of my early life, some happy times punctuated by confusion and fear.

My father was very tall, softly spoken, though he could have sudden bouts of anger. I remember a smashed window, a foot through a door, he did have very big shoes. My mother was also softly spoken, she seemed distant, busy and often tearful. “Go and play in the garden, your father is sick” , “children should be seen and not heard”,  were often said. I remember helping my father several times with a sick animal or if someone was hurt. At these times I felt special and important. I mention this as I feel it had a strong bearing on my choice of career.

I remember being in the Darly Baby Home when I was about 4yrs old, I remember other children and that we took rugs out of a window seat to sleep on, on the floor for our midday nap. I have a sense of being lonely and confused.

When I was 6yrs old we became State Wards, for a period, less than 12mths. Our mother having her 5th baby, our father in a mental/drug institution and we were reported as being neglected.

I became a bed wetter and this is the time my punishments started. My parents had given me a beautiful tea-set which I cherished. It was given to me or taken away depending on whether I was wet or dry. Regardless of how hard I tried I couldn’t control my bad habit. I was sure I was awake and on the toilet, I would touch the walls feel the toilet seat, pinch myself  and finally relieve myself only to find on waking I was wet again. I felt deep shame and fear. I’d climb out of bed and try to tuck the wet sheet under the mattress.  One morning I was stripped of my wet pyjamas, one of the carers held my wrists the other my ankles and I was plunged into a bath full of cold water and held under. I struggled, terrified like a wild animal. That’s when my stuttering started, the bed wetting continued. 

My father died when I was 9yrs old. We had been staying with my grandmother in Sydney for a few months. We went into the Burwood Church of England Children's Home, my brother was in the boys home next door. It was a regimented life style we lined up to go everywhere, from our dormitory to the bathroom and back then to the dinning room and back. We marched in double file to school to Sunday school and church on Sundays. I felt deep shame at being a “home kid”. We had chores to do before and after school. We slept in the closedin verandah upstairs where there were rows of beds along two sides. The younger children slept in the centre room. I don’t remember having any personal things, certainly no books. It was a two storey Home with a big yard, a paling fence all around also lots of big trees. On weekends we would make cubby houses under the trees. Our mother would visit  every Saturday afternoon, and we would go out with her once a month. She mostly left crying after reports of my bad behaviour. I loved to climb trees and walk along the fence tops. For this I was caned. The joy of climbing the trees outweighed the pain of the caning. I often had trouble eating all my food at the evening meal things like, tripe or swede and would have to sit at the long table till it was gone. When the girls had filed up stairs for prayers, I would take my bowl and scrape any one else's food into mine, creep down the ramp and bury it in the garden. I was nearly always caught on return and caned. I noticed I was admired by my peers as I never cried when I  was caned and they started to dare me to do things. I couldn’t resist a dare, it made me feel special, important, valued, excited and a little fearful. As the dares grew I became “king of the kids”  I would steal food from the store room if the cook left it unlocked for a few minutes. I would sneak  down the fire escape at night to pick a flower that only grew on the far side of Burwood road. I would put a penny in the plate at church and take out a half penny and save these till I had enough to make a purchase at the kiosk at Western Suburbs Hospital, this was my biggest dare. The canings stopped my punishments changed to being sat in a dark room for long periods of time, either in the committee room with the photos of men all around the room and I imagined their eyes staring disapprovingly at me or in the sewing room with  the rows of metal cupboards that rattled if it was windy. This punishment made me very fearful and my fear of the dark lasted a long time.

At school I was almost mute, invisible, I had no voice. I would sit at the back of the class look out the window and daydream how life might be different. I envied the other children with their different uniforms, their interesting lunches, I had bread and jam sandwiches wrapped in bread wrap which was often covered in ants. I admired their bubbly spontaneous personalities their good marks, I mostly came bottom of the class. I did like sport, though mostly  I felt isolated and had a deep sense of shame and I wished I was different. I remember my mother took me to see a child psychiatrist though didn’t tell me where we were going. I felt confused and angry, and deliberately answered all the questions wrongly. I remember going to the dentist one day. I felt  very scared. The dentist looked stern and even before he started I was wetting the chair and to my horror saw the puddle on the chair run to the floor. I was yelled at and wanted to disappear.

At the home my rebellious behaviour continued.  I never felt I was really bad I felt I was a tomboy. I was woken and brought down the stairs to face the committee on several occasions to answer for my sins. The committee decided to transfer me to Parramatta Home for uncontrollable girls, I was labelled a ringleader.  I was 14yrs old, my Grandmother came to my rescue and I lived with her till my mother remarried when I was 15yrs. Having recently seen interviews on the ‘7.30 Report’  with women who had been in Parramatta Girls Home I quietly thanked my grandmother for saving me from what may have been a terrible ordeal.

 I  had dreamt and prayed of a family life and felt so excited that my prayers were answered when we all moved into a  commission housing house at Dundas. It turned out to be chaotic, all seemed out of control. Mum couldn’t manage, both she and my stepfather couldn’t relate to us nor we to them, the resentments grew. I escaped into my nursing career. There I was a social cripple I avoided social events as much as possible. I had few if any life skills. My self esteem was low, I felt less than, inadequate, I could hardly look at people let alone communicate, I felt that people would find out how inept I was. I had a great fear of judgements and criticism. I had a fear of public places and couldn’t for example go into a bank or a library. I felt comfortable with the sick however the sicker and more vulnerable they were the more comfortable I was. I have worked in oncology for many years, hidden away on night duty. I was so vulnerable myself and felt a connection with their vulnerability. I would do anything for them and felt my worth only  when they thanked me for whatever I did, not for being me.

About 6yrs ago I was invited to a 3 day seminar at Leura. One of the speakers was to talk about  the methods of Conquering Cancer which I was interested in. A talk  by a psychotherapist  titled “From Childhood Experience to Adult Issues: The Journey of the Wounded Child”  hit me like a bullet. I listened riveted to the seat. I went home with a pamphlet on how trauma in childhood can generate deeply held negative beliefs about the self. I attended groups and had some private sessions with this Family of Origin therapist. I then attended 2 programs in South Pacific Private Hospital, looking at the roots of addictive and depressive behaviour and ways of overcoming that. I’m now doing a Gestalt Therapy course. This is a fine tuning of the above, looking at the here and now of our thoughts, feelings and actions and giving them expression in a safe, supportive environment. It gives a new awareness that I’ve been so blinded to. 

When the understanding first started to emerge the tears flowed and continued for 5yrs. The pain and sadness of not having a real self, of no identity. That I’ve lived like this for so long, unaware and ignorant of it’s cause also of missed opportunities in my profession, of feeling disconnected with myself at the big events in my life but mostly the knowledge of having inflicted my children with my insecurities. 

I feel I have emerged from a fog. I do feel a different person now with a truer sense of myself. I now have a voice. I now know I have a choice. I have found my own inner support. I’m aware of my needs and not always looking after the needs of others. I’m aware now that my life long feelings came from what was ‘done to me’ as an innocent child and not those less-than feelings I believed were inherent in me.  I now acknowledge I was abandoned and abused. {not just in a home because my parents couldn’t cope or punished for my own good} That I didn’t have love and affection especially when I was frightened, confused and lonely even terrified. That I didn’t understand the world and had no one to explain things to me, no one to hear what I had to say, no one to give me time and attention and no one to accept me unconditionally. 

What I have gained through my courage to seek some meaning has been so liberating. It’s what we all, from damage institutional care need,  KNOWLEDGE  with UNDERSTANDING and SUPPORT to find our true self.

