"UNFINISHED     BUSINESS"

REFLECTIONS ON MY EXPERIENCES OF BEING RAISED AS A STATE WARD OF VICTORIA.

Leonie  Sheedy

The  purpose of me speaking to you today is that I have felt for many years that former state wards and their specific issues have largely been neglected and have never been acknowledged or addressed by governments, non governments agencies and the general community.

We state wards have remained hidden, forgotten and silenced 

In some ways we were hidden as children, but we have remained hidden most of our lives.

Former State Wards issues are a subject I believe in most passionately. There is a  lack of knowledge and acknowledgement in  government and non government agencies  in regard to the long term implications that I and many thousands of wards have been left to deal with alone and unsupported.

Before, I go any further I would like us to stop and remember all those people who were raised in Asylums, Orphanages, Institutions, and Children's Homes.

I would like to thank those people who have cared, supported and loved us former wardies.

In particular, two people my husband Warren, who has always listened to my pain  and Sr M. Genevieve, the first person who made me feel valued and mattered… I dedicate my paper to these special people.

I am speaking to you today as I want to -

Raise your awareness and that of the wider community of our issues to help you provide better, more complete and more relevant services and care for former,current and future state wards. .

Raise awareness in government departments in Australia and for them to start acknowledging former wards are in desperate need of on going support services.

Highlight the need for services designed to address specific needs and issues for former state wards.

Help those past generations and future generations through your growing knowledge in dealing with the many issues being a state ward raises. In working with current families, where the parents grew up in care, you need to understand their childhood.

PERSONAL HISTORY

I was born Leonie Mary Sheedy on the 7.1.1954  in  Melbourne to an Australian- Irish Catholic family..

I have 4 sisters and 2 brothers, as well as 2 half -brothers in Adelaide whom I met once when I was about 10 yrs old.

THIS IS MY  FAMILY AS I KNOW OF IT TODAY

Marie                born 1940                       Last seen                      1969.

Anthony           born 1941                        Last seen                       1962

Kathleen           born 1943                        Last seen                       1964 1st time seen

Pat                    born 1945                           Last seen                        1999   no contact.18yrs

Carmel              born 1948                          Last seen                        1992  

James                 born 1955                         Last seen                       1995 no contact   21 yrs .

William             born ????                           Last seen                       1964

Robert               born  ????                           Last seen                       1964.

Mary Sheedy  Born ?                              Last seen                      1964     Dead

James Sheedy Born ?                              Last seen                       1973.

Two years ago , I visited Mary Sheedy's grave in Adelaide to see if we were acknowledged in death, as  we weren't .in life.

I became a State Ward of Victoria on the 4th July 1957 at the age of 3, until I was discharged at 18 on the 31 st of January 1972.

I was one of the 6,000 Victorian Children in care  in any given year in the 1960's, with the total number being very difficult to calculate.

I was placed into the care of the Sisters of Mercy at St.Catherine's Children's home in Geelong. where I would spend the next 13 years . I remember my arrival there, my two sisters and I wore the same matching coats, black wool  with red corduroy on the collars.

I was placed into care because of the usual dysfunctional.background, too many children,, too much alcohol, not enough money  and neglect .For most of us who were in care, we were the children of the  poor and uneducated.

SO HOW DOES IT FEEL TO BE A STATE WARD ?

It is one of the weirdest experiences I have to deal with everyday of my life.

How do you make sense of being a child born to 2 adults , but those adults do not take part in the responsibility  of raising you to adulthood.

The legacy of my time in "care" is emotional deprivation, institutionalisation, , genealogical bewilderment, separation from  my family, cultural and ethnic background, poor  parenting skills ,  minimal education, incomplete family medical history., a sense of being of an underclass of society, and a feeling that we as state wards didn't matter to our own families, the government or the agencies who were responsible for our care .and living constantly with a sense of insecurity .

Being a parentless person is a most difficult thing. I feel like a  second class member of the community. I feel different, I have no sense of belonging to a long -line of extended relatives, no parents, brothers , sisters, aunts ,uncles ,cousins ,second cousins  My loss is also my children's loss as they have no extended relatives on their mother's side either.. I feel that I have no past, that my life only began at 3 yrs old. The documents and family photos of a normal family life are missing.

My personal feelings on being a state ward are of a deep sadness and grief about a loss that is difficult to explain, a loss that is not recognised by the community , let alone governments  or agencies ..A loss so different to that of the death of a parent. For state wards there is no mourning, no ability to say goodbye or to grieve. Simply we have no parents, but they exist out there in the world.

This loss is compounded by a lack of written material to assist people to validate their feelings and emotions . Also the lack of support services for former wards.

Many times I have wished that all of my Sheedy family had died,  as death is final and complete and this loss and grief  is legitimized by the community., there  would be grave stones to visit, books, grief counsellors to support me through the grieving process. But I live in a void, my family are lost to me, but they are probably out there somewhere.

This is what it was like being in care.

In one of my first important attachments in my young life at St Catherine's, was with my older sister Pat, I well remember how she took care of us whenever she could, which was mostly in the playground during the day, as we were separated into dormitories by age. I formed a very strong bond with her, that by the time she left the home at 14, I was 6. I remember her being driven away in a black car and I was sobbing my heart out because she had left me. I was told by the Mother Superior at the time "To stop your blubbering your sister will come back" When I think of my sister leaving in the black car it still chokes me up.

While in care there was an extreme lack of physical contact, I remember loving hair washing day. It was the only adult's touch we ever felt...The nuns dried our hair with a towel, with the child facing in towards them and sometimes our heads would lean on their chests..

During my 13 years in care, the care was not consistent. When I think back there was never a consistent person. At times, people were wonderful, indifferent, appalling and they should never have been allowed anywhere near children, let alone already damaged ones.

  When Sr Genevieve arrived at St Catherine's , she was different, she smiled , she was the wonderful one for me. I helped to polish the floors of her dormitory and she gave me a Holy picture with the words on it "Thank you for cleaning our floors so beautifully Leonie" I still have this card. It was the first time someone thanked me for a job well done. I was 11 yrs old 

I was a chronic bed wetter , and  also wet my pants during the day,  the punishment  for this act was the strap, and harmful , humiliating words spoken. At one time , another girl and I both chronic bed wetter 's were in a dormitory  sleeping  side by side . As part of a treatment  to solve with our bed wetting, We both had a alarms attached to our beds  which  was set off even if a tear drop fell on it, we then had to get out of bed measure the length and width of the wet patch, record this along with, also  the time we woke up .One particular night Judy and I were awoken by the flashing lights and alarm, neither of us would get up , 

.

Finally when we had woken everyone one up in the dormitory and Sister E walked from her cell, she had forgotten to wear her veil I pointed at her shaven head and laughed at the sight of her. She told me to report to her the following morning Sister took my hand in her hand dug her nails into my hand and slapped my hand about 10 times and said that was for laughing last night, she had managed to draw blood where her nails pierced the skin… All these years later, it was still worth the laugh.

 I used to blame myself for being at St Cath's ,I thought I'd been naughty that's why I was in the home, if only I was good then my parents would come back and get me. No explanations were given .If I had been told why I was there it might have saved a lot of hurt.

I don't remember any strong friendships with the other 100 children while I was in St Catherine's, I think I was too afraid of getting too close to others ,as I was afraid of being left .These are just a couple of the situations I experienced whist under the care of the mercy sisters. There were many incidences in the 13 year period that certainly time doesn't allow me to give you a complete picture of my time there .Rather I want to use my experiences to highlight the necessity for support and care services to be made available to state wards.

WHAT"S IT LIKE TO LEAVE AN INSTITUTION .

Institutionalised for 13 years, most of the decisions regarding what clothes I wore, what food I ate, where I went for holidays, were made for me by the nuns. It didn't help me to learn the boundaries .of life.

Suddenly, in the February of 1970 I was leaving the only home I'd known and without any experience of the real world. I as released into or onto the community and I was expected to survive without any support ,and make good and without any gradual introduction to life in the real world.

I made a lot of mistakes about manners and social norms, it was a real trial and error time as I tried out my lack of social skills on my workmates and on the people of Melbourne . I refer to this time in my life as akin to being a dog let off it's leash. for the very first time. I went abit stir crazy,too much freedom at the one time.

It did not prepare me emotionally and pschycologically, it did not give me a robust self esteem that a teenager needs to navigate through life.

At 16 yrs old I left St Catherine's to go to work. I was driven to Winlaton in Melbourne to collect a suitcase of government issue clothing, which was really daggy. I ended up giving the nighties to Sr. Genevieve and she was rapt.

I was then driven to a stranger's home in Hawthorn, where the Welfare officer departed with the words "If you get into trouble ring the Welfare" 

When I left the home I felt the stigma of being raised as a state ward,, I felt lost and isolated. I didn't admit to being a state ward for many years and would avoid questions relating to my family and make up a story to appear "normal" . I know of other former wards who have no told their own children about their time in care, they explain away their formative years as being in boarding school and that their parents died.

 Being institutionalised did not adequately prepare me for life outside St. Catherine's. It didn't prepare me for practical things , like how to budget my wages, how to wash clothes, how to find my way home from the city.  I remember walking around the city lost and crying ,finding my way to the Victorian Parliament House as there was always a policeman to ask for directions when I got lost .On another occasion I was asked at dinner "Did I want a steak, I didn't know what they meant and had to ask what it was"  There was no gradually introduction into the community I had no idea about the most fundamental life skills...I was simply expected to survive on my own while everyone abdicated responsibility for me..

When I became engaged to Warren, a co -worker said "Children of broken marriages often have broken marriages themselves." I was devastated by this statement and even discussed calling off our marriage. Warren reassured me that it didn't mean it would happen to us. Look at us now, 26 years of commitment and marriage. He was right. That off hand comment to a person who has a healthy self esteem would be dismissed, but this had devastating effect on my self esteem and gave me a sense of guilt and self blame for events in my life.

When I read my wardship file, one of the many hurtful comments written on it  "Slow, but not mentally retarded." receiving this file in the mail, unsupported, left me hurt., and again crushed my self esteem.

Most importantly, since I left care, NOT ONE person from the Dept of Child Welfare or the Mercy Sisters have ever bothered to see how I am or asked me if I need any assistance .

SOME OF THE ISSUES FOR ME AS AN ADULT

As an adult married with 3 very much wanted and loved children. Geraldine 16, Kieron 11 and Genevieve 9. Past issues re-emerge constantly,as well as new issues not previously recognised.

As each time our children turned three years of age,I found myself reflecting on my past., I look at the age I was when I went to the home., and question  how would it be for our children to be separated from their parents???

I am a very kissy person to our children , and in one sense too affectionate., I overcompensate for the lack of physical contact, I don't allow too many people to get emotionally close to me ,as I do sometimes find it difficult to trust people.

At 16, Geraldine is still a child or albeit a very mature child, living in the comfort and security of a loving family. In stark contrast at 16 . I was making my own way in life, When I think of my experiences , I wonder if I could  leave Geraldine at a stranger's home and leave her  unsupported in the world. I am thankful this is not Geraldine's experience.

However, watching my children grow up often forces me to confront my painful past and reawakens the sadness for what I missed out on as a State Ward 

At the time of Geraldine's birth, issues and feelings came to the surface,, I was very teary after having Geraldine ,especially when I could hear the lady in the next bed having a conversation with her mother, I really needed mothering then.

.When our children were born, it became very important to me that Warren was able to do everything for the children ,just in case I got sick or died. I wanted him to be able to parent them so they wouldn't go into a home. I made Warren promise me that if I ever got sick or died he wouldn't place our children into a home.

Sometimes ,I 've had to face my past when I least expect to., such as these examples.

When Kieron and Geraldine were young, they took some lollies from Target. To teach them a lesson I returned them to the shop to have a lesson in owing up to their mistakes and the women not only gave them a dressing down, but went one step further and said " If you keep stealing lollies, your Mum will put you in a home" I glared at her and quickly moved the children on and said 

"Don't listen to that stupid woman, Mum will never ever put you in a home"

Eating tea one night  2 years ago, Genevieve 7yrs old said right out of the blue, "It seems strange to me that my Mum doesn't have a real Mum" I told her it seems strange to me also.

When I went to my first school education day for Geraldine, I remember becoming upset and tears appearing as I looked at her books and her work. It brought back memories of how there was no one to look at my school work.

Another occasion Genevieve had Grandparents Day at her Preschool and again the water works were functioning very well I was surrounded by the sea of faces of the three generations ., also in the room were other families without grandparents, people from other cultures and I wondered were they also feeling awkward, different ,left out, but perhaps for different reasons than being a state ward.

Since that day I have been proactive in making my children's school aware of the effect it has on people  and they call those days Grandparents and Special Friends days,

Christmas and my birthday are particularly stressful times for me, I seem to go into a form of solemn space feeling a kind of grief and sadness .As a community we are surrounded by images in the media ,society ,and even in my own occupation as a Child Care Worker of families, .especially at Christmas time, .happy families, extended families ,and the importance of families. 

I am now aware of the pressures this time places on me and I make suitable arrangements to remove myself and go for long solitary walks and give myself space and thinking time .

I never ever want to spend another Christmas Day with anyone else's family again. I did that enough as a child when I was sent to 6-8 stranger's homes for the duration of the school holidays in summer.

I now know that I need to be alone with just Warren and our children. I don't need to be reminded of what I don't have, an extended family., by sharing Christmas Day with anyone else..

Whenever our children are sick, they tend to go to Warren for care and sympathy, as they will tell you "Mum's a tough old bugger" my attitude tends to be if your not bleeding ,you won't die. I do tend to play down injuries and illnesses and have a lack of empathy for such things. I wonder where that came from? I am trying to modify my behavior

On the 7th of January last year , I found myself on a beach ,sad, depressed angry, hurting, and for the first time I spoke to Mrs Sheedy and told her what I thought of her abandoning her 7 children and leaving us to deal with the fall out. It felt good to verbalize my feelings to her on the neglect of us all.

Warren organised my "first ever birthday party for my 40th in 1994. I realised that not one member of my own family would be in attendance  The lead up to this event triggered feelings of wanting to be the same as other families and have my family there.. I needed to find my brother James .  It took me a year to locate him and  thousands of dollars spent looking for him. I even wrote to Paul Keating the P.M and my local member to see if he could help There was no services to assist with searching or locating family members. We even paid for a private detective to find him ,to no avail. James and I are working without assistance to mend a fractured relationship.

 In 1993, I went to a St Catherine's Reunion , and found my sister Pat there, I hadn't seen her for 18 yrs. I invited her to my 40th.She didn't want to come and be the centre of attention, it hurt that she wasn't there but, I understood where she was coming from. I didn't have a family member in attendance.

These days I think about Warren dying and how I would manage without the support of an extended family to fall back on for support and assistance. Even now with the benefit of a long ,stable relationship,  abandonment issues still raise their head.

I have never questioned that I would react the way I did to all these experiences until I faced them My reactions have taken me completely by surprise I was and am overwhelmed by the emotions of it all. If I think about it, I've never allowed myself my grief as a child or as an adult and now the grief and sadness is now coming to the surface.

Warren told me of a book review he head heard on the Radio called Motherless Daughters, by Hope Engelmen he thought it would be a good book to help me. I remember dismissing the book saying Oh, it’s probably for women who's mothers have died. My wonderful mate, ,bought me a copy, and yes there are some pages in it about abandonment and the effects on the daughter's. .How about the effects on the sons?

 How about a book called "Parentless People". I need a book that helps me make sense of my life, which explores the social and political climate of the time, which had a bearing on me being placed into "care". A book that goes into the psychologically effects of being institutionalised., loss of family, lack of identity etc.

By not having a connection to a family, I find that my home state of Victoria has become very important to me. I have resided in Sydney for over 26years, but I still have a strong desire to return. In the meantime I but a Victorian newspaper every week, our son plays aussie rules, I still barrack for the Mighty Geelong Cats .I feel I keep this contact as it is my background and I feel connected to it. "I have adopted the State of Victoria as my family."

I get frustrated and sad when I go to a bookshop and I can read about adoption and the issues of genealogical bewilderment and their lack of identity, birth family ..But finding nothing on the shelves that relates to my personal experience .as a state ward.

Today as an adult I face many questions about my life ,people assume that I am okay they ask me" How did you turn out so normal" I turn it into a joke and say not everyone would agree with you on that, but I also  remind them that they don't see me at Christmas time and my birthday.

I often wonder if I hadn't married Warren, how would my life have turned out .He has encouraged me all my adult life He has loved me through all the emotional turmoil ,supported me financially and emotionally when I have wanted to find my family members .I have been truly blessed in my adult life. Warren has provided me with the love , stability and encouraged a sense of humor

Going to TAFE , and doing the Child Care course, it taught me how to be a parent. .It also allowed me to develop my love of books and today I have hundreds of children's books and  I love my job as a child care worker 

. As my self esteem I grew, I gained a belief in myself that I was as good as anyone else ,but also that I was no better than anyone else either. 

In spite of my experiences as a state ward. I believe I have had many positive experiences.

 I am independent, I have a strong social conscience , and a strong desire to make a success of my life. I believe that most of the nuns taught me to care about people, to be honest with myself and others. I have a love of life and wouldn't be dead for quids.

I am never ashamed of my background, it was not my fault that the Sheedy's marriage broke up due to alcohol and common destructive issues. I now talk about my past as I want people to understand about the loss and the issues.

.

It has given me an insight into how my own children may feel about their donor conception and I would never have become the Secretary of the Donor Conception Support Group of Australia , if I hadn't been affected by identity issues in my life.

WHERE TO FROM HERE?

All state and church institutions must be held accountable for the hurt and pain

The duty of care of governments and non government agencies who ran children's homes , is that they have a moral and ethically obligation to implement support services for their past residents, who are still coming to terms with their issues.. We should be learning from the Stolen Generation, British Child Migrants from the U.K., and Adoptees. We need to act before it's too late.

It has been acknowledged by Chris Sidoti, the Human Rights Commissioner , and I quote from his letter "The responsibility of the state towards these human beings 

continues beyond the period during which they are in care. Since the state undertook responsibility for them as children it must continue to exercise its responsibilities when they are adults. Former state wards need assistance in obtaining as much information as possible about their origins and their care and treatment while under state protection. They require assistance to locate and reunite with family members. They will often require counselling both during the course of the reunion process and more generally in coming to terms with their experiences in childhood"

When does the duty of care end.?

It would seem it ends with the letter from the Director- General, congratulating you on your 18th birthday and advising you of your discharge from wardship. But how many 18yr olds people in a supposedly functional family are discharged from their family.

Is part of the dept of Community Services duty of care is helping former wards to help find their identities and given that everyone goes through stages at different times. Not everyone has a need at 18 years to know their identity. Let's face it, most 18 year olds want to party.

Many don't face issues, until they are in their 30's, 40's or even older, when something significant happens in their life .e.g. the birth of a child or grandchild.!!!!!

So where can wards go to find their identities, when the only place that can be found is on their file.

Is it Government Dept's and past providers duty of care to provide resources into supporting former wards over 25 years to access their information ,in an emotionally supportive environment and to help find members of their birth family.

Recently, I had a facilitated conference with two of the nuns that I had issues with, this proved to be a worthwhile and healing process for both the elderly sisters and myself. They have opened the doors of communication and I appreciate this gesture, but there is still a long way to go.

Past providers of care should not adopt the attitude that if they close their eyes ,these issues will cease to exist. Our society can no longer afford to prolong people's pain and suffering.

I believe there is a genuine issue of social justice that must be addressed by "all the past providers "of care..

My life experiences have lead me to the following questions.

.

How many former state wards have spent time in jail?

Is there or has there been any long term research into people over 25, who have been raised in institutions? 

 If not why not?

How many wards have repeated the cycle and placed their own children into care?

How many have attended or are currently attending drug and alcohol program's?

Who knows the answers to these questions and Who Cares ?    I CARE !!!

 I leave you with the wonderful words of Graham Cadd, another institutionalised  person who gives us words of wisdom, not just for former people in care, but for those children currently in care today.

Never again "hide" children.

Never again leave then unsupported after you have finished caring for them.

Never leave them in the care of the religious folk whose only qualification is a bible and over valued ideas of what's good for other people.

Never leave a child in the care of inadequate and untrained staff.

Never view child care as a short term issues. Children thrive on long term relationships.

Always listen to children with problems and whenever necessary direct them to professional help.

Acknowledge your shortcomings, children aren't fools.

Tell the truth in all circumstances.

Only enter into and out of children's lives thoughtfully, CAREFULLY.

                                         What we need as  State Wards

! Respect

2 Acknowledgement.of the issues.

3.Access to all information about ourselves and our families..

4.Access to information about our time in care.

5.Support services to trace family members.

6.Mediation services.

7.Access to experienced Counsellors who are knowledgeable about the effects of institutionalisation, lack of birth origin information, stigma of being a S.W. etc, etc.

8 Living skills, parenting classes available to, those who want support.

9. Commitment from all past providers that they have a moral and ethically obligation to their past clients.

10.Everyone needs to work together to help people learn to live with the pain , we can't make up for past mistakes ,but we can certainly provide support and assistance to State Wards to improve and enhance their lives today.

People need help to understand their past, in order to move forward to the future.

"Where have all the boys gone" Graham Cadd.1994 unpublished.

***"What did the year of 1994 the International Year of the Family mean to me" Leonie Hewitt. 1994 unpublished.

**** "Living in a home without a Family"  The Age newspaper  18th April 1997.Leonie Hewitt.

**** "What does it mean to be a State Ward"  Leonie Hewitt. Vanish 1994.

"****"Yesterday's  Dreams and Today's  Realities"  Dr. Dorothy Scott Keynote address at the 6th Australiasian conference on child Abuse and Neglect. 1997.

****  "Personal Letter  "Chris Sidoti Human Rights Commissioner 1997.

