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My young brother and I were placed in St John's Home for Boys at Goulburn, NSW. I am not sure of the year, it would have been about mid 1940's to 1949-50, my mother had just been divorced and could not afford to look after us. We had a good home life before the divorce , growing up in annandale and Balmain, never went without anything, my mother never had to work, but when we moved to Balmain into a house owned by distant relatives, we had an upstairs flat, these relatives were strict Catholics and we were protestants, at the time I think my brother would have been about 3-4 years old, myself about 7-8 years. Now at the time there were no childcare centres, so that's how we ended up at Goulburn, we were forced to become Catholics so we could go to St John's so my mother could go to work.

I was told only for a short time till she could afford to bring us home.

Well it was only a short time compared to other kids stay at St John's. we arrived at St John's at night, greeted by a Mother Gloria. I was taken upstairs to the balcony to sleep which was not closed in at the time, I do not know where my brother was, I found out later he was with the other little kids.

 I was awakened by being dragged out of bed by a nun called Sister Genevieve and told to go and get some clothes, another boy took me to a store room, Sister Genevieve threw some clothes at me. I tried to tell her we had our own clothes and I wanted warm,jumpers,socks,long pants. I got belt in the ear and was told to put on what I was given to me, short ,shirt, an old jumper and a pair of shoes, then I was told to go down to breakfast, instead I went looking for my brother. I found him walking along the concrete verandah outside the laundry crying.

We both missed breakfast that first morning.

Imaginea 3-4 year old waking up not knowing where he was and where was his Mum. Being used to having hot milk on his weetbix, toast jam, is it any wonder kids at that age, not all of them but a fair percentage, grow up with hate against any kind of regime. I was put in a class room with a Sister Columbus, I copped a few belts in the head for not knowing the catechism, I never heard of it because I went to Annandale Public School, also Birchgrove, we were taught in the Home arithmetic, spelling but mostly religion, I did this for about 6-8 months, then followed some kids up to the dairy one morning, this is before dawn, to fetch the cows, there would have been about 25-30 cows to hand milk, take them back to the paddock about a mile down the road in all weather. No raincoats, clean out the dairy, put feed out for afternoon milking, then go for breakfast which consisted of porridge you could lay bricks with, 2 slices of bread, I cup of cocoa which one morning I had tipped over my head by Sr.Genevieve because I did not like it, so I used to give it to some kid who wanted it. Breakfast for me was slice of "dodger" bread. I never went to school, I just went to the dairy everyday, nobody said anything about it. I drank a lot of milk. I did not know my little brother was wetting the bed till I saw him and a few other little kids taking their mattress covers to put old straw in them, they were not washed ,just refilled.

Coming from the dairy a bit earlier than usual down towards the chapel I heard kids crying, now down under the building there was a staircase I never knew existed, this is where the wet the beds as they were called were shoved into cold showers by Sr Genevieve, these little kids would turn blue with cold ,shivering and crying, sometimes I would hear them crying of a night when I went to toilet because they had wet the bed and they knew what was going to happen in the morning. Soon after my brother started to shit the bed and sometimes his pants, I think it was the food or maybe he was sick. Now I was told by Genevieve I had to wash his blankets and anything else in cold water, wring them out by hand , hang them out fully, because I had chilblains on nearly all my fingers. So for was stripped, bent over a chair and flogged by man called Martin and Genevieve. I don't mean caned or a couple of hits with a strap, I mean flogged, this happened a few times in front of everyone. Another time I asked for another pair of shoes, as the ones I had wore out, holes in the soles through walking in mud and water at the dairy, I was given a pair of 2 different sizes, on the right foot the shoe was too small, so I asked for one that would fit, I was told I was lucky to have any by Genevieve.

 I got blisters then my heel got infected, a Mister Fletcher noticed blood in my shoe when we had walks out to the showground on some Saturdays or Sundays. He and another man named Fred Hennerbarry a boxer took me to a doctor who cleaned it put some ointment on and bandaged it , when I got back to St John's, Mother Gloria told Mr Fletcher she would attend to it, meaning it had to be cleaned and redressed till it healed, it was never done as it was given to Genevieve to handle all I got was another flogging for whinging. I showed my mother when she came for a visit, the welts and bruises , she was going to complain, but was told by another mother not to as it would make it worse for us.

I copped a few more floggings while I  was there and once I was told you are a sook for crying and copped a couple of extra from then on I did not cry and have not since.

My wife of 45 years believed that I had been  in St John's but did not believe what happened in there . I do not know the year we got out of there , I have since heard Genevieve died but before she died she told someone she was sorry for what she did, a bit late for all the pain she gave to many boys, to me she was a sick, sadist who got off on hurting young boys.

Boys Town, Engadine,N.S.W.

I was put in 5th class at Christian Brothers Balmain, well I did not know bloody anything, my mother told the brothers that I had been attending school at some country town so I was expected to know what the go was in 5th class.

I was laughed at because I did not know to spell properly or mathematics, never heard of algebra, geometry, so I wagged school for a week at a time, then placed in a demonstration school at Balmain, this was for kids that were a bit backward at learning, also for kids that did not care about school. I learnt nothing the short time I spent there, I used to wag sometimes for about 2 weeks, go with another kid who had left school, get work in small factories or timber yards in the area.

I was about 13 years old, then I got caught and sent to Boys Town for 12 months went to school for about 6 months, got out for about 3 months, back in for another 12 months, this time my brother was with me, back to the laundry 6 days a week. I did not mind this as I was not at school, you got punished but only if you broke the rules, you were strapped and given extra work. I know boys who came out of there a lot worse from when they went in, you learnt from others about house breaking, car stealing etc.some boys graduated from there to Mt Penang , Gosford, from there to Prison. There are boys I grew up in Balmain, Annandale , 2 are dead, one was shot , the other died with asthma both served time at Grafton Jail. I got married and left Balmain, I think if I would have stayed, maybe I would have finished up in jail or dead.

I have never told anyone about my time at St John's Goulburn or Boys Town except my wife. I read about CLAN in the Telegraph about the reunion at Goulburn. I met 2 old boys there walking through St John's and that bought back some bad memories. My wife was with me , she asked me how I could remember where everything was, very easy I said "The memory of this bloody place will always be imbedded in my head."

I started work at Balmain Ferries as an apprentice boilermaker, transferred to Cockatoo Island as they had more modern equipment, but I was told I has to go to Tech, well that stuffed that. how could I attend tech? I was not going to be made fool of.

I left , then started working as a builder's labourer, read everything I could get my hands on, asked questions, learnt the rules, also learnt the award, went to listen at conciliation courts also arbitration courts. these people taught me and I wanted to know.

After about 3-4 years, wheeling concrete, using jackhammers , watching scaffolding being erected and steel erection , I wanted to do this , so I would helping erect steel and scaffolding, then I was told I had to have a certificate to do this job.so I studied for amy months still asking questions.Then attended Tech for 6 months, 2 nights a week and i passed the exam with honours. I was voted to be a delegate on many sites, went to court on many occasions for better conditions and wages and won many ofthem,I have the builder Labourers Federation to thank for listening to my many questions and teaching me many things. I can read and write as good as anyone now, no thanks to the Homes I was raised in.

I thank Leonie from CLAN for taking time to listen to my story. I am now a member of CLAN.

Bill Cremen,

