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ABSTRACT

The National Library of Australia’s Forgotten Australians and Former Child 
Migrants oral history collection was one outcome of two Senate inquiries 
into children who experienced out-of-home care in the twentieth century. 
Conceived as a way of allowing the life stories of care-leavers to be shared with 
a wider public, the oral history project enabled more nuanced understandings 
of the experience of out-of-home care than could be contained in testimony to 
Senate inquiries. This article uses three examples from oral history interviews 
to demonstrate how archived audio interviews enable complex understandings 
that are not readily perceived through written testimony or transcriptions. 

Italics are used to denote direct quotations from interviews.

INTRODUCTION

Oral historians have long acknowledged the potency of the clues embedded in an oral 

history interview. It has been several decades now since Alessandro Portelli identified 

the ‘tone’, ‘volume’, ‘rhythm’, and ‘velocity’ of a narrator’s speech as some of oral history’s 
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defining characteristics, amongst its most valuable assets as a historical source.1 The 

importance of these non-verbal clues – pauses, repetitions, changes in tone or volume – 

in the interpretation of interviews has been reinforced in subsequent discussion.2 One 

advantage of the transition from analogue to digital recording of oral history inter-

views in recent years has been, according to Michael Fritsch 

the reachability of non-lexical communication, expression, affect, performance 

and interaction – dimensions that the words of a transcription cannot begin to 

capture or express. This opening to broader meanings in oral history interviews 

translates directly into broader multimedia uses of documentation for produc-

tion, research, and analysis.3

This paper represents a personal reflection on the ways in which such non-lexical clues 

in oral history interviews helped to shape my secondary analysis of an archived oral 

history collection, adding value to the rich material already inherent in whole-of-life 

interviews conducted by experienced oral history practitioners and reinforcing the 

power of the audio recording to reveal information not readily apparent in written 

transcripts. I use examples from three selected interviews to illustrate how these clues 

contributed to my analysis of audio interviews with Forgotten Australians. In doing so, 

I will consider how an oral history collection generated as a recommended outcome of 

a public inquiry can both add value to and complicate the narrative created by testi-

mony to that inquiry. 

1	 Alessandro Portelli, ‘What makes Oral History Different?’ reproduced in Robert Perks and Alistair 
Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader, 3rd ed. (London: Routledge Readers in History, 2016), 48–58.

2	 Some examples of this discussion include Alistair Thomson, ‘Digital Aural History: An Australian Case 
Study’, The Oral History Review 43, no. 2 (2016): 292–314; Alistair Thomson, ‘Engaging with Sources: Oral 
History’, in Tracy Loughran (ed.), Bloomsbury History: Theory and Method (Bloomsbury, 2021); Alistair 
Thomson, ‘Indexing and Interpreting Emotion: Joy and Shame in Oral History’, Oral History Australia 
Journal 41, (2019): 1–11; Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki, ‘Slowing Down to Listen in the Digital 
Age: How New Technology is Changing Oral History Practice’, The Oral History Review 44, no. 1 (2017): 
94–112. 

3	 Michael Frisch, ‘Oral History in the Digital Age: Beyond the Raw and the Cooked’, Australian Historical 
Studies 47, no. 1 (2016): 97. 
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THE NATIONAL LIBRARY OF AUSTRALIA FORGOTTEN AUSTRALIANS AND 

FORMER CHILD MIGRANTS ORAL HISTORY COLLECTION

For my project I used secondary analysis of an existing archive of interviews collected 

by the National Library of Australia (NLA) between 2009 and 2012. The collec-

tion, known as the Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants (FAFCM) 

Oral History project, interviewed Australians who had been in out-of-home care as 

children between the 1920s and the 1970s.4 Those interviewed included care-leavers 

who were Australian-born as well as former child migrants who had been brought to 

Australia as children, mainly from the UK and Ireland.5 There are about 200 interviews 

in the collection, though not all of these interviews were conducted with care-leavers. 

A number of them focused on former personnel involved with welfare policy or the 

staff of out-of-home care institutions. Subject to access conditions, about half of the 

audio interviews, together with timed summaries, are accessible online through the 

NLA’s website. No transcripts are available. For my project (which I will discuss below) 

I listened to 30 interviews with Forgotten Australians. 

THE GENESIS OF THE NLA FORGOTTEN AUSTRALIANS AND FORMER CHILD 

MIGRANTS ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

It’s important to note here that the Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants 

(FAFCM) oral history collection was generated as an outcome of public inquiries. The 

project followed two Australian Senate Community Affairs References Committee 

(SCARC) inquiries. The first inquiry, conducted in 2001 into child migration to 

Australia, generated a report published as Lost Innocents: Righting the Record – Report 

on Child Migration.6 The second – inquiring into Australian-born children who expe-

rienced out-of-home care in institutions or foster care during the twentieth century 

4	 National Library of Australia, Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants oral history project. 
Available at https://www.library.gov.au/discover/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore-collection/
forgotten-australians-and-former. Accessed 20 June 2025.

5	 I did not listen to interviews with former child migrants for this project, which was concerned with Austra-
lian families. 

6	 The first inquiry was Parliament of Australia Senate Community Affairs References Committee, Lost 
Innocents: Righting the Record: Report on child migration (Canberra: Parliament House, 2001). Available 
at https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_
inquiries/1999-02/child_migrat/report/index. Accessed 20 June 2025.

https://www.library.gov.au/discover/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore-collection/forgotten-australians-and-former
https://www.library.gov.au/discover/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore-collection/forgotten-australians-and-former
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/1999-02/child_migrat/report/index
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/1999-02/child_migrat/report/index
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– published its report Forgotten Australians: a report on Australians who experienced 

institutional or out-of-home care as children in 2004.7 Naming these Australian-born 

care-leavers Forgotten Australians, the SCARC inquiry report distinguished these 

care-leavers from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children who had been forcibly 

removed from their families and became known as the stolen generations.8 The stolen 

generations were the subject of an earlier 1997 Australian Human Rights and Equal 

Opportunity Commission (HREOC) inquiry whose published report was titled 

Bringing them Home: Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Children from Their Families.9 All three inquiries gathered 

testimony in both written and oral forms.10 

These three major Australian inquiries were responses to both activism and media atten-

tion focused on addressing perceived injustices of the past. The HREOC inquiry, for 

instance, was the result of decades of Aboriginal activism and followed a Royal Commis-

sion into Aboriginal deaths in custody (1988–1991) that identified a link between the 

removal of Aboriginal children from their families and high mortality rates of incar-

cerated Aboriginal people.11 The 2001 Senate inquiry into child migration followed 

both Australian and international lobbying by groups such as the Child Migrants Trust 

7	 The second inquiry was Parliament of Australia, Senate Community Affairs References Committee, 
Forgotten Australians: a report on Australians who experienced institutional or out-of-home care as children. 
(Canberra: Parliament House, 2004). Available at https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/com-
mittees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index. Accessed 20 
June 2025.

8	 Although the SCARC inquiry into Forgotten Australians was directed to focus primarily on children who 
were not covered by the Bringing them Home or Lost Innocents reports, the subsequent NLA Forgotten 
Australians and Former Child Migrants oral history project did include some Aboriginal narrators. 

9	 The full title of the report is Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing them Home: 
Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children 
from Their Families. Available at https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/projects/bringing-them-home-
report-1997. Accessed 20 June 2025.

10	 Written submissions to the Senate Inquiry into Forgotten Australians can be viewed at Parliament of 
Australia Parliamentary Business Senate Standing Committees on Community Affairs completed inquiries 
and reports. Available at https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Commu-
nity_Affairs/Completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/submissions/sublist. Accessed 20 June 2025.

11	 Joanna Sköld, ‘Apology Politics: Transnational Features’, in Joanna Sköld and Shurlee Swain (eds), Apologies 
and the Legacy of Abuse of Children In ‘Care’: International Perspectives (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 
2015), 16.

https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/projects/bringing-them-home-report-1997
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/projects/bringing-them-home-report-1997
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/Completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/submissions/sublist
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/Completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/submissions/sublist
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in the UK from the 1980s.12 The SCARC inquiry into Forgotten Australians followed 

active lobbying by care-leaver advocate groups, including the Care-leavers Australia 

(later Australasia) Network (CLAN), which claimed a large share of the responsibility 

for achieving the Forgotten Australians inquiry and report.13 Australian Democrats 

Senator, Andrew Murray, himself a British child migrant to Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) 

in the 1950s, was instrumental in proposing both the inquiry into child migration and 

that into forgotten Australians. CLAN office-holders acknowledged the Senator’s 

part in bringing about the third inquiry.14 CLAN encouraged care-leavers to make 

submissions to the SCARC inquiry into institutional care and, in fact, assisted some 

care-leavers to complete their submissions to the inquiry.15

It is important to recognise that the primary focus of the SCARC inquiry into Forgotten 

Australians was not on family relationships. The inquiry’s terms of reference directed 

it to investigate the experience of out-of-home care, particularly any ‘unsafe, improper 

or unlawful’ practices, and the lifelong impacts of such care on care-leavers.16 Never-

theless, separation from family members and the obstacles imposed by authorities to 

parental contact with institutionalised children inevitably featured as central aspects 

of testimony that formed a narrative of overwhelming suffering for survivors of institu-

tional care. The report of the inquiry was populated with excerpts from the testimony 

contained in hundreds of submissions, both written and delivered in person, received 

by the committee.17 In their final report, Forgotten Australians, inquiry committee 

members noted the personal impact of their participation in the ‘deeply emotional 

and disturbing hearings’ and the ‘highly personal, emotive and significant evidence’ 

12	 Sköld, ‘Apology Politics’, 18.

13	 Joanna Penglase, ‘Forgotten Australians: The Report of the Senate Inquiry into Children in Institutional 
Care’, Developing Practice: The Child Youth and Family Work Journal, no. 11 (2004): 33.

14	 Penglase, ‘Forgotten Australians’, 33.

15	 Jacqueline Z. Wilson and Frank Golding ‘Contested Memories: Caring about the past or past caring’ in 
Sköld and Swain (eds), Apologies and the Legacy of Abuse, 37.

16	 Parliament of Australia, Senate Community Affairs References Committee, Forgotten Australians: a report 
on Australians who experienced institutional or out-of-home care as children (Canberra: Parliament House, 
2004). Available at  https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_
affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index Introduction, 1. Accessed 20 June 2025.

17	 The inquiry received 440 public submissions and 174 private submissions, as well as hearing evidence from 
171 people. Not all of those submitting evidence were care-leavers. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index
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presented to them throughout the inquiry.18 Revisiting the Forgotten Australians 

inquiry, along with the Lost Innocents inquiry, in 2009, a Senate Standing Committee 

characterised the submissions as, on the whole, ‘graphic and disturbing’.19 

Amongst its many (39) recommendations, the SCARC Forgotten Australians report 

suggested that the Commonwealth Government fund an oral history project to ‘collect 

life stories’ of Australians who experienced out-of-home care ‘to ensure that the expe-

riences of care-leavers are not lost to current and future generations’.20A NLA oral 

history project, the Bringing them Home oral history project had closely followed on 

from the HREOC Bringing them Home report.21 But it was several years after the 

SCARC report’s recommendation that an oral history project to collect the stories of 

the Forgotten Australians was launched. In 2009, in a report that revisited both the 

Forgotten Australians and Lost Innocents inquiries, a Senate Committee once again 

recommended that the Australian government formally apologise to Forgotten Austra-

lians and former child migrants.22 Australia’s Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, formally 

apologised to both groups in a public ceremony in Australia’s Parliament House on 16 

November 2009, announcing, at the same time, Commonwealth Government support 

for an oral history project conducted by the NLA.23 Soon after, the Commonwealth 

18	 Parliament of Australia, Senate Community Affairs References Committee, Forgotten Australians: a report 
on Australians who experienced institutional or out-of-home care as children (Canberra: Parliament House, 
2004) Introduction, 4. 

19	 Parliament of Australia Senate Community Affairs References Committee, Lost Innocents and Forgotten 
Australians Revisited: Report on the progress with the implementation of the recommendations of the Lost 
Innocents and Forgotten Australians Reports (Canberra: Parliament House, 2009) Introduction, 4. Available 
at  https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_
inquiries/2008-10/recs_lost_innocents_forgotten_aust_rpts/report/index.

20	 Parliament of Australia, Senate Community Affairs References Committee Forgotten Australians, p. xvii

21	 The NLA Bringing them Home oral history project was conducted between 1998 and 2002, commenc-
ing in the year following the publication of the HREOC report. Available at https://www.library.gov.au/
discover/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore-collection/bringing-them-home-oral-history. Accessed 
20 May 2025.

22	 Parliament of Australia Senate Community Affairs References Committee, Lost Innocents and Forgotten 
Australians Revisited: Report on the progress with the implementation of the recommendations of the Lost 
Innocents and Forgotten Australians Reports (Canberra: Parliament House, 2009). Available at https://www.
aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2008-10/
recs_lost_innocents_forgotten_aust_rpts/report/index, Recommendations p. ix. Accessed 25 May 2025.

23	 Prime Minister’s address at the apology to Forgotten Australians and former child migrants, Great Hall 
Parliament House, 16 November 2009. Available at https://www.aph.gov.au/~/media/wopapub/senate/
committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2004_07/inst_care/national_apology/prime_minister_speech_
pdf.ashx. Accessed 20 November 2024.
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https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2008-10/recs_lost_innocents_forgotten_aust_rpts/report/index
https://www.library.gov.au/discover/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore-collection/bringing-them-home-oral-history
https://www.library.gov.au/discover/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore-collection/bringing-them-home-oral-history
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2008-10/recs_lost_innocents_forgotten_aust_rpts/report/index
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https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2008-10/recs_lost_innocents_forgotten_aust_rpts/report/index
https://www.aph.gov.au/~/media/wopapub/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2004_07/inst_care/national_apology/prime_minister_speech_pdf.ashx
https://www.aph.gov.au/~/media/wopapub/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2004_07/inst_care/national_apology/prime_minister_speech_pdf.ashx
https://www.aph.gov.au/~/media/wopapub/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2004_07/inst_care/national_apology/prime_minister_speech_pdf.ashx
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Government made funds available for a number of related projects, including the NLA 

oral history project to ‘record the lives and experiences’ of both Forgotten Australians 

and former child migrants.24 

The NLA aimed to build on testimony offered to the SCARC inquiry by interviewing 

a wider sample of care-leavers than those who had responded to the Forgotten Austra-

lians inquiry. While several of the care-leavers who had offered testimony to the 

SCARC inquiry were interviewed in the NLA oral history project, library staff also 

sought informants who had ‘never told their stories before, didn’t identify with care-

leaver support groups, didn’t think their stories were important or didn’t even think 

they had anything to say’.25 By advertising the project both within and beyond care-

leaver associations, National Library staff sought to move ‘from the Senate inquiries to 

people who had very diverse views, very complex stories, very different stories that run 

counter to the dominant narrative that people would automatically think about being 

in care’.26 Another key difference between the testimony found in the SCARC report 

and the NLA FAFCM oral history collection lies in the fact that the NLA’s inter-

views were extensive, whole-of-life interviews conducted by experienced oral history 

interviewers who received training specific to the project by the NLA.27 As such, the 

resulting interviews offer more detailed and comprehensive information about the life 

courses of those Forgotten Australians who were interviewed than was encompassed 

by the excerpts of testimony found in the SCARC report. In this discussion, however, 

my focus is on a third difference between the testimony found in the SCARC report 

and the NLA Forgotten Australians interviews: the availability of the aural recordings 

24	 National Library of Australia Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants Oral History Project. 
Available at https://www.library.gov.au/discover/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore-collection/
forgotten-australians-and-former#heading-5259-1. Accessed 10 May 2025.

25	 Joanna Sassoon, ‘Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants Oral History Project’, audio recording 
of a seminar conducted by Oral History NSW in collaboration with the State Library of NSW (SLNSW) 
on 23 March 2013. Available at https://www.oralhistorynsw.org.au/oh-nw-seminars-papers-and-recordings. 
Accessed 31 August 2021.

26	 Sassoon, ‘Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants Oral History Project’. See also Joanna Sassoon, 
‘“Memory for justice” or “Justice for memories”: Remembering Forgotten Australians and former child 
migrants’, Archifacts: Journal of the Archives and Records Association of New Zealand (October 2010): 25–35.

27	 Sassoon, ‘Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants Oral History Project’. Note: the author partici-
pated in the project as an interviewer.

https://www.oralhistorynsw.org.au/oh-nw-seminars-papers-and-recordings
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of the NLA interviews and the impact of listening to these interviews on my under-

standing of the family lives of Forgotten Australians.

FINDING CLUES TO FAMILY LIFE IN FORGOTTEN AUSTRALIANS 

INTERVIEWS

I returned to the Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants oral history collec-

tion as a researcher in 2019 when I took up a PhD scholarship with an ARC-funded 

project ‘Fatherhood: an Australian history 1919–2019’ which was published in 2025 

as Fathering An Australian History, authored by Alistair Thomson, John Murphy, Kate 

Murphy and Johnny Bell, with Jill Barnard.28 This study of Australian fathering utilised 

existing oral history archives to investigate Australian fathering across the twentieth 

century.29 My initial brief was to use the Forgotten Australians interviews to investigate 

the family lives of Forgotten Australians before they entered out-of-home care, inter-

rogating how family circumstances and parental roles in ‘broken families’ might have 

catapulted children into out-of-home care and how this trajectory might have changed 

over time as twentieth century social and economic contexts evolved. 

But as I began listening to oral history interviews with Forgotten Australians, it 

became apparent that these ‘whole-of-life’ interviews offered significant information 

about the relationship between family lives and life in out-of-home care during and 

after as well as before institutional care. The SCARC report on the Forgotten Austra-

lians, together with Prime Minister Rudd’s formal apology to Forgotten Australians 

and former child migrants in 2009, implied that out-of-home care and parenting were 

mutually exclusive. In the Prime Minister’s words, children were ‘taken from [their] 

families and placed in institutions where so often you were abused…’. 30 There was 

abundant evidence in the SCARC report of the out-of-home care system thwarting 

28	 Alistair Thomson, John Murphy, Kate Murphy and Johnny Bell with Jill Barnard, Fathering an Australian 
History (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2025).

29	 The oral history collections utilised for Fathering an Australian History were Australia 1938 oral history 
project, National Library of Australia; The Rise and Fall of a Full Employment Society; Australian Genera-
tions oral history project, National Library of Australia; Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants 
oral history project, National Library of Australia.

30	 Kevin Rudd, National Apology (speech, Great Hall, Parliament House, Canberra, Australia, 16 November 
2009). Available at https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_
affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/national_apology/index. Accessed 10 May 2025.
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parents’ attempts to maintain connections with their children. But interviews compli-

cated my impression of that divide, leading me to think about what it means to parent, 

who parents and when and where parenting occurs. This was a gradual evolution in 

my thinking and, of course, was largely influenced by the content of what narrators 

recounted in their whole-of-life interviews as they moved back and forth in time. But 

it was often the little clues embodied in a change in tone or volume, a pause or a repe-

tition that set me thinking in new ways about the relationship between family life and 

life in out-of-home care. I began to see that perhaps ‘parenting’ could occur even when 

children were not cared for in typical family arrangements, that attachments could be 

formed and maintained, and that parental care did not necessarily end when children 

were removed from their family of origin. I still examined how Forgotten Australians 

narrators remembered their family lives before they went into care, but I also went on 

to examine how parents or substitute parents might fulfill parental roles during and 

after out-of-home care, despite the obstacles placed in their way. In the following pages 

I use three examples of the non-lexical clues that helped me to reconsider parenting and 

parental roles and how they are remembered. 

RAY PROSSER, A TENNIS BALL AND HIS NAME 

An early interview I listened to was that of Ray Prosser, interviewed by Madonna Grehan 

over two days in May in 2012.31 Born in Melbourne in 1927, Ray became a state ward 

when he was six months old. Although it is not made explicit in the interview, it appears 

that Ray’s mother was very young when she gave birth to Ray. Guided by the evidence 

found in his state ward records, Ray understood that his mother couldn’t afford to keep 

him and he spent the first ten years of his life with foster parents, Mr and Mrs Elliot, 

regarding them as his parents and calling them Mum and Dad. When Ray was 10, he was 

placed in the Salvation Army’s Box Hill Boys’ home, where he remained for the next four 

years. Interviewed when he was 85 years old, Ray began the interview with discussion of 

how he had eventually discovered some biographical information about his birth mother 

and made contact with people who had known her. The discovery of his mother’s identity 

and the knowledge that she had continued to think of him during her life was clearly very 

31	 Ray Prosser, interviewed by Madonna Grehan, Noble Park, Victoria, 8 and 9 May 2012, NLA Oral TRC 
6200/154, https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219535084/listen.

https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219535084/listen
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important for Ray and he returned to it at the end of the interview. Ray’s tone was fairly 

matter of fact as he went on to an account of his early life with the Elliots and in the boys’ 

home, including a reference to being sexually abused in the boys’ home and the compen-

sation he sought and gained for this abuse later in life. Ray’s foster mother continued to 

visit him during his time in the boys’ home and it was in answer to a seemingly routine 

question from Madonna about free time in the home, that Ray outlined this incident, 

slowing the pace of his delivery as he recalled it. 

Follow this link to an extended version of this audio clip on the NLA website 

//nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219535084/listen/0-2220~0-2349

Madonna Grehan: Do you have any memory of free time, or was it a busy life?

Ray Prosser: No. no, no. I know we used to have some sports or something to do because 

Mum came – we used to have a visiting day Sunday once a month and she [Mum] came 

there one Sunday there and she brought me a tennis ball and she’d marked it with R E so 

it was mine because I was known as Ray Elliot in those days. And I got into a big, big fight 

with one of the boys and his name was Roy Edwards and I still remember the episode. And 

I got the blame for the fight. And I got punished and they had a brick path between the 

buildings, and you had to stand on that path whether it rained or sunshine as punishment, 

stand there all day.

Madonna Grehan: What was the dispute about?

Ray Prosser: Over the ball. It was my ball. And he said it was his ball, and of course, one 

word led to another, a barney starts, and I got the blame for it!

My notes on this section of the interview show that I was conscious that the change in 

Ray’s pace and the detail he invested in telling this anecdote indicated that it had some 

significance. I also noted that his tone suggested a strong sense of injustice. I assumed 

this sense of injustice related to the unfair punishment he received for fighting over his 

ball. This seemed a reasonable assumption in the light of the punitive atmosphere of 

a boys’ home. But an hour later into the interview after Ray had talked about his early 

working life and time in the navy, his answer to a question about when he had changed 

his name from Elliot to his birth name, Prosser, elicited this response. 

Barnard, ‘Little Clues’ That Complicate the Narrative
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Follow this link to an extended version of this audio clip on the NLA website 

//nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219535084/listen/1-98~1-309

Madonna Grehan: But by then you were using your birth name, Prosser. When did you 

start using that name? 

Ray Prosser: After I got out of Box Hill.

Madonna Grehan: How did you come to start using that?

Ray Prosser: Well, I thought ‘well I am going to use it because that’s my name.’ I wanted 

it to be, as such.

Madonna Grehan: How did you know that that was your name?

Ray Prosser: Because my mother told me one Sunday when she came out after I had the 

blue that time back there over the tennis ball and I said, ‘is my name Ray Elliot?’

 And she said ‘no, it’s Ray Prosser’. And that’s when I came out of there and went to my 

real name.

The defiant tone in which Ray pronounces ‘that’s when I went to my real name’ suggested 

to me the defiance of a child reacting to hurt. I felt that, at this point in the inter-

view, Ray was returning to that hurt boy discovering that the Elliots were not his real 

parents. In turn, that hurt suddenly explained Ray’s strong emotion when recounting 

the incident of the tennis ball earlier in the interview. It was linked to a turning point, 

a moment of dislocation, in Ray’s life. We have no way of knowing exactly how much 

time elapsed between Ray’s discovery of his real name and his decision to revert to it as 

he left the boys’ home. However, in linking the two events in his narrative – And that’s 

when I came out of there and went to my real name – Ray indicates that there is a direct 

correlation between the two.

If I had only had access to Ray’s interview via a written transcript, I would probably have 

missed the significance of these moments in Ray’s narrative. I may, therefore, have been 

less alert to the incidental evidence presented at several points in the interview that, 

https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219535084/listen/1-98~1-309
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although Ray ultimately fulfilled a quest to find his ‘real’ mother, his foster parents, 

particularly Mrs Elliot, performed an important parental role in Ray’s life (his foster 

father died when Ray was in the boys’ home). Ray returned to live with Mrs Elliot after 

he left the boys’ home and seemed to have come and gone from her house as he moved 

from job to job until her death in 1956 when Ray was 30. It seemed to me that Mr and 

Mrs Elliot played a number of parental roles in Ray’s life. They had raised him – offering 

a home. His foster father had offered something of a male role model to the young Ray 

who watched him as he fashioned objects to sell door to door in the 1930s. Mrs Elliot 

continued to visit Ray, showing some care for him, though she was under no obligation 

to do so, after he was moved to the boys’ home. Finally, she helped him in the transition 

to adulthood, providing a home base for him. Despite the fact that, much later in life, 

Ray was able to track down details of his birth mother and drew comfort from meeting 

people who had known her, his relationship with Mr and Mrs Elliot complicated the 

narrative that family life and life in out-of-home care were mutually exclusive. Ray had 

received parenting from his foster parents. Yet, his explanation of his frequent returns 

to live with Mrs Elliot seemed almost dismissive. Where else could you go? You went back 

to your parents, irrespective of what they were, to where you lived. Like a pigeon comes 

home to roost.32 His recounting of the ball incident and its repercussions helped me to 

understand his attachment to his foster parents. 

JOY STEWART, HER MOTHER EMILY AND HER HAIR

Historians of child welfare, along with care-leavers, have outlined the considerable 

obstacles birth parents faced in their attempts to continue to remain in contact with 

their children whilst they were in care.33 Parental visits were often strictly limited by 

institutional regulations and the ‘lack of love, affection and nurturing’ experienced 

by children in care was singled out in the SCARC report as an overriding experience 

32	 Ray Prosser interview, 8 and 9 May 2012.

33	 See, for example, Musgrove, The Scars Remain, a Long History of Forgotten Australians and Children’s 
Institutions (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2013), 68; Francis Golding, ‘Care Leavers 
Recovering Voices through Counter Narratives’(PhD thesis, Collaborative Research Centre in Australian 
History, Federation University, 2021), 190.
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for children in institutional care.34 A moment in Joy Stewart’s interview reinforced 

my understanding that parental roles consist of many strands that extend beyond 

‘love, affection and nurturing’. These parental roles might be expressed in many ways. 

Moreover, such roles are not always performed within the conventional family struc-

ture and might defy conventional parenting stereotypes. Joy, born in Lindisfarne, 

Tasmania in 1935, was interviewed by Caroline Evans in April 2012.35 Joy’s interview 

demonstrated that, despite the many formidable obstacles that institutionalised care 

placed in parents’ way, some parents continued to offer aspects of care for their children 

even when forcibly separated. The second youngest of six children, Joy was seven when 

her father went missing while serving in Timor during World War II. He was not offi-

cially recognised as dead until war’s end. When Joy’s mother, Emily Self, sought help to 

support her children during the war, she attracted the attention of welfare authorities 

who placed the three oldest girls, including eight-year-old Joy, in state care, despite 

their mother’s resistance. The Hobart Girls Industrial School was not a happy place 

for Joy and her sisters, but Joy remained there until she entered the workforce. Joy 

was outraged by the judgements welfare authorities made about her mother, repeating 

throughout the interview that her mother was a ‘good mother’. Emily did not meekly 

relinquish contact with her daughters, despite their state ward status. Joy recounted 

that her mother visited her daughters regularly and intervened to protect them when 

she could. 

Joy’s memories, suffused with sorrow at the loss of her father, the unfair treatment of her 

mother and her own unhappy institutional experience, were expressed in quiet, subdued 

tones. Thus, I was initially shocked by the following segment of the interview where, at 

the interviewer’s suggestion, Joy repeated, in more definite tones and harsh language, her 

mother’s threat of retaliation if the institutional staff cut her daughter’s hair. 

34	 Parliament of Australia, Senate Community Affairs References Committee, Forgotten Australians: a report 
on Australians who experienced institutional or out-of-home care as children. (Canberra: Parliament House, 
2004). Available at https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_
affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index Executive summary p.xvi. Accessed 10 May 
2025.

35	 Joy Stewart, interviewed by Caroline Evans, Lutana, Tasmania, 18 April 2012, NLA Oral TRC 6200/145, 
https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219522352/listen.

https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2004-07/inst_care/report/index
https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219522352/listen
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Follow this link to an extended version of this audio clip on the NLA website 

//nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219522352/listen/0-2050~0-2137 

Joy Stewart: When she [Mum] came I said to her ‘they’re going to cut my hair off tonight.’ 

And she said ‘No, they’re not!’ And she asked if she could see the matron. They said ‘Oh, 

She’s busy.’

She said ‘well, where is she?’

They said ‘down in the office.’

 So she went down and said to her ‘you cut her hair off and I’ll cut your bloody throat.’ 

And from that day on, my hair never got cut. The only times I had it trimmed was when I 

went home monthly and Mum would get someone to trim my hair.

As I contemplated my own reaction – shock at the violence of Emily’s threat to the 

matron – I was forced to consider the many forms that parenting can take. Joy’s account 

illustrated the lengths to which a parent might resort to protect their child when in 

the care of the state. It suggested that her mother was determined to maintain some 

control and autonomy for Joy over that most personal of realms, her body. As the inter-

viewer, Caroline Evans, points out a moment later, Joy’s mother was very effective at 

‘standing up’ for her daughter, an important parental role. While Joy’s mother may have 

had little agency over keeping her girls with her or liberating them permanently from 

the care of the state, she employed the tactics at her disposal to protect them from the 

excesses of the industrial school’s authoritarian regime and to advocate on their behalf. 

Joy’s mother made it clear that, despite obstacles, determined parents could continue 

to parent their children while they were in state care, and that this parenting could take 

many forms. Over the subsequent course of the interview, it becomes very clear that 

Emily was a model for Joy when she eventually became a mother herself and would do 

anything to stop anyone from ever hurting them [her children].36

36	 Joy Stewart interview, 18 April 2012.
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BRIAN TENNANT, HIS MOTHER IVY AND SWIMMING IN THE  

CANNING RIVER

The third interview that I will discuss highlighted other aspects of the compli-

cated nature of a parent-child relationship, complications made more difficult when 

mediated through institutionalised care. It concerns Brian Tennant, born in Perth, 

Western Australia in 1935 and interviewed by Criena Fitzgerald in 2012.37 Brian was 

an Aboriginal man, born to a single mother and a white father who disappeared before 

Brian was born. His take on his early life was that his mother felt that she couldn’t 

look after him as a baby and ‘surrendered’ him to the welfare, though he concedes that 

it would have been difficult for a single Aboriginal mother to keep her baby in 1930s 

Western Australia. Brian was in care from a very young age, graduating from a babies’ 

and toddlers’ home (St Vincents Foundling Home) to Christian Brothers homes for 

boys in Perth. He was in Castledare Boys Home from the age of six and then Clontarf 

Orphanage from about the age of twelve. Brian could remember his mother visiting 

him every Sunday from a very early age. When he was very young she seemed to be 

brightly dressed and [he]appreciated that. His mother would bring lollies and creamie 

biscuits. As he grew a little older, in Castledare, he remembered feeling conscious that 

his mother looked different from the other visiting parents. 

Criena Fitzgerald: What were you conscious of ?

Brian Tennant: Her untidiness. Um. She almost had nothing on her feet, sometimes. And 

she said ‘I never wear pants. What do you want pants for?’ When the wind blew up it 

would be a bit embarrassing. She was rough and ready. … I started getting conscious of 

what she looked like. And um, and um, and then, of course, I realised, you know, in my 

limited knowledge you had of Aboriginality … 

Nevertheless, Brian appreciated her regular visits while he was at Castledare home. 

Brian recalled how, as he moved on from Castledare to Clontarf as an older boy, his 

feelings about his mother’s regular visits changed. The visits interrupted precious leisure 

37	 Brian Tennant, interviewed by Criena Fitzgerald, Perth, Western Australia, 17 February 2012, NLA Oral 
TRC 6200/135, https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219511082/listen.

https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219511082/listen
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time spent swimming with mates in the Canning River. Suddenly, for a young teenager, 

spending Sunday afternoons sitting with his mother, was not such an attractive option. 

In the following extract from his interview, Brian wrestled with these remembered 

feelings.

Follow this link to an extended version of this audio clip on the NLA website

//nla.gov.au/nla.obj-219511082/listen/0-2810~0-3086

Brian Tennant: … In Clontarf we had speakers all over the place – the following – Brian 

Tennant – Urgh! And I’m saying Urgh not so much in winter time, but in summer time, 

you’re in your bathers, you’re enjoying yourself and you’ve got to go up, have a shower, put 

your good clothes on, your shoes and socks and go and sit on a hard stool at two o’ clock 

and wait till five o’clock when the bus comes and takes them [visitors] bloody home. And, 

okay, Mum still brought creamies or a bar of chocolate or whatever and, anyway, this was 

getting a nuisance and I got the courage. I said ‘Mum’ – took me months to get the courage 

– ‘I appreciate you coming but you know when I’m called, have to have a shower. I’m in 

this river having a good time and then your shoes and socks on, you know. I appreciate you 

coming, but could you perhaps make it once a month, you know?’

Oh Jesus. She was hurt. I could see she was hurt.

Criena Fitzgerald: Did she cry?

Brian Tennant: I won’t say she cried. But she said ‘You’ve only got one mother.’

And I thought, ‘Oh God, here we go’ and I realise, now I realise the hurt: the serious hurt. 

I only wish one of the Brothers heard of it, a responsible Brother. He would have given me 

a good earbashing, not physically, but like Abraham Lincoln did to one of his officers who 

didn’t write to Mum. The mum wrote to the President and the President … 

There are several emotions evoked by listening to this extract. As a listener, it is impos-

sible to overlook Brian’s recognition and regret, captured in his voice, of the hurt 

he caused his mother. At the same time, there is sympathy for his mother, who was 

trying to parent Brian in very limited circumstances. The extract underscores, once 
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again, how parenting could continue in such circumstances, but might not always be 

recognised by the child. On another level, the excerpt is an illustration of how the rela-

tionship between parents and children changes over time, as children’s needs evolve. 

As a young adolescent, Brian was moving on and preferred to spend time swimming 

in the river with his mates, rather than talking with his Mum, as any young teenager 

would. Tragically, despite the frequent contact Brian had with his mother, the nature 

of that contact, mediated by the institutional setting, made it difficult for the parent-

child relationship to evolve. Brian’s story captured another level of complication in the 

relationship between institutionalised care and family. The parent-child relationship 

is not a relationship that is frozen in time. It is an evolving one. It is difficult to listen 

to the layers of emotion in Brian’s recounting of this episode and not be aware of the 

complexity of his relationship with his mother framed through the prism of memory, 

but also complicated by his time in institutional care. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The three examples from Forgotten Australians interviews discussed above highlight 

the power of voice to convey complex meanings and reinforce the value of archived 

oral history recordings. It’s possible that, had I conducted these interviews myself, I 

would have been keenly aware of these significant moments and returned to them as 

important signposts when interpreting the interviews. Coming to the interviews as a 

secondary analyst, however, I would probably have missed these important turns had I 

relied solely on transcripts to interpret the interviews. The ‘little clues’ of tone, volume 

and emotion not only alerted me to significant themes in these interviews, but invited 

me to reconsider familial relationships and parental roles. It is natural to expect to find 

emotion in interviews with care-leavers. The audio recordings in the NLA Forgotten 

Australians and former child migrants oral collection led me to find important emotions 

often in places where I hadn’t expected them. They moved me beyond a surface under-

standing of the relationship between parents and children in out-of-home care. My 

interpretation of the meaning of moments such as those discussed in this paper did 

not simply occur as ‘lightbulb’ moments, however. Rather, it developed by considering 

these moments within the context of entire interviews. Wrenched out of context, these 

excerpts might have suggested different interpretations. Nevertheless, the changes in 
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tone, volume, or expression in each of the examples discussed above, were crucial in 

alerting me as a listener to meanings that lay below the surface and might not be easily 

discerned in written transcripts or testimony. 

In his keynote address to the 2024 Oral History Australia conference, Alesandro 

Portelli reminded participants that, in contrast to testimony, oral history tells us much 

more about the ‘intangible things that were happening in the narrator’s soul and mind 

and heart’.38 The testimony presented in written format in the report of the SCARC 

inquiry into out-of-home care was certainly not devoid of emotion, and it is perhaps 

unfair to compare these submissions to the subsequent extensive oral history interviews 

collected by the National Library of Australia. As mentioned above, the inquiry’s focus 

was on the experience of care and its aftermath and submissions could be expected to 

dwell on these aspects of informants’ lives. The NLA interviews were conducted by 

experienced oral history interviewers who were explicitly trained to conduct ‘whole-

of-life’ interviews. It is perhaps a tribute to the skill of the NLA interviewers that so 

many glimpses of ‘souls and minds and hearts’ peeped through the interviews at unex-

pected moments and enabled much more complex life stories to emerge than could be 

captured in testimony to the Senate inquiry. 

38	 Alessandro Portelli, ‘Bread and Labor: the Lost and Found Humanity of Giuseppe di Porto, Auschwitz 
Survivor. A Twice Told Tale’ (keynote speech at the 2024 OHA Biennial Conference, Melbourne, 22 
November 2024). Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gcaUhqrU0PU. Accessed 28 June 2025. 
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