
PART TWO: STATE CHILDREN AND THEIR 
RECONSTITUTED FAMILIES 



CHAPTER FIVE 

AN EASY LIVING?: FOSTER MOTHERING STATE 

CHILDREN 

In June 1917, the Daily Post received a letter from the brother-in-law of a 

boarded-out child. The man was also a reporter for the Truth, a populist 

newspaper published in Melbourne and Sydney. The letter said: 

For a long time many people have eyed the boarding out system with grave 

suspicion, and every day facts are coming to light which prove our suspicions 

well founded. We have heard of children going short of food and clothes; we 

have heard of actual cases of ill-treatment and neglect, and have complained to 

members of Parliament1 Labour and Liberal. Parliaments have come and gone, but 

nothing has been done for these helpless children of the boarded-out system. And 

why this silence? Are they blind or dumb, those guardians of our public interest? 

Is it because there are hundreds, nay thousands, who have an interest in and 

profit by these State-kept children? ... Is it a fact that all sorts and conditions of 

women are obtaining an easy living, dressing in silks and satins, with an income 

obtained by skimping these unfortunate children's food and clothes? I tell you, 

sir, the time has come when we must sift this question to the bottom. Why the 

mortality among these children, and what are the circumstances of their deaths? 

The blood of these children will be on our heads if we do not spread to the light 

of day the whole of the facts regarding this system. They are in the main the 

legitimate offspring of deceased parents, and in every case young lives, to be 

made or marred at the caprice of the woman to whom they are given in one's, 

two's, or half dozen lots, like batches of chattel slaves. These children number 

hundreds, and if ever there is a Royal Commission wanted it is here and now. I 

beg of you, sir, to speak for the children who cannot speak for themselves.1 

The author of the letter was having a dispute with the Neglected Children's 

Department which refused to return his wife's orphaned brother to her care. 

An older brother, a returned soldier, dependent on a repatriation pension, 

was no longer able to pay maintenance and the woman had found the boy 

an adoptive home, which the Department wanted to investigate before 

relinquishing him. He was eventually released, but to his brother. The letter 

1Daily Post, 30 July 1917; SWD 1/27/1464. 
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overstated the exploitation of most state children. Nevertheless it is useful 

because it demonstrates how images of bad mothering could be deployed 

against paid carers when motherhood was supposed to be a natural and 

altruistic relationship. Similar representations had been used against baby 

farmers to promote the 1907 Infant Life Protection Act. In addition, the letter 

linked into perceptions, widely expressed in the press, that mothers were 

becoming too frivolous and self-indulgent to take proper care of their 

children.2 

D' Arcy Addison, when interviewed by a Daily Post reporter about the letter, 

emphasised that, on the contrary, foster mothers were affectionate and 

nurturing. There had been no deaths since 1913, thanks to the women, 

"who in nearly every instance displayed the very greatest care and devotion 

in the welfare of the children". The children's affection was proof of that 

care. Addison argued that foster mothers were just like other parents. Boys 

who went away as sailors sent them presents and "when they returned 

never failed to call on them, just as if they were their real parents". This was 

proof that "the department's system is a success, and that the children 

receive the very best of care from those who, although paid for their services 

yet combine with it maternal instincts of the best kind" .3 

Dichotomising motherhood in this way does not explain the foster mothers' 

perspectives. For working-class women, the experience of mothering was 

hedged with financial constraints. They were dependent on their children's 

paid and unpaid labour, creating a relationship less centred on affection 

than Addison suggested. Children, as soon as they were able, contributed to 

the family economy in exchange for the care they had received when they 

were young and helpless. In addition, there were other child care practices 

based on economic rationales. Working-class communities provided 

neighbours with lodging or temporary child care in times of difficulty as a 

way of establishing reciprocal obligations, an insurance against bad times.4 

2For a discussion of baby farming and frivolity in motherhood see Chapter 3. 
3Daily Post, 7 July 1917. 
4Ellen Ross argues that, in London, the income that poor men provided for their families was 
so erratic that the women compensated for it by forming interdependent relationships with 
other women in their neighbourhood. Evicted families were sheltered and practical 
assistance was given if there was sickness or a death. This created obligations which 
provided a safety net in the absence of adequate state aid. Children were viewed as a 
neighbourhood responsibility because it was believed that maternal duties should be shared. 
Working mothers left their children with relatives or neighbours and neighbours fed or 
watched children playing in the streets. Sometimes children were given away for adoption. 

119 



Women also took in other people's children for pay and although these 

were often ex-nuptial babies, they could be older children, so that a profit 

was often derived from their labour. The Daily Post letter was right to 

suggest that payment was an important motive of fostering but this did not 

have to be the exploitative relationship that was described, although it 

might be. Despite Addison's denial of the letter's accusations, the 

Department was also aware that fostering had dangers. This is indicated by 

their methods of selection, the emphasis on the inspection of homes and 

the stream of instructions about the training and care of children. 

Sometimes the praise of foster mothers in annual reports was so fulsome 

that it suggests qualms about homes were concealed. 

Advising and Monitoring Foster Mothers 

Training of foster children was intended to produce working-class adults 

who were diligent, reliable, sober, loyal workers, parents and citizens. Under 

the influence of the Woman's Christian Temperance Union, some 

members of which belonged to visiting committees, moral purity was 

stressed, but since bodies were the "temples of the holy ghost" good health 

was also important.5 Elkington, and other supporters of national efficiency 

methods, encouraged an even greater emphasis on health which led the 

Department to focus more closely on children's physical care, especially by 

employing inspecting nurses. However, moral values were unchanged. 

Throughout this period, training meant imparting moral purity, 

cleanliness, tidiness, reliability, punctuality, obedience, honesty, industry, 

good manners and the ability to take responsibility. Girls also learned the 

rudiments of housework so that they could become domestic servants and, 

eventually, efficient managers of their own households. Good training was, 

in theory, conveyed through a way of life, simple but with the material 

necessities, disciplined but kind, and by a routine that included work and 

pleasure. Foster mothers signed an undertaking to bring up the child as 

their own and to provide "proper food, clothing, lodging, and washing, and 

to endeavour to train such child or children in habits of truthfulness, 

obedience, personal cleanliness, and industry, as well as suitable work". 

This article, published in History Workshop, was a precursor for Love and Toil in which 
these themes, amongst others, are more fully developed. Ellen Ross, "Survival Networks: 
Women's Neighbourhood Sharing in London Before World War I", History Workshop, Issue 
15, Spring 1983, pp. 6-14; Love and Toil: Motherhood in Outcast London)870-1918, Oxford, 
1993. 
5NS 337/5. 
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They had to ensure that the child attended church or chapel and report any 

illness.6 

Food was supposed to be plain, wholesome and well cooked. One Women's 

Christian Temperance Union member, Lena Pretyman, warned that: "Those 

whom God has put together, ill cooked joints and ill boiled potatoes very 

often put asunder"? Science, not tradition should be the guide. For instance, 

oatmeal was preferred to beef as a body warming food. 8 Spices and the 

overuse of condiments should be avoided as they led to "ill regulated 

passions".9 Hobart's inquiring officer, James Pearce, liked to see state 

children fed an "abundance of good food, meat vegetables and pudding" 

with the table properly set with knives, forks, crockery and a clean cloth.10 

Good food produced healthy children, a strong future work force and 

symbolised the foster mother's nurturing skills, while proper presentation 

suggested attention to manners. 

The Woman's Christian Temperance Union thought that health was 

promoted by "rational dress", airy rooms and proper bedding.11 The Central 

Boarding-Out Committee had emphasised that clothing should be "neat and 

clean", bedding of "good quality and ample" and rooms "well ventilated" 

and in "good order"Y Similar expectations were held by the Department. 

Clothing had to be plain but goodi children should be "clean and 

comfortably clad".13 Boots were desirable, but not compulsory in summer.14 

Foster mothers should make "frequent use of the bath" as clean bodies led to 

good health and moral purityi cleanliness was next to Godliness.15 In 

homes where there was a contagious illness, like tuberculosis, children were 

removed although sometimes not soon enough to prevent infection.16 

6SWD 1121107. 
7NS 33712. 
8NS 33712. 
9NS 33715. 
10CSD 22185192105. 
11Launceston Examiner, 26 March 1897; NSI337 15; 33712. 
12CSD 191221626. 
13CSD 22168192103. 
14 In March 1915, Nurse Heathorn said that since food had been expensive, "I made ro 
objection to children attending school barefooted during the summer". SWD 1 I 11 I 710-2. 
15CSD 22111412512108. 
160ne foster mother begged Packer that two children be left with her: "Mr Welsh told me he 
intend to removed them from my care by order in conquence of the illness of my poor sister who 
had absolulily nothing to do with the children. I therefore Humbly ask that they Should not 
taken from me, they are very much attached tomee and I love them and take great interest in 
them". Packer replied that since the children's health was endangered they must be 
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Houses should be "well furnished", "roomy", "tidy", "neat and clean". 17 To 

ensure chastity, especially between boys, children were supposed to have 

separate beds but this was not always achieved. 18 

Corporal punishment of children, especially whipping, was widely 

condoned. Departmental officials believed that it should be reformatory, 

calculated to suit the offence and delivered with a cool head. According to 

George Richardson, to be effective, it should be "swift and sure". 19 Although 

foster mothers were allowed to use corporal punishment it had to be 

restrained; the ideal situation was that of seven-year-old Annie, who 

claimed that she could not remember her last beating, it was so long ago. 20 If 

a child was to be caned, an inspector or the secretary might administer the 

punishment to invest it with significance.21 In theory, children were 

removed from foster homes if they were punished too severely, but since 

the Department condoned corporal punishment, it was difficult to draw that 

line.22 

A variety of tactics were used to control children. In 1918, a teenage girl, who 

had stolen a few things, was cautioned but not charged by a detective?3 

Children who were considered 'troublesome' might be placed with a foster 

mother who lived in the outer suburbs, away from the influence of 'bad 

companions'. "Troublemakers" were separated and, if that failed, transferred 

to an industrial or training school.24 Some foster mothers were especially 

good at managing such children. In 1911, Launceston's inquiring officer, 

William Welsh, transferred Walter, who was "troublesome, & bad 

tempered" to Mrs. Large. He was sure that she could manage him as "she is 

removed. The Department feared the dangers of leaving children in such homes be~use of 
past experiences. For instance, a child who died of tubercular meningitis, had caught the 
disease from her foster mother's daughter. SWD 1/17 /1039; 1/14/857-9. 
17SWD 1/7 /440; 1/1/43-7. 
181n one foster home, three boys shared two beds and in another, a foster mother was told to 
separate two boys who had been placed in a small room together. Seager complained to F. 
Stanfield, a manager of the Launceston Girls Industrial School, in 1905, about girls sharing 
beds there and was reminded that boarded-out children did so too. SWD 1/7 /440; CSD 
22/114/25/2/08; 22/82/25/05. 
19CSD 19/4/11/96. 
20SWD 1/5/320-4; 1/1/84. 
21SWD 1/36/1873-5. 
22CSD 22/45/92/1901. 
~WD 1/20/1139. 
2"SWD 1/20/1143; 1/22/1242. After 1907, the Girls Training School was not an option as it was 
dosed. Before that, it had a reputation for being harsh and the Department hardly ever used 
it. CSD 22/88/115/05. 
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the very essence of kindness" .25 Mrs. Townsend had a reputation for a "firm 

hand" and difficult boys were often sent to her, sometimes as a last resort 

before the Boys Training School.26 

Seager once argued that there was little difference between neglected and 

delinquent boys because all were "more to be pitied than blamed" Y 
Encouraged by some foster mothers' success in managing recalcitrant boys, 

he placed a few offenders in the boarding-out system, as was done in 

Ontario. One boy went to Miss Baily, which apparently worked, because she 

adopted him.28 In 1905, Seager boarded-out four young delinquents with 

"decided success", so he planned to extend the practice because it was better 

than the "barracks". 29 

Eight-year-old Phillip, who killed his two and half year old brother in 1908, 

was tried in the Supreme Court, and after a verdict of no "malicious intent", 

was committed to the Department. According to Seager, he had been 

neglected, never sent to day or Sunday school and "simply dragged up 

anyhow". Phillip was placed with Mrs. Hardy "an excellent woman" and 

was later adopted by her daughter. 30 A few years after his committal, Phillip 

wrote the following letter: 

We all go to school and I am in the third class. We have had our examination for 

the quarter but I do not know wheather I have passed into the fourth class or not 

yet We have got 3 little calves to feed We have to get up early of a morning and 

we have got 2 cows too and a lot of fowls and we get 10 eggs every day. We go to 

church and Sunday School every sunday. We got a medal and a cake m 

Coronation day and we went into town on Thursday. 

The letter was written to show the attorney-general, W.B. Propsting, how 

well placing delinquent boys in the boarding-out system worked. 31 Since 

Phillip was probably told what to write, the letter does not give his point of 

view, but it illustrates the Department's ideal home and outcome. The 

child's life was orderly and unobtrusively disciplined, combining work and 

2ESWD 1/16/959. On the death of Mrs. Large in 1914, the secretary wrote: "The old lady has 
been acknowledged as one of the Department's best foster parents for a number of years past 
and has faithfully performed her duty to the children placed in her care". SWD 1/11/710-2 
2~WD 1/1/11/737-8. 
27CSD 22/47/131. 
2SSWD 1/8/542. 
29CSD 22/85/92/05. 
30SWD 1/12/791; Daily Post, 19 June 1908. 
31SWD 1/12/791. 
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pleasure. He was developing a respect for the civil order and was polite, 

hard working and content. 

The Department aimed to make its wards like children from respectable 

working-class homes. In 1907 Pearce said that in "appearance and manners" 

the state children "compared very favourably", and that "there is nothing 

about them that would lead one to believe that they are state children and [I] 

have always impressed on foster parents the necessity of keeping the latter 

fact from the children".32 He later said: "Our aim is to lift the children from 

their former surroundings and not to crush their little spirits by letting 

them know or feel that they are state or charity children" ?3 Pearce was 

pleased to see them "picknicking on sport grounds, on steam roundabouts 

and joining in all kinds of amusements". 34 Seager praised Pearce's efforts to 

"elevate the social position of state children wherever possible".35 

Attending school was central to this policy.36 Warmly dressed and well-fed, 

state children would, it was hoped, blend in with the others. The 

Department placed little importance on the educative, as opposed to 

training, aspects of the children's schooling because it did not have 

ambitions for their social mobility. It was thought unfair to give them an 

advantage beyond the children of industrious working-class parents, and 

those few children that did well were assumed to prove that merit was 

rewarded.37 A child's moral well-being took precedence over career 

opportunities. In 1914, Edward, apprenticed by his foster mother to a law 

firm, said he was unable to "stop answering back". He was found a place on 

a farm so that he could "start afresh" .38 

It was departmental policy to place children with families of the same 

religion in case exposure to different theologies caused moral confusion, 

and religion's useful socialising function was lost.39 The Department also 

32CSD 22/107/92/10/07. 
33CSD 22/85/92/05. 
34(:$0 22/95/92/06. 
35CSD 22/114/25/2/08. 
36CSD 22/107/92/10/07. 
37In 1907, two were employed in solicitor's offices and in 1910, fourteen-year-old Clarence 
gained a scholarship to Queen's College. The Department paid for his books and he, too, was 
eventually apprenticed to a solicitor as a junior clerk. Although this was not prestigious work 
it had more status than that of farm labourer. CSD 22/107 /92/10/07; SWD 1/9/602. 
3SSWD 1/9/580-1. 
39CSD 22/16/126/99. 
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feared religious disputes if it was careless over placements. In 1895, an 

argument between the Anglican and Presbyterian churches over the religion 

of a child from the Launceston Girls Industrial School had been carried to 

the highest levels of both secular and church governments.4° Foster 

mothers knew that success at Sunday School proved their abilities. For this 

reason Miss Hicks wrote to Welsh in 1908 to tell him that her foster sons 

had won prizes, and to let Seager know.41 

Foster Mothers and their Work 

Departmental officials, concerned that children be effectively trained and 

protected, selected foster mothers with "respectable", even "superior" 

characters who were "industrious", "clean" and "properly conducted".42 

Such remarks were written in reports and not meant for the foster mother's 

eyes, yet their condescension was most likely conveyed by manner, if not 

words, a probable source of tension between foster mothers and inspectors. 

Employing economically secure women was considered another way of 

ensuring children's protection. Such foster mothers were thought less like! y 

to want the child's labour and to have led diligent and prudent lives. 

Impoverished women who applied for registration were unsuccessful.43 

Many foster mothers were single or widowed. If married, their husbands 

were usually skilled workers in regular employment. There was an engine 

driver at the Marine Board, a blacksmith at the Railway Workshop, two 

storemen, a carpenter, a bricklayer, a butcher, and some labourers with 

permanent work.44 They earned between 25s and 30s a week.45 A few had 

more prestigious jobs; one was a council clerk and another the headmaster 

4%e Girls Industrial School, which accepted any protestant child, sent its girls to Anglican 
services. It apprenticed fane to a couple who belonged to a Brethren group. The Anglican 
minister of St. John's, Launceston, who prepared fane for confirmation, accused the couple of 
"undue interference with her religious liberty" and wanted her returned to the school, which 
refused to take her back. The dispute eventually involved the bishop of Tasmania, H. H. 
Montgomery, and the premier, Edward Braddon. Meanwhile the girl was confirmed, against 
her will, according to her employers. She had been baptised a Presbyterian and as a 
compromise was allowed to stay in her place of service while remaining in the pastoral care 
of an Anglican minister. CSD 19/17/287/95. 
41SWD 1/10/636. 
42For example see SWD 1/2/127; 1/2/121; 1/5/344-5; 1/2/111; 1/15/920-1. 
43ln 1908, a woman in "indifferent" health and with a home "almost devoid of furniture" was 
caring for a baby so thin that its life was endangered. She applied as a nursing home keeper 
but was refused. In another application that failed, charitable assistance was recommended 
instead. CSD 22/114/25/4/08; 22/139/42/17. 
«sWD 1/2/127; 1/2/121; 1/4/221; 1/2/107; 1/9 /570-1; 1 /10/662; 1 /14/883; 1/7 I 46; 1/8/517. 
-iSgWD 1/2/121; 1/4/221; 1/2/107. 
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of Sandy Bay State School, who Pearce believed offered "an extra good 

home".46 In the departmental records these men are shadowy figures. Apart 

from their employment, they were not factors in the selection of the home. 

Yet for the children, a foster father, must have been a significant presence, 

even though his influence cannot be assessed. 

Home ownership was preferred. Mrs. Gibson and her husband owned their 

new "comfortably furnished" four-roomed cottage as did Mrs. Borema n, a 
::> 

widow, while Mrs. Moors'--"owned a well furnished six-roomed cottage.47 

. ...._____,,_~---... 

Foster mothers who owned additional property were favoured. One had a 

husband who had been in business and they lived off income from 

property.48 A woman who had moved from the Tasman Peninsula to 

Hobart so that her husband could find work was acceptable, despite his 

unemployment, because they had a little cash and a cow in town. On the 

Peninsula they had four cows, two horses and three carts.49 Property 

ownership was especially important if the foster mother was widowed or 

single, as it provided security and income. In addition to her house, Mrs. 

Boreman owned a small shop.50 Miss Wilson and her brother, for whom 

she kept house, owned a cottage, let for lOs a week.51 A few foster mothers 

had special skills which made them self-reliant. Miss Carr was a 

dressmaker.52 Another foster mother was an ex-school teacher (who soon 

returned to teaching). Her husband worked at the railway station, and they 

had five children and a servant.53 Another woman ran a boarding house. 54 

Having grown-up children, especially if they were employed, was also a 

recommendation because they augmented the domestic income and showed 

the woman's maternal capabilities. Mrs. Moore had two sons employed in 

office work and Mrs. Pratt also had two in "good situations".55 Mrs. Pratt had 

four children, three were at work. Her daughter was a dressmaker, one son a 

wicker worker and the other a runner.56 

4~WD 1/8/502; 1/2/111. 
47SWD 1/1/121; 1/1/33; 1/2/111. 
4SSWD 1/9/562. 
49SWD 1/7/440. 
50SWD 1/1/33. 
51SWD 1/1/27. 
52SWD 1/5/280-2. 
5~WD 1/6/407. 
~WD 1/12/781-2. 
5SSWD 1/2/111. 
5SSWD 1/7/46. 
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The Department suffered from a constant shortage of foster mothers which 

can be attributed to poor pay and conditions. In the Department's infancy, its 

officers, anxious for its survival, tried to deny the problem. In July 1901, 

Miss Stewart, Miss Stanfield and Mrs. Butler, members of Launceston's 

Visiting Committee, waited on the chief secretary to ask that the boarded

out allowance be increased from 5s to 6s a week, that children only be 

removed from a horne after reasonable notice, and that the outfitting 

allowance be increased from 5s to 6s. They told the Launceston Examiner 

that poor pay and conditions made it "difficult to place a child with 

thoroughly respectable people". Welsh reassured Seager that he had "not 

the slightest difficulty" finding good foster mothers. They were "all most 

respectable persons and were highly recommended by their ministers of 

religion". The committee's request was refused on financial grounds.57 In 

1908, Seager reiterated that the allowance was "certainly small, but there is 

not any difficulty in securing homes for the children". However, the 

following year, Pearce admitted that the allowance was low enough to 

compromise care when he said foster mothers had "done everything that 

could be expected from them on the monetary allowance granted".58 

The shortage of homes was never completely solved and the confident 

administrations that followed Seager's were more willing to admit it. In 

1912, Packer sent some children to industrial schools because there were not 

enough "suitable" homes.59 He told Welsh to advertise for new foster 

homes rather than place some children in an old one.60 In 1919, Addison 

said that the Department's only problem was the lack of hornes.61 Daly 

complained, in 1920, that it was difficult to obtain "suitable" foster mothers 

and that newspaper advertisements met with little response. He believed 

that the "scarcity seriously handicaps the Department in doing the very best 

that is possible for those under its care" .62 Low pay, intrusive inspections 

and the sudden removal of children by the Department, probably deterred 

applicants. The shortage of foster mothers gave them some latitude to work 

57CSD 22/46/118/01; Launceston Examiner, 30 July 1901; CSD 22/41/25/01. 
58CSD 22/114/25/3/08; Neglected Children's Department Annual Report (1909-10) PP No. 48. 
59Neglected Children's Department Annual Report (1911) PP No. 28. 
WSWD 1/16/972. 
61Children of the State Department Annual Report (1919-20) PP No. 45. There are occasional 
references in the children's files to the unavailability of homes. SWD 1/14/857-9; 1/18/1055; 
1/24/1329. 
62Children of the State Department Annual Report (1920) PP No. 67. 
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in the ways that they wished, drawing on the motives and attitudes to child 

care of other working-class women who undertook the work privately. 

Sometimes the work was done to build community networks of support; 

interdependence provided a modicum of security for poor families at a time 

when the state provided little. If a family was burnt-out or evicted, their 

neighbours would take them in.63 Children left alone, while their mothers 

worked, were minded and, in emergencies, such as the hospitalisation of a 

single parent, there were offers to house them.64 Malnourished children 

might be fed by the whole neighbourhood. Those who were virtually living 

in the streets were taken in, fed and bathed, sometimes staying for many 

weeks.65 

However, state foster mothers were motivated, not by the need to build 

community networks, but by payment. That too had precedents.66 A 

widow's children stayed with a neighbour, Mrs. Thomas, while their 

mother went into domestic service. Mrs. Thomas later told Seager that "I 

did not take them out of charity I could not afford to do it I had a lot of 

trouble with them they were so dirty and neglected". The Anglican curate 

said she was "very badly off so of course it was a matter of business not 

charity" .67 Sometimes child-minding became a regular source of income and 

children were sought by advertising in the press or word of mouth. 68 

Advertisements were usually for ex-nuptial babies, although older children 

sometimes featured.69 

~WD 1/10/675-8; 1/4/244; 1/17/1013. 
64For instance, a seven-year-old girl was looked after by a neighbour when her single mother 
was admitted to hospital. The neighbour told Seager that she was willing to keep the child 
till her mother's discharge, but needed two pairs of boots and clothes so that she could go to 
school. The request was granted because Seager was impressed by the woman's kindness. S W D 
1/4/248-9. 
~WD 1/8/550; 1/8/550. 
66A "poor woman" in Bismarck took a three-year-old ex-nuptial boy on the understanding 
that she would be paid. When she was not she took him to the rescue home where his mother 
was having another baby. In another instance, a woman who looked after a three year old 
girl was paid 4s a week by her unmarried mother. The child had been with her since birth. 
When maintenance stopped, she promised Seager to care for the child "come what may" but 
when the mother disappeared she gave her up. SWD 1/14/912; see also: 1/6/384; 1/10/670; 
1/22/1242. 
67SWD 1/10/675-8; See also 1/6/373-6. 
68A child was brought to a Miss Collins with the request that she adopt him. She must ha vc 
been fairly well known amongst networks of private care. SWD 1/9/584; some examples of 
press advertisements are: "Kind mother good home, like care of one or two children. Be 
treated as own"; "Kind person wishes adopt baby, very small premium"; Kind person wishes 
adopt baby, 5s and outfit". Mercury, 3 October 1903; 11 September 1903; 2 September 1903. 
69SWD 1/11/717-8. 
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Child care may have appealed because of the restrictive female labour 

market. Most sources of employment available to women were lowly paid 

and derived from domestic work, as that did not impinge on the male 

workforce. Domestic service did not suit women with their own households 

to manage, because it was usually residential. Moreover, its low status 

would have offended most foster mothers. There was a similar difficulty 

with charring and laundering, although the income from them was 

comparable to child minding.70 Looking after privately boarded children 

brought in between 2s 6d and 6s a week.71 If a woman was able to keep at 

least a shilling of that, and minded a number of children, it might produce a 

similar income to laundering or charring and could be done at home. Since 

it was unsupervised, the work suited independently minded women. 

However, it was financially risky, because indigent parents often stopped 

paying maintenance. Thus women were probably willing to sacrifice some 

personal autonomy to become departmental foster mothers so that their 

pay, although similar to that of private carers, was more regular. 

Another way in which state foster mothers imitated others was by utilising 

the children's labour. One father who advertised his daughter and son, aged 

nine and six, in the Mercury, was flooded with requests for the girl because 

she had only four years of schooling left and would be useful for running 

messages.72 A twelve-year-old girl who lived with an impoverished old 

woman in a Strahan hut was kept home from school to go begging for them 

both, and to buy her foster mother drink from the pub.73 Such children's 

health commonly suffered. Eight-year-old Clifford, who had been fostered 

for several years by a woman who worked because her husband was 

unemployed, came to police attention for school truanting and stealing. He 

was probably, like many street children, picking up an income where he 

could. A police sergeant reported that: 

I examined the boy found him pale, and pinched in the face, his body appeared 

in fair condition and bore ro marks of ill usage, his shirt was very dirty, I 

7Df'or a full discussion of the wages of domestic servants, charwomen and laundresses Chapter 
6; "Strategies for Survival" in Chapter 9. 
71Alison Alexander, "The Public Role of Women in Tasmania, 1803-1914", unpublished PhD 
Thesis, University of Tasmania, 1989, p. 110; Mercury, 11 September 1903; SWD 1/13/822; 
1/7 /409-10; 1/6/384; 1/2/121. 
72SWD 1/11/717-8. 
73SWD 1/6/378; see also 1/18/1068. 
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examined the room and bed in which he sleeps the room is underground, and very 

damp, the bed was dirty.74 

Such situations fuelled images of exploitative foster mothers. Even so the 

Department registered private carers as long as they fulfilled its criteria of 

respectability and capability?5 One girl was left with her private foster 

mother because Nurse Crawford found the home "clean and comfortable" .76 

Mrs. Greeney looked after Germaine Greer's father, who was not a state 

child, as well as others who were.77 Miss Baily, also highly regarded, took 

both state wards and private foster children. Louisa, became a state ward 

after she was abandoned with Miss Baily and was left in her care.78 Miss 

Spicer kept the five children boarded-out to her by the Department when 

they were discharged to their father's care and also continued to take state 

children?9 Mrs. McWilliams was registered as a state foster mother when an 

ex-nuptial child in her care was committed to the Department because the 

mother did not pay maintenance.80 Private and state care were closely 

intertwined so that values and attitudes derived from private care 

influenced the care of state children. 

Amongst Neglected Children's Departments opinion varied as to whether 

foster mothers should be paid. In Ontario, it was feared that payment would 

encourage people to do the work for money. There, foster mothers were told 

that in making a sacrifice for the child they made one for Christ.81 Catherine 

Spence believed that if foster mothers were unpaid, the child's labour might 

be exploited and material needs skimped.82 Although her views were 

shared in Tasmania, a shortage of departmental funds kept the pay low, and 

Pearce always warned applicants that the allowance was too small to make a 

living.83 In 1899, foster mothers were paid 21s 6d a month for children 

74SWD 1/20/1143. 
7SSWD 1/7/474. 
7~WD 1/16/987. 
77SWD 1/8/517; Germaine Greer, Daddy, 1 Hardly Knew You, London, 1989, p. 260. 
7SSWD 1/9/582. 
79SWD 1/1/43-7; 1/14/883. 
80SWD 1/18/1062. 
81First Report of Work under the Children's Protection Act (1894) Sessional Papers No. 47, 57 
Victoria (Toronto) p. 26. 
8ZC:atherine Helen Spence, State Children: A History of Boarding Out and its Developments, 
Adelaide, 1907, p. 128. 
83CSD 22/85/92/05; for a discussion of departmental funding difficulties see Chapter 4. 
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under eight, and 23s 6d for children from eight to ten years old.84 Foster 

mothers' pay did not increase while Seager was secretary.85 Packer raised the 

amount in 1911, although it is not clear by how much.86 In 1920 it was 

increased to a weekly payment of 12s for children under two, 11s for 

children from two to ten and 13s for those over ten.87 Payment of foster 

mothers was a useful method of control for the Department. For instance, 

foster mothers were only paid if they had a certificate of school attendance.?;?; 

It was hoped the smallness of the pay would encourage women to foster for 

altruistic reasons. In 1905, Pearce said: 

many of our foster parents have brought up their families respectably and they 

are now doing well for themselves and they feel it a labour of love and a duty to 

God in undertaking the responsibility of training these poor orphans.89 

He emphasised the affection between foster mothers and children, 

suggesting that "little if anything could surpass the affection that exists 

between the foster parents and the children and vice versa" .9° Foster 

mothers took pride in the "plump and fine condition" of their charges. 91 

However, there was little chance of establishing a boarding-out system based 

on solely on affection, because although the attachment between foster 

mother and child was often strong, the economics of working-class life 

made it a financial relationship too. 

Foster mothers were independent, resourceful women, which probably 

made the inspections, with their inference that their homes were suspect, 

difficult to bear. The inspectors, especially the visiting committees, often 

offended, even though they meant well and tried, sometimes, to support 

foster mothers.92 The committees always arrived in groups of four, without 

warning, and looked into all minutiae of housekeeping. Bedding was a focal 

84 CSD 22/16/126. It was quoted as Ss a week in 1901. CSD 22/41/25. 
SSSWD 1/10/670. 
86Neglected Children's Department Annual Report (1911) PP No. 32. 
87Children of the State Department Annual Report (1921) PP No. 57. 
88CSD 22/61/203/02. 
89CSD 22/85/92/05. 
9°CSD 22/107/92/10/07. 
91CSD 22/95/92/06. 
9~embers of the visiting committees sometimes defended individual foster mothers. For 
example, in 1911, Miss Stewart queried the deduction of £1 from a foster mother's allowance 
after a child had been in hospital. She suggested that the saving in maintenance could have 
been used to buy clothing and hoped that this would not become a precedent. She was told 
that this had long been Department policy but an allowance of 6s was made for clothing 
SWD 1/12/781-2. 
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point and the insinuation that it might be dirty was particularly resented. 

Once Seager asked if a child had clean bedding and the foster mother replied, 

using the Department's own language of physical and moral purity: 

As Mr. Pearce called unexpectedly this morning I showed him their bed. I have 

the bed to wash every day after one child. I have attended much to their moral 

training. Yes, I forgot to finish- their bed is quite clean and comfortable.93 

One foster mother told Pearce that "the insults from the Visitors was more 

than she could stand and she would not humble to them" .94 When another 

gave up fostering, Pearce blamed the committee. The foster mother was "a 

very proud hearted woman and I think that it is the four lady visitors that 

she cant stand. The foster parents do not like to say much about it but they 

dont like so many". He thought that Hobart and Sandy Bay should be 

divided into three districts with only two visitors to each: "We have to 

study our foster parents as well as our visitors in order to keep our homes, 

or we are likely to drift back to more indifferent homes" .95 Seager 

acknowledged the problems caused by the visitors when he exempted a 

foster mother from visits because she ran "a very superior home".96 

If the visiting committees were unpopular, the Department's inspectors 

probably were too, although they could not admit it. The inquiring officers 

were, perhaps, least resented, because they had socio-economic backgrounds 

similar to the foster mothers. Pearce, who emphasised that most homes 

easily met departmental regulations, often ignored breaches, probably out of 

sympathy for the foster mother's needs as much as because of the shortage of 

homes. Even so some foster mothers were overawed by his authority. 97 The 

nurses, as professionally trained women, had some social prestige and 

although they, like the visiting committees, tried to be supportive at times, 

class distances were not easily bridged, even by the shared sympathies of 

women. One foster mother was consistently out when Nurse Heathorn 

arrived, possibly to avoid inspections. The nurse found her "more or less a 

puzzle, she always seems frightfully busy when I call yet she seems to have 

9~WD 11112-7. 
94$WD 11121759-62. 
9SSWD 1 I 9 I 570-1. 
96CSD 221114/25/2/08. 
97CSD 22/120/115/17/08. 
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plenty of spare time of an afternoon to go out and always attends the races". 

Since the children were well kept she did not worry.98 

Since working-class children worked, in a paid or unpaid capacity, it 

probably seemed logical to some foster mothers to continue the practice. 

Policy in this area was unclear. The Department did not want state children 

to be more leisured than others and it wanted them to be 'useful'. Both boys 

and girls were meant to help with household duties like sewing on buttons, 

cleaning boots and mending their clothes.99 Fruit picking with the family 

and feeding animals were also acceptable.100 The line between usefulness 

and exploitation was usually drawn between unpaid work, which was 

allowed, and hiring the child out, which was not. The shortage of homes 

and Pearce's sympathy for foster mothers meant that fewer children were 

removed for overwork during Seager's administration. 

An example of Pearce's leniency was his handling of allegations that 

children in Mrs. Colville's care were "having a hard time of it". Pearce 

visited and found that they were well fed: 

I cannot think what he meant or would call a hard time I called on Mrs Colville 

at 12:15 on the 26th instant and I saw a good boiled dinner of meat and potatoes 

and boiled vegetables, And a nice clean cloth laid on the table. 

Mrs. Colville told Pearce that she kept two or three cows and on Saturdays 

they grazed at the front of the house while the children watched them. 

Pearce said it gave them a chance to play and that: "There is no hardship in 

such things that I can see and I always use discretion in such actions" .101 

Pearce did not want to lose the home and on the surface the children's care 

was satisfactory, so he closed the episode quickly. 

If complaints persisted the Department had to act. In 1907, some teachers 

told the Education Department doctor that two children in Mrs. Sweet's care 

were always hungry, picking up scraps and crusts from the playground. The 

boy was poorly clad and "looked blue with cold". When Pearce visited the 

children at school they looked, "warm, clean and comfortably clad". He also 

visited at mealtimes and found that they were well-fed. On his 

9SSWD 1/12/781-2; 1/24/1299. 
99CSD 22/114/25/2/08. 
100SWD 1/15/942. 
101SWD 1/8/482-5. 
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recommendation, nothing was done but the teachers suspected that the 

children had been "'fixed up"'. In 1909, there was a complaint that Mrs. 
Sweet was overworking the children. Pearce, reported that she, "naturally 

denies that any hard work was given to them". Their most difficult tasks 

were cutting wood and carrying water to the garden every morning. Pearce 

suggested that Mrs. Sweet must have enemies because anonymous letters 

had been written about her before. Even so, this time, Seager wanted the 

children removed. 102 

Under Packer's more incisive administration children were removed with 

greater dispatch; Addison did so too. A foster mother was ordered to stop 

sending two boys out every morning to deliver a neighbour's milk and 

another's registration was cancelled because she allowed a boy to sell sweets 

at the pictures.103 In 1915, a re-registration was refused because the foster 

mother had sent children out earning money. She felt she had been a good 

foster mother and that she should be employed since the children's bedding 

could not be sold because "things are so bad". She concluded, "our home is 

quiet and respectable and there is no knows what those children where 

when I got them. I had a big struggle with them" .104 However, Addison was 

adamant. 

Some foster mothers apparently undertook the work for profit only, taking 

little care of the children. Carelessness may also have been a way of rejecting 

the Department's intrusiveness. The employment of Mrs. Powell, a widow, 

had been a compromise caused by the shortage of foster mothers. She was, 

according to Pearce in, "rather poor circumstances".105 In 1907, the school 

complained that her foster child was "very untidy in her appearance and her 

conduct very bad". Seager wondered if Mrs. Powell had "sufficient control" 

but nothing was done.106 In 1912, another child, Rebecca, was brought into 

Packer's office by the school nurse and doctor to show him "the state she is 

being kept in". The nurse had dressed her hand for broken chilblains and 

told Mrs. Powell to bathe it every day but the dressing had not been touched 

for a week. All Mrs. Powell's foster children were removed. She accused the 

102SWD 1/7/431-4. 
103SWD 1/13/812-13; Neglected Children's Department Annual Report (1914-15) PP No. 28. 
104SWD 1/17/1001. 
105SWD 1/2/137. 
1~WD 1/2/140. 
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Department of unfair treatment and refused to return the children's 

clothing saying that: 

It is very discouraging to one who has done their utmost for the benefit of these 

children for some years past, & I can truthfully say that I have at all time been 

at my post & done my duty_l'l7 

There was some truth in Mrs. Powell's complaint about unfair treatment as 

she had been caught by the change in administration between Seager, who 

allowed things to slide so as to retain homes, and Packer, who did not 

compromise his principles. 

The difficulties of laundering and, for girls, the demands of modesty, meant 

that even basic wardrobes had many clothes, a considerable expense. Clothes 

did not belong to the child but to the person who provided them. 108 When a 

child was committed to the Department an outfit worth 25s was purchased, 

but after that the foster mother was supposed to maintain the wardrobe. If 

she did not, then the Department could deduct an equivalent amount from 

her final pay.109 Some foster mothers pretended that the clothes they had 

been given were inadequate so that the Department gave them a new set 

and they made a small profit. 110 The outfit's value meant that it could 

become the focus of a dispute between the Department and foster mother 

that was really about something else. Women like Mrs. Powell, who felt 

they had been unjustly treated, might withhold clothing or return it in 

disrepair .111 

While some children were victims in disputes between the Department and 

foster mothers, others were shown a firm loyalty.112 When Leonard fell out 

of a tree, Mrs. Townsend told the Department she would visit him in 

hospital every day, adding that "I think the little chap will get on alright". 113 

Foster mothers often maintained an interest in children after they left their 

care. Elsie, placed with Mrs. Gibbs in 1911, went back to her in 1927, after 

rwswo 1/15/920-1. 
108For instance, a warden told the Department to return the clothes that a newly committed 
child was wearing because they belonged to her previous carer. SWD 1 I 2/ 121. 
109SWD 1/13/814-5; 1/2/86. 
110SWD 1/16/972. 
111In another example, a woman who gave up fostering because she did not like the visiting 
committee refused to return clothing. SWD 1/12/759-62. 
112Foster mothers' and children's affection for each other is also discussed in "Adoption by 
Foster Mothers" in Chapter 7. 
113SWD 1/11/685. 
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finishing in one place of service, and stayed for her eighteenth birthday. 114 

Occasionally a foster mother enlisted the Department's help on a child's 

behalf. Mrs. Rowlands complained to Packer about her foster son's caning at 

school and he raised the issue with the head teacher. He told Mrs. Rowlands 

that if it happened again he would tell the Education Department director. 11
" 

The Department expected that children would be treated like the foster 

mother's own and yet they had to be given up eventually, sometimes at 

short notice. Some foster mothers coped by remaining detached, but others 

formed a close relationship and suffered when the child was moved. 

According to Pearce, a few women found the parting so hard that they 

considered giving up fostering. 116 Mrs. Chester offered to support her seven

year-old foster daughter, rather than let her be adopted, because "I don't like 

parting with her she is a good little girl" .117 Conflicts could develop between 

the Department and foster mothers over the removal of children. Mrs. 

Creely was given a few hours warning of Herbert's adoption and refused to 

bring him into the office. She eventually apologised for the refusal saying 

she had been "upset"Y8 It was planned to apprentice Louisa who had been 

with Miss Baily since she was aged two. Miss Baily objected because the child 

was only twelve, not fourteen, as the Department claimed. She wrote to 

G.H. Butler, the chief secretary, enclosing a certificate of age: "I... trust you 

will give this matter your favourable consideration and prevent what must 

be a hardship to the child whom I reared". Her request was upheld. 119 

Foster mothers were reluctant to care for babies because they were time

consuming, not useful, and often sickly. The Infant Life Protection Act's 

mandatory inquest for babies' deaths in Police Department homes made all 

foster mothers fearful. If a baby looked mortally ill, the foster mother often 

asked for its removal.120 The care of other children, of different ages, added 

to the problems of looking after a sick baby. Miss Bradley sent a foster child 

114SWD 1/14/862. 
115SWD 1/7/431-4. 
116CSD 22/85/92/05. 
117SWD 1/2/139. 
118SWD 1/13/812-3. 
119SWD 1/9/582 
120Police Department Annual Reports (1911) PP No. 12; (1910) PP No. 34. For instance, Welsh 
had difficulty finding a home for two-months-old girl, "a delicate little thing", who died a 
month after committal to the Department. Another infant, whose mother left her on the 
Salvation Army Home doorstep, was, according to Pearce, in a "dreadful emaciated condition. 
I am afraid that it will not live, it looks as if it is dieing now''. She was placed with Mrs. 
Gibbs and died eight days later. SWD 1/6/419-10; 1/14/880; 1/14/881. 
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to the office to say that she was "very sorry to have to ask you to remove the 

little baby as she finds it impossible to do justice for it and attend to the other 

little ones, as the baby requires a lot of care". That baby died.121 Yet foster 

mothers had occasional successes with sick babies. In his 1908 annual report, 

Pearce said that a twelve-month-old privately boarded-out child, "a pitiable 

little creature to behold, reduced to a mere frame of skin and bone, weighing 

only 12 lbs. clothes and wraps included", had been placed with a 

departmental foster mother and now weighed eighteen pounds. 122 

Even healthy babies were a concern. A family of three children, including a 

baby, were boarded-out to Mrs. Carr. She asked Pearce to remove the baby at 

once as, "she couldn't put up with it, crying and could not get any sleep at 

night for it" .123 In 1910, Angus was boarded-out with Mrs. Powell, despite 

doubts about her capabilities. She returned him the same evening and he 

was placed with Mrs. Hunt, even though her home was small and 

overcrowded. Pearce showed an impatience with the efficiency movement's 

influence on baby care: 

I am sure Mrs. Hunt is a good mother and will do her best for this baby. The last 

baby she took was one of the private boarded out children handed over in a very 

starved looking condition. Now the child is fat healthy and well. So you see I 

have much more to think of in selecting my homes than measuring up rooms for 

breathing space [;] proper food and good nursing is essential in such cases. 

His reason for defending this home was the difficulty of placing babies. In 

1911, Nurse Crawford removed Angus because she "considered that Mrs. 

Hunt was not a very suitable woman as a foster mother" .124 She later 

removed another child as "the accommodation is rather limited & the 

house & bedding not any too clean" .125 

She nscreamed something awful": Boarded-Out Children's Behaviour 

In a letter to the Department, Mrs. Kerr summed her feelings up in this way: 

I have had my heart sick & sore with anxiety, would to God I had not seen them, 

they have been such a trouble one way & another. I have been told Providence 

sent them to me. I don't know I am sure but what I do know I have lost many a 

121SWD 1/14/881. 
122Neglected Children's Department Annual Report (1907-8) PP No. 46. 
123SWD 1/5/280. 
124SWD 1/14/889. 
125SWD 1/5/320. 
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night's rest through them ... .I have attended much to their moral training while 

I have had them which has had to be constant work. .. I feel I cannot bear more 

through them.126 

Mrs. Kerr's feelings were not universal, but her letter shows that children's 

behaviour was another potential difficulty for foster mothers. However, 

while state children were often labelled as uncontrollable, disobedient or 

troublesome, such behaviour resulted from their situations, past or present, 

rather than inherently incorrigible characters. 

While some children were amenable to training, others saw it as a challenge 

to their integrity which must be resisted. Many others reacted instinctively 

to stress produced by disrupted lives, in either their natural families or the 

Department's care, and sometimes both. Although the Department tried to 

provide them with a settled environment, it did not always succeed; 

children were moved because their foster mothers gave up the work, 

became ill or there were personality clashes.127 When Packer became 

secretary, a number of children were removed because their homes was 

considered "unsuitable" .128 Some children had many different homes, up to 

six in nine years.129 Siblings had to be separated if there were no foster 

mothers with enough places for big families. 130 These changes took place 

over and above the strain of having lived with impoverished parents, the 

disruption of committal, and separation from family, friends and a familiar 

environment. In addition, foster mothers were preoccupied with their own 

concerns which might be at odds with the children's best interests. These 

preoccupations must have sometimes caused disinterest, lack of respect or 

even mistreatment although it is impossible to know how often. Children 

did not develop a political perception of their position, but protested at an 

immediate situation which made them unhappy. Departmental officials 

and foster mothers reacted against the nuisance value of the behaviour and 

the possible failure of training, with its political implications, and tried to re

establish control. 

Children's protests encompassed a range of 'disobedient' behaviours, some 

more conscious than others. Bed wetting, bad language, unpunctuality, 

12~WD 1/1/2-7. 
127SWD 1/5/320-4; 1/14/899-90; 1/15/934-7;1/24/1298. 
128SWD 1/14/889; 1/16/972; 1/14/914; 1/14/863. 
1290thers had, three homes in one year, five in three years; three in three years and two in 
one year. SWD 1/17 /1005; 1/17 /1039; 1/18/1055; 1 /16/972; 1/17/1033. 
130SWD 1/12/798-801; 1/24/1314; 1/24/1328. 
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truanting, stealing, telling lies, and absconding, are common examples. J31 

Contentment indicated the Department's success, so that children who were 

"troublesome & bad-tempered" or refused to play, undermined official 

satisfaction with the system.132 For some children, the emphasis that 

training placed on certain behaviours, instead of improving discipline, 

suggested what they could do to upset officials and foster mothers. 

Stealing was an effective attack on a widespread attachment to property 

rights, and was often combined with other forms of disobedience. Twelve

year-old Henry got "mixed up with bad companions", did not go to school, 

and came home late. He helped a bigger boy steal some birds and sell them, 

for which he was given 1s. When they were both caught, he sewed his 

summons in his cap so that the foster mother would not find it. 133 Cyril, 
who had been involved with "evil companions" was found to have been 

borrowing money in his foster mother's name and stealing. 134 Nellie caused 

her foster mother "great trouble, being very disobedient & dishonest'', and 

taking little things along with small sums of money.135 At school, Carl took 

a sovereign, dividing it between himself and two others; they spent it on 

books and lollies.136 Such acts probably gave the children an unusual feeling 

of spending power and cemented friendships in an insecure world, as well 

as making a protest. 

Sometimes the Department saw an injustice by adults behind 'troublesome' 

behaviour. Ray, aged twelve, had been with his foster mother, Mrs. Bester, 
for three years by 1915. She told T.S. Telford, an Inspector, that he had 

become "very Disobedient, untruthful and dishonest", but admitted that she 

had only fostered him because her children were small and he could run 

messages. Ray had taken 3s from her purse, which did not surprise Telford, 

since the boy only got a halfpenny or penny pocket money occasionally, 

recently receiving nothing, because of his bad behaviour. Telford's 

disapproval of Mrs. Bester's care was palpable: 

131For example see: SWD 1/20/1139; 1/16/959; 1/14/866; 1/5/320-4; 1/1/2-7; 1/9/601; 
1/14/899-90; 1/11/737-8; 1/17/1027. 
132SWD 1/16/959; 1/10/670. 
133SWD 1/5/320-1. 
134SWD 1/14/866. 
135SWD 1/20/1139. 
1~WD 1/22/1242. 
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I told Mrs. Bester, that I was sorry to hear of so many complaints against the boy 

and said it could not be very satisfactory to herself or the Department and that 

the boy would in all probability be removed.137 

Behaviour like Ray's may have been an indication of poor treatment which 

went undetected. 

/ 
Foster mothers commonly complained that children were "untruthful".138 

Telling lies could be prompted by fear of the foster mother or it could be a 

strategic move to undermine her. Children learned what was expected of 

their foster mothers because they were questioned about their treatment. For 

instance, they knew that they were not supposed to be given too much 

work. Moreover, the inspection system implied a suspicion of foster 

mothers that perceptive children could exploit. The practice of questioning 

them alone provided an opportunity. Rose, aged seven, boarded-out to Mrs. 

Gibbs, had rough hands which could have been caused by scrubbing. Rose, 

when questioned, told the inspecting nurse that she had to scrub out a 

room. The other children and Mrs. Gibbs denied this, adding that Rose 

habitually told untruths. Mrs. Gibbs was, according to Packer, "a most 

conscientious foster mother" and her word was accepted.139 

Absconding was an effective way of avoiding an unpleasant situation and, 

according to children's logic, getting home. Two little boys, committed for 

habitually sleeping out on the Launceston wharves, were boarded-out with 

Mrs. Machin in Hobart. One day, instead of going to school, they decided to 

walk home to Launceston, getting as far as Bridgewater, before the police 

found them. It is unlikely that the boys disliked their foster home as, 

according to witnesses, they seemed happy to return: "they took their coats 

off hung them up and went about the house singing as if they had just 

returned home from school". They were probably happy because, by 
absconding, one of them had avoided a caning for school truanting. Yet 

Pearce saw nothing rational in this behaviour, ascribing it to a "wandering 

habit". He thought that Mrs. Machin had done well to keep them "as the 

whole family are tainted with the same trouble or failing". 140 They were 

later moved to a foster mother with a "firmer" hand. 

137SWD 1/14/888. 
138SWD 1/8/502. 
139SWD 1/9/601. 
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In another instance, a child absconded because she was unhappy in her 

home. Nine-year-old Eva, boarded out with Mrs. Mooney for two years, 

became increasingly "troublesome" and finally "ran away'' in 1902. She told 

the woman who found her that she was starved and beaten by Mrs. Mooney, 
then told Pearce this was not so. However, when Pearce tried to return her 

she "screamed something awful and said she would not go back, and wanted 

to go to her mother". It seems the child initially saw Pearce as an authority 

figure to appease but then realised that returning to her foster home was 

worse than upsetting him. Again, there was logic in her apparently 

irrational behaviour. This case was taken seriously and the child was 

transferred to Miss Bradley.141 

At thirteen or fourteen, boarded-out children were apprenticed, usually as 

domestic servants, if girls, or farm labourers, if boys. This was the test of the 

system, and some employers thought that the foster mothers had done well. 

Mrs. Gibbs was contacted by a foster daughter's employer who wanted to tell 

her that she must have ''been in good hands previously" .142 Mrs. Campbell 
sent Miss Bradley a note to say: 

I am sending Ellen to see you tomorrow and take the chance to let you know what 

a good Iiddle girl she has been since she came last week ... Such a willing, 

capable, & reliable child. She really does credit to the way you have brought 

her up.143 

Children's moral training had been the purpose of boarding-out and as 

apprentices they began more intensive preparation for adult work as 

labourers, domestic servants, and eventually, parents. While a few, like Mrs. 

Gibbs' and Miss Bradley's foster daughters, were apparently amenable to this 

process, as my next chapter will show, others were not. With maturity, 

children's objections gained more focus and purpose than before. 

141SWD 1/4/253-4. 
142SWD 1/9/570-1. 
143SWD 1/13/837. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

uN 0 CHAIR TO BE SAT ON": STATE WARDS' 

APPRENTICESHIPS 

State children did not choose to become apprentices and although a few 

were acquiescent, others rebelled. For boys, the consolidation of moral 

training meant that some of childhood's restrictions remained, even though 

they had started work, an adult activity. This was a contradiction which both 

apprentice and employer had to face, often with difficulty. As teenagers, 

many girls may have realised that because of social expectations their lives 

would be limited to domesticity, perhaps as someone else's servant. Lack of 

freedom, dislike of housework and, frequently, little respect from 

employers, made them rebellious. Some children were able to make their 

complaints through official channels, but for others, low self-esteem, 

uncertainty about procedure, fear of authority, and the danger that 

complaining would make things worse, led to protest, usually construed by 

employers and departmental officials as disobedience. 

Girls were sent into domestic service to learn household skills, cleaning, 

laundering, plain cooking and child care. On farms, chores might include 

dairying, apple picking, hoeing around young apple trees, collecting wood 

from the bush and other forms of farm work, allegedly light.1 Most boys 

worked on farms, orchards or with small fruit, hops, and potato growers. 

One was a gardener at a tea garden, and another, a general help in a Bruny 

Island guest house. A few boys were employed as companions, or to help in 

the house, but this was considered inappropriate long term employment 

unless they were handicapped. 2 

Employers of state children varied in social status. Many were quite poor, 

one having only a four-roomed cottage.3 Several rural women teachers 

employed state girls.4 Some employers belonged to the social elite, including 

the wife of an MHA, with a large household on the East Coast, the wife of an 

MLC the daughter of a former MHA, and the brother of the chief justice.5 

1SWD 1/2/93; 1/10/657. 
2SWD 1/17 /1017; 1/11/741-2; 1/1/61-3; 1/8/498; 1/9/587; 1/10/680-2; 1/14/866; 1/12/781-2; 
1/7 /421; 1/10/675-8; 1/13/822; 1/10/644; 1/8/482-5; 1/3/157; 1/9/587; 1/12/781-2. 
3SWD 1/11/708. 
4SWD 1/1 /84; 1/5 /344-5; 1/15/942. 
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They all signed an agreement to "allow the said apprentice good and 

sufficient meat, drink, lodging, apparel, medical attendance and all other 

things necessary". They were expected to train them in their calling and 

allow them to attend church on Sundays.6 

Apprentices were paid a fixed weekly amount, the same for girls and boys, 
with annual increments. Half the wage was banked by the Department to be 

given to apprentices as a lump sum when they became twenty-one. In 1900 

apprentices were paid 2s 6d for the first and second years of an 

apprenticeship and 3s 6d for the third and subsequent ones. Sixpence a week 

was banked by the Department.7 By 1911 the amount had increased to 2s a 

week for a first year apprentice and was raised by a shilling a year.8 Wages 
remained constant at this level until after 1918.9 When apprentices became 

eighteen, they were allowed to negotiate their own wage rates. 10 

The Department set fair wages, to prevent its wards from feeling, and so 

becoming, socially marginal. Although apprentice girls' wages were low, 

they were not, compared to ordinary domestic servants, excessively so. 

Between 1890 and 1915, wages for most servants were between 6s and 16s a 

week, with the youngest at the lower end of the wage scale.11 Unlike state 

girls, they had to buy their own clothes. Apprenticed boys were paid at the 

same rates as girls and, even taking into account the provision of clothing, 

at a cost of 2s to 3s a week, these wages were less than those of adult farm 

labourers so that an employer with a strong, hard working sixteen to 

eighteen-year-old boy was probably getting a bargain. 12 However, the rates 

were not particularly low compared to those of other apprentices. An 

apprentice at Launceston's Examiner and Weekly Courier was paid 7s 6d a 

week, the first year, increasing by annual increments of 2s 6d, reaching 17s 

6d by the fifth year. 13 This was less generous than it seems since board, 

lodging and clothing had to be paid. The advantage was that the 

apprenticeship resulted in a marketable and remunerative skill. 

~WD 1/1/14. 
7SWD 1/1/14. 
SSWD 1/6/350. 
9SWD 1/15/934. 
10SWD 1/3/156. 
11Alison Alexander, "The Public Role of Women in Tasmania, 1803-1914", PhD Thesis, 
University of Tasmania, 1989, p. 80. 
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Children were sometimes sent to employers before school leaving age as 

long as school attendance continued. This condition might be waived, if the 

home was considered a good one and the employer promised to teach basic 
literacy and numeracy skills.14 The policy saved the Department money and 

under Seager there were no apparent qualms about it. Packer claimed in 

1912 that it had been discontinued and Addison insisted in 1915 that no 

children could become apprentices until they were fourteen. 15 Even so, the 

practice occurred occasionally during Addison's administration. 16 As my 

next chapter will show, some younger children's labour was obtained under 

the guise of adoption instead. 

Sunday school, church and school attendance, as well as police and, after 

1915, departmental inspections, were intended to protect apprentices from 

unscrupulous employers. In addition, apprentices were told to write to the 

Department if they had a complaint. 17 Pearce would also make occasional, 

hurried weekend visits from town. His inspections could be less effective 

because he was easily persuaded not to investigate breaches in regulations if 

the employer had social status.18 He was also reluctant to cause 

embarrassment. Once he inspected an apprenticed boy's home and was 

perturbed to find him eating his dinner alone in a "back kitchen". The 

family had visitors and Pearce was not asked inside, nor did he pursue the 

issue, since the employer "appeared a little uncomfortable over my visit" .19 

In 1915, T.S. Telford was appointed to visit the wards in country districts and 

he was replaced in 1918 by W.G. Patterson.20 They arrived at homes without 

warning, once, occasionally twice, a year, questioned apprentices alone, 

interviewed employers, inspected bedding, clothing and wages books. 21 

Their appointments were probably prompted by the growing evidence of 

neglect, overwork and abuse, but it is unlikely that they had much effect. 

Clothing and bedding were easy to assess but treatment was not, especially 

since problems could be patched up during the inspection. Some employers 

1"SWD 1/9/587. 
1-'SWD 1/9/562-5; 1/10/680-2. 
11$WD 1/15/934-7. 
17SWD 1/11/737-8. 
18CSD 22/19/22/626; SWD 1/8/550-2; 1/5/280-2. 
19SWD 1/9/562-5. 
20psC 2/17 /7; 2/17/7. Patterson was director of Social Services from 1951-5. R. L. Wettenha II, 
A Guide to Tasmanian Government Administration, Hobart, 1968, p.209. 
2Weglected Children's Department Annual Report (1918-19) PP No. 42. 
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threatened apprentices with punishment if they complained. The child's 

health and demeanour were taken as evidence of treatment; Patterson, in 

particular, was skilled at assessing this. Even so, the inspector's role as 

disciplinarian, and his remoteness from the children in class, age, and often 

gender, made him an unlikely confidant. 

Employers who could not manage their apprentice were supposed to tell the 

Department so that the child could be warned by letter or a visit from an 

inspector or the police. Boys were usually threatened with transferral to the 

Boys Training School, and girls with a rescue home, either the Mercy or 

Magdalen. If the behaviour did not change, the threat was made good. 

Occasionally, if there was no room in the other institutions, girls were 

transferred to the New Town Charitable Institution, principally a refuge for 

the impoverished infirm. Sometimes children were moved to another 

employer. 

Acting "a mother part to the child": Employing State Girls 

Fear that working-class girls' sexuality could destabilise society had been a 

strong factor in the introduction of the Neglected Children's and Youthful 

Offenders Act, and remained an important influence on the management of 

apprenticed girls. They were thought too young to protect themselves, yet 

their sexual maturity made them vulnerable, especially in the opinion of 

those who believed that promiscuity was congenital. Employers, blamed if a 

pregnancy occurred, were supposed to control their apprentices carefully; 

girls were not supposed to even talk to young men.22 Even with co

operative apprentices, some employers became anxious. One, who was 

"getting on in years", asked the Department to remove her apprentice 

because she was "afraid of having such a young girl in the horne". 23 Others 

may have felt that they should return girls who seemed vulnerable, even if 

they preferred to keep them. An employer, whose last servant had become 

pregnant, asked to relinquish her next one, because she was meeting boys. 

However, when Pearce came to take her they both became too upset for him 

to do it: "the girl pleaded so hard at Mrs. Griffiths feet not to let her go that 

she broke down to, so I had a pretty scene with the both of them crying and 

pleading to me not to take her". She was eventually sent to the Magdalen 

~WD 1/8/502; 1/1/53; 1/12/786. 
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Home.24 There was particular caution about employing older girls because 

they might want young men's company. Girls who were considered lively 

or intelligent, were also a concern in case they were able to outwit their 

employers.25 Pearce told one woman that although there were "smarter" 

girls in the Department than her apprentice they were "not so reliable". 26 

However, mental slowness was seen as a danger too; probably because it was 

believed to undermine a capacity for self-protection. Many social reformers 

thought that mental handicaps led to a predisposition to bear numerous 

children.27 

Widespread representations of family life suggested that it was happy and 

that obligations created by bonds of affection would safeguard apprentices. 

For girls, it was hoped that family life would be further enhanced by the 

wholesome, motherly influence of the mistress. Many families protected 

and controlled their own daughters, and the Department hoped that they 

would do the same for their apprentices. To participate in family life, girls 

had to live with employers so that only homes where everyone lived under 

the same roof were accepted.28 Employers often recommended themselves 

to the Department by claiming to treat wards as their own child.29 Mrs. 

Wright told Packer that her apprentice was: 

not my servant but my daughter she calls us mother and father and I would not I e t 

anyone hurt her I protect her like I do my own little girl I have had E. nearly 

four years and I have brought her up during that time as Innocent as my own 

child.30 

Since some parents mistreated their own children, prorn1smg a family life 

was dubious proof of protection. Corporal punishment, a potential danger, 

remained acceptable. According to the police, Mrs. Glover, who claimed to 

treat Linda as her own had, "given her a few cuts with a switch the same as 

she beats her own children" .31 There were other dangers; modern research 

shows that more sexual abuse occurs within the horne than elsewhere. 

24SWD 1/1/53. 
~WD 1/8/502; 1/16/994. 
2~WD 1/4/264-5. 
27SWD 1/2/477-9. 
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Thus, while there is some evidence of both physical and sexual abuse of 

apprentice girls, it may have been even more widespread than the files 

suggest. Another difficulty of being treated as 'family' was that wages might 

not be paid, since, in their own homes, women did domestic duties for 

nothing. A superficial inclusion in the family could both underline 

inferiority and restrict freedom. Ruby was only allowed outings with her 

employer's children who, although her age, were still at school, so that she 

was constantly reminded of their comparative advantages. She soon decided 

she preferred the life of a servant with Sunday off and afternoons out and 

refused to work because she was not allowed these.32 

Many employers did not offer to treat the apprentice as a member of the 

family. Instead they promised that she would be "well looked after and not 

overworked", would "learn to be a good servant", or would receive a 

"thorough training" .33 Such statements show that they wanted, not another 

family member, with the resulting responsibilities/ but a domestic servant. 

Many letters to the Department betray a disappointment that the girls, 

instead of being useful, were untrained, sometimes untrainable, and 

required as much attention as another child. 

In Australia, domestic servants had low status and this was probably the 

most significant barrier to treating apprentices well. According to Beverley 

Kingston, status and numbers fell during the nineteenth century because, 

while the professionalisation and pay of other occupations grew, domestic 

service increasingly involved employment as 'generals' in small 

households rather than as specialist housemaids, cooks or nurses in larger 

households. Declining pay and status made the work unappealing, so that 

there was a fall in servants' numbers. The problem of obtaining reliable 

domestic help became a preoccupation of all women with enough money to 

employ it.34 Alison Alexander concurs, but argues that, in Tasmania, the 

shortage was in skilled servants, not overall numbers.35 

Alexander suggests that low status led to bad treatment of domestic servants. 

They did long hours of tedious work in uncomfortable conditions, with bad 

32SWD 1/9/570-1. 
3~WD 1/14/897; 1/7 /440; 1/8/502. 
34Beverley Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter and Poor Mary Ann: Women and Work in 
Australia, Melbourne, 1975, pp. 30-32. 
35 Alexander, pp. 78-9. 
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accommodation and food. If they were ill, it was merely an inconvenience 

for everyone else. Employers were rude, sometimes changing Christian 

names without permission and interrupting servants' meals with calls. 

There was nagging, fault finding and cupboards locked on the assumption 

that servants were pilferers.36 Apprentice girls also had to put up with 

slights, put downs and disrespect for their feelings. 37 Employers made fun of 

their concerns and the way they talked behind their backs.38 Sometimes, to 

save money, apprentices were given odd looking clothes to wear. One girl 

complained that she had to wear boy's trousers cut down for drawers and a 

long petticoat and that "everybody is talking about that".39 

One potential e:qtployer said that she would always pay a girl's wages, as "I 

consider children in her position worse than orphans".40 However, many 

apprentice girls received only a fraction of their entitlement or nothing at 

all.41 A variety of excuses were offered by employers. Some thought that if 

they treated the apprentice as their own child that was enough. Claudia had 

a good bedroom, plenty of clothing and five pairs of boots. Pearce said that 

she was like a daughter; her employers "speak well of her, they take her 

with them as their own daughter to church or where ever they are going". 

Yet when she reached eighteen, she still only earned ls a week.42 Many 

employers argued that clothing was expensive and that girls arrived with 

inadequate wardrobesY One family feared a slur on their respectability if the 

servant was badly dressed so that, instead of giving her money, they bought 

her nice clothes.44 Truly stingy employers paid no wages and provided only 

second-hand clothing.45 Inadequate training was another reason for non

payment of wages. An employer refused to pay her apprentice for the first 

year, because training needed, "considerable trouble and patience". Another 

36Alexander, pp. 85-7. 
37For instance, an employer who ran a boarding house at Adventure Bay was irate when her 
servant was given permission to visit her brother, seriously ill in Hobart. It was the height of 
the tourist season and even though Seager explained that the brother might die, she said, "I 
see no use in her staying in Hobart, her brother is ill in hospital & she can do nothing for 
him". Girls were made to feel their status by the way they were addressed. One trooper 
thought that a state girl was treated as one of family because she was spoken to as if that 
was so. SWD 1/16/994; 1/10/657. 
3SSWD 1/16/994. 
39SWD 1/2/111. 
40SWD 1/6/350. 
41SWD 1/3/191; 1/4/251-2; 1/16/994; 1/12/778; 1/13/837; 1/13/814-5. 
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complained that, "instead of being a help to me [she] has really given me 

more work" .46 Yet another argued that: "as far as doing work worth six 

shillings per week as well as food, clothes, responsibility, wear, and tear, etc, 

its absurd- she cannot be trusted to do anything alone" .47 One employer 

complained about a girl's small physique: 

will be sometime before she is useful, she is far from being strong, it would be 

unkind to put her to any hard work, I like the little thing very much she is 

willing & bright, she is not worth wages.48 

Other girls allegedly expended their wages in broken crockery.49 It was feared 

that regular wages would provide too much independence and pocket 

money might be given only before outings to control the apprentice's 

activities.50 One employer was unwilling to provide pocket money in case 

the girl ran away.51 

Departmental officials wanted pocket money to be paid regularly so that 

apprentices learned to save for special occasions.52 They also knew that if 

girls were not paid, they became dissatisfied. 53 Yet the secretary often agreed 

to erosions of wages because, as Seager said, they valued "much more a 

comfortable house and the interest of those who undertake the care and 

training of this class of children to fit them for their future place in life" .54 

For young apprentices, food, clothing and pocket money might suffice for 

the first year, especially if the employer promised to "act a mother part to the 

child".55 However, secretaries could be unbending and numerous letters 

were written to obtain wages, with mixed results. Sometimes threats to 

remove apprentices worked.56 An employer complained that her apprentice 

looked too young to be paid, so Seager offered to remove her, adding that no 

replacements were available. The girl "should be well worth the small 

pittance per week that is asked for her work, which, if she did nothing else 

4~WD 1/5/280-2; 1/4/253-4. 
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than mind the children she should be worth the money". The employer, 

who really wanted someone for farm work, persevered for three months 

and then returned the apprentice.57 

"You'll never get by without plenty of cheek": Surviving Domestic Service 

Few girls seem to have enjoyed their apprenticeships, but many were stoical, 

having already learnt to expect little from life. Fear of finding themselves in 

an even worse situation or of being dismissed without a reference, muted 

some complaints.58 Girls sometimes complained through official channels, 

but many others used rebellious behaviour, often construed by the employer 

and Department as disobedience. Sometimes rebellion was poorly directed 

protest against unkind treatment, a restricted life, low wages and hard, 

tedious work, while at other times, it was a strategy to gain concessions. 

Either way Georgina perhaps spoke for many when she told her employer 

that "you'll never get by without plenty of cheek".59 

Many girls wanted suitors, which because of the restrictions imposed by the 

Department, crystallised household tensions. Sarah refused to go back to a 

place because Mrs. Leslie was "always grumbling". Mrs. Leslie, on her part 

thought that "the girl has got very hard to manage, and fond of the company 

of boys".60 When Maria's employer became too restrictive, she wrote to the 

Department complaining that, because she was under its care, they thought 

she was a "prisoner". Her letters had allegedly been intercepted and she was 

accused of having ''back door visitors". Maria, who disliked her employer, 

asked to be moved, declaring that "I am no chair to be sat on by her or 

anyone else". She concluded, "hoping I will be treated in the future a little 

better but not by her". The outcome is unclear.61 Occasionally girls changed 

57SWD 1/4/253-4. 
58Maude, overworked and underpaid in the 1920's, did not admit this to departmental 
officials even though she was brought into the office without her employer to be questioned 
and to sign a statement about her care. Later C. F. Seager asked her why she had not told 
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the minds of employer and Department. Ruby, forbidden to meet her young 

man, "adopted the defiant & rebellious attitude she usually does if any 

action of hers is questioned". Over six months she wore her employer 

down, and was allowed an hour a week to walk with her friend. Her 

employer had decided that there was not "any harm in allowing her to have 

this young man within reason. It makes her more contented".62 

When girls were refused permission to see young men they often did so 

anyway. Barbara dawdled in Swansea, instead of going straight home, telling 

her mistress that she was late because she fainted. She "vowed & declared 

she had not spoken to any boys", but the next day confided to the laundress 

that she had "such a good time with a boy on a bicycle". She was sent to 

another place.63 Selina, sent to run messages, did not come home till after 

dark. A neighbour reported that "some young man came up & put his arm 

around her & tracked her off down a back street". Selina often pretended to 

go to bed and then sneaked out. The secretary threatened her with an 

institution after which she behaved "better".64 Since girls negotiated a fine 

line between getting their way and transfer to an institution, their 

behaviour often improved after such a threat. Florence, however, 

miscalculated. She put the children to bed at 8:30 and pretended to go to bed 

herself at 8:45. Instead she went out taking her mistress's coat. She came in 

at 3 am, with a ruined coat, refusing to say where she had been. The incident 

prompted the employer to list Florence's other faults, describing her as: 

"Absolutely unreliable: a pilferer, liar, & disobedient girl; she is dirty, 

careless & destructive to everything she comes in contact with, her one 

redeeming feature being her kindness to children". She was sent to an 

institution.65 

The Department's emphasis on the girls' sexual morality could identify 

them as vulnerable, making them the target of unscrupulous men. This 

made some girls vigilant of their own safety. A man told the police that his 

neighbour's apprentice was mistreated because he wanted her to work for 

him. She refused to be transferred because he had tried to kiss her. 66 

Another girl, pestered by one of the workers at a hop farm, asked to be 
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removed. She had told him that "no one will stand that weather it is a 

Government Girl or not" .67 Yet another asked, without effect, that her 

apprenticeship be shortened, warning the Department not to send any more 

apprentices because her employer's husband was "very nasty because my 

time is up & I will not tell you anything else only that he is not a good 

man" .68 

Other girls, unloved and lonely, were vulnerable to propositions.69 Eva, 

perhaps homesick for her mother, sought the company of her friend, a 

potato digger, and became pregnant?0 According to Freda's brother she did, 

"everythink in the house and all the washing" for eleven people, working 

from 6:30 am to 9:00 pm. Yet she would not complain to the inspector, 

except to say that she was blamed for everything that went wrong. Soon after 

that it was discovered that she was pregnant to the younger brother of a 

senior public servant. She received one maintenance payment of £50, only 

because the Department intervened.71 Alice's employer complained that she 

was "always running after boys" and soon after that she became pregnant to 

an affluent, middle-aged farmer who, she claimed, had promised marriage. 

The Department tried vainly to obtain maintenance from him, and funeral 

costs when the baby died.72 

Some girls, disliking their placements, tried to get moved. janet, who 

complained of the "monotony of country life", wrote numerous letters to 

the Department begging a transfer to town. Packer promised her that she 

would like the country better if she concentrated on her work. A month 

later she wrote that, "I cannot stay up here oh it is dull & not a soul I know. I 

knows I worrys the life out of you but I cant help it". Packer told her that if 

she came to town it she would have to go to an institution because it had 

''been proved beyond doubt that girls of your age are better in the country 

than in the town". janet remained in her position until her apprenticeship 

was over and then went to live in Sydney with her aunt.73 Minnie, fond of 

last employer, had worked well and disliked being moved to a new place 

67SWD 1/12/786. 
~WD 1/7/474. 
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outside Swansea. She became slow and careless, making "such a mess when 

she is doing things", and treating "it all as a joke ... [because] she didn't want 

to go to such a God forsaken place". She was eventually sent to another 

place in Hobart?4 Seventeen-year-old Lizzie, inadequately paid and given 

little respect, coped because she thought that her term was ending. Finding 

herself mistaken, she became "far from satisfactory does as little as she 

possibly can and that as badly as possible". Reasoning and scolding resulted 

in "sullen and often impudent behaviour". Packer threatened her with a 

rescue horne but Irene said it was a ''bluff". She was sent to the New Town 

Charitable Institution briefly, and then went to a new employer, where she 

was happier.75 

Occasionally girls found domestic service interesting, if they were trusted 

and given responsibility. During the apple picking season at New Norfolk, 

one girl cooked for three or four families and looked after four children, one 

a young baby. She was alone, from 6:30 am until 9:45 prn every day, with 

bush fires nearby. She was pleased with her capabilities, telling the secretary 

that she would "soon be an expert in cooking" ?6 Girls often liked looking 

after children, even in situations that had nothing else to recommend 

them.77 However, most disliked housework, and showed it one way or 

another. By going slow, they could do less. One girl was "all day doing two 

hours housework" and another "just tells you, to do it yourself, and says if 

she does do it she will go as slow as possible, to make me tired of her" .78 One 

apprentice only learned to scrub and wash dishes. Her employer was "quite 

sure some of these girls just drag through work disgracefully simply to 

annoy one" ?9 An employer said that if her apprentice "worked as well as 

her tongue she would be a real marvel" .80 Girls could pretend to be 

incapable; one had: "a penchant for letting things slip. £7 would not cover 

the breakages".81 Unco-operative behaviour was another way of avoiding 

housework. One apprentice was "really so stubborn and impudent She sulks 

for three days at a time". Another gave her employer "nothing but 

impudent rude remarks and defied to the utmost".82 
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Employers saw such behaviour, not as justifiable resistance but as 

irrationality, often resulting from mental disabilities. A girl was depicted as 

" not quite sane", another as lacking a "very high standard of intelligence", 

and a third as "not all that bright" .83 One apprentice pretended to be 

mentally slow. Her employer said that she seemed "to have no memory, or 

else she is too lazy, I have shown her time and again how to do things as I 

want her to do them, but it is no use". Yet she was "cunning enough to 

know I cannot run after her, having three young children" .84 Such girls 

were often threatened with an institution because departmental officials 

were afraid that mental disability would lead to sexual activity.85 

If girls were beaten, they were more likely to run to female neighbours than 

the police. They probably found them easier confidantes and wanted to let 

off steam rather than make a formal complaint. Many may have feared 

disbelief or retribution from officials. A girl who complained bitterly to a 

neighbour about beatings, minimised them when Pearce visited, saying that 

she "only got beaten when she deserves it and then only a clip on the side of 

the ear''. After that, according to her employer, she became militant, 

"destroying crockery, kitchen utensils and tearing up not only her own 

clothing but clothing belonging to our children and bed and table linen". 

The employer wanted her placed in an institution with her hair cut as 

punishment, but she was sent to another place.86 Clementine lodged an 

official complaint, but only after some time, telling police that her 

employers "very often knocks her about". They denied it and Clementine 

retracted, making the complaint again a year later. Her employers now 

countered that she was "rude and abrupt in her manners" and "not clean in 

her habits". The Department, concluding that this was a personality clash, 

removed Clementine, but sent the employers another servant.87 Vera's 
complaint was similarly minimised. The police ignored neighbour's reports 

that she was mistreated by her employer, the only justice of the peace in the 

district. Yet she was frequently insulted by her mistress in front of other 

people and was once stabbed with a fork. If she answered back, wood, and on 

one occasion, a knife, was thrown at her. One night, when the neighbours 

8~WD 1/7 /440; 1/4/264-5; 1/7/440. 
~WD 1/2/140. 
SSSWD 1/2/477-9. 
~WD 1/1/70. 
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said they heard shouting and a threat to whip her, Vera absconded. The 

Department was not sure whether to believe her, as the employer had 

status, and neighbours' complaints were usually doubted in case they were 

feuding or wanted the servant for themselves. Vera was eventually 

transferred to another place.88 

Wages offered apprentices some independence so that non-payment was 

keenly felt. Even so some tolerated the situation until they were old enough 

to leave. One said that, although she was not paid, "I am sure I could not 

have a better Mother and Father and I hope I will never have to leave 

them". Yet as soon as she was old enough, she left to get a higher wage.89 

Other girls allegedly stole money or objects, probably to make up the 

difference. However, it is impossible to be sure, since employers may have 

accused them of pilfering to avoid paying wages. A Hobart boarding house, 

run by Mrs. Campbell, where girls were often sent, regularly failed to pay 

them and three girls, placed there at different times, were accused of 

stealing.90 One, who was owed thirteen weeks wages, stole 6s from the 

cook's locked box. She told her father that she had been horsewhipped and 

was given no food. Mrs. Campbell argued that the apprentice was crazy: 

''Really her daring and assurance beats anything I could have imagined and 

when the stubborn fit goes off she looks so meek and mild that anyone 

would think we must be imagining things about her".91 In 1918, another girl 

at Mrs. Campbell's did not receive her wages and when the Department sent 

a bill, Mrs. Campbell sent one back for stolen goods, describing the 

apprentice's room as "a veritable magpies nest". Both girls were sent to the 

Magdalen Home.92 

Making "a good man of him":93 Managing Apprentice Boys 

Concerns about boys focused more on their larrikinism than moral purity 

although that too could be a worry. Country life, away from the temptations 

of towns was thought crucial. There the boys' energy could be productive, 

and employers, rather than adolescent companions, became role models. 

SSSWD 1/14/857-9. 
89SWD 1/3/220. 
90SWD 1/3/191. 
91SWD 1 I 4/251. 
9:ZSWD 1/13/837; 1/12/778. Another girl who was not paid wages allegedly stole some 
jewellery from her employer's daughter and gave it to her friends. She was sent to the Hobart 
Girls Industrial School for a short time and then apprenticed again. SWD 1/12/778. 
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Married employers were preferred because departmental officials believed 

their homes would be more comfortable.94 The bed and bedding had to be 

"good", although not excessively so; in 1901 Seager said that a horse rug and 

bags were inadequate although he agreed to a clean chaff bed.95 Lodging 

should be in the main house, sharing a room with the employer's son was 

considered excellent.96 If there was insufficient room or the employer did 

not want to live with the boy, a cottage was acceptable as long as it was lined 

and near the house.97 Apprentices were supposed to eat with their 

employers, so that they felt included in the family's life. To encourage self

respect, there had to be an adequate supply of warm, clean, tidy clothing 

with a good suit for Sundays.98 Good situations were those where boys were 

treated "as one of the family" or "like one of our own".99 

The emphasis on family suggested childishness, a need for protection, 

control and nurturing when, because boys were wage earners, they had, in 

one sense, become adults. This could foster contests over control between 

the apprentice and employer which might have been avoided in an 

employer and employee relationship. Like girls, boys sometimes 

experienced the more abusive aspects of family relationships from their 

employers. They might not be paid wages because family labour was often 

given freely and the employer's assertion of paternal or maternal control, 

could cause emotional and physically abusive treatment. One employer said 

that he chastised his apprentice, ''but only in the manner in which he would 

treat his own children" .100 

Employers who provided adequate clothing, bedding, food and pocket 

money usually gained the apprentice's loyalty. Such situations fostered a 

solidarity between Department and employer that reinforced the authority 

of both. Incentives for hard work were suggested and taken up by some 

employers. Addison advised that "a short annual holiday once a year 

9-ISWD 1/1/43-2. 
9SSWD 1/11/685; 1/15/925-7; 1/1/14. 
9E5WD 1/9/562-5; 1/9/587; 1/13/812-3; 1/11/737-8. 
97SWD 1/11/737-8; 1/14/866; 1/7/421. One boy slept in the main house but was moved into the 
grain house after the daughter woke and found him in her room. She thought he was trying to 
steal some Red Cross money she had been collecting. The Department accepted this 
arrangement because the employer was moving a two roomed cottage nearer to the house for 
the boy. SWD 1/14/857-9. 
9SSWD 1/11/685; 1/11/737-8; 1/12/798-801. 
99SWD 1/2/139; 1/13/822. 
100SWD 1/12/781-2. 
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usually makes a lad more contented and gives him an incentive to work".101 

Richard was offered extra wages if he gave "as much satisfaction as 

heretofore" .102 Another boy paid for music lessons out of his pocket money, 

his employer meeting the difference.103 One employer insured a boy's life, 

paying the first year's premium and another helped an apprentice plant his 

own orchard.104 Bicycle ownership was a powerful incentive because it 

offered freedom, an indication of trustworthiness and maturity. Boys 

usually had to save their pocket money to buy the bicycle which encouraged 

a "saving turn of mind" .105 Once the bicycle was acquired they had to look 

after it carefully.106 
• 

Apprentices were often placed in tense situations, working one to one with 

employers on isolated, marginally productive, farms. Boys were expected to 

be controlled, but employers had little immediate official support; warning 

letters from the Department, police or inspectors' visits often carne too late 

to pre-empt abusive outbursts of temper. Moreover, some employers were 

probably unwilling to admit that they were having a problem until it 

became unmanageable. Boys knew that control was an issue, and some tried 

to test the boundaries. An employer who was prosecuted for beating an 

apprentice said: 

when he started here I tried to lead him treated him with the greatest kindness 

but I found that because I treated him kindly I was soft in fact he told his mates 

so & he thought he could do as he liked.Hl7 

One man, aware of the danger of losing his temper, asked to relinquish an 

unmanageable boy because he "was not going to resort to violence" .108 

If an apprentice was flogged, the Department was less concerned than if he 

had been younger and boarded-out. In 1901 Seager complained about a boy's 

bedding but not his occasional beatings.109 One employer flogged an 

apprentice with a piece of garden hose because he was "hard to control" and 

Pearce excused him: "Mr. Basten is a good natured man and fond of him 

101SWD 1/7 /431-4; see also SWD 1/14/888. 
102SWD 1/7/456-7. 
103SWD 1/13/822. 
104SWD 1/15/934-7; 1/11/685. 
105SWD 1/13/812-3; see also SWD 1/12/798-801. 
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[the apprentice]. Said he had a bit of trouble at first, but now he is willing 

and will do anything he is told".110 Welsh allegedly showed one employer 

where to beat her apprentice so that there would be minimal physical 

damage. 111 Over time, bad media publicity about physical abuse led to more 

caution with corporal punishment. In 1918 C. F. Seager told an employer 

that such punishment, "beyond what you would give your own son", was 

unacceptable. He advised that a third person be present as a witness to any 

whipping.112 

The best situations offered "splendid" properties which provided good 

opportunities for learning agricultural skills and employers who took 

training seriously.113 One dairy farmer, considered an excellent employer, 

took his apprentice to the sales to learn the value of stock.114 In reality, most 

of the apprenticeships offered a great deal of repetitive work like feeding 

animals, fetching and chopping wood or milking, with little training. A few 

boys were not trained because they apparently had no aptitude. Patterson, 

noted that Roy was not learning much farming, but "no doubt he is better at 

this place as he does not appear to have the capacity for learning much".115 

Nurse Crawford said that another boy was sent to a farm where there was 

only odd jobs to do because he was "not quite compis mentis". She thought 

that he "would need to be with very kind people as he is perfectly good 

tempered and obliging and easily imposed upon".116 

As with the girls, some employers paid their apprentices' wages willingly 

but others, either stingy or poor, used all sorts of excuses to avoid it.117 They 

might argue that the apprentice was particularly well-fed or clothed and so 

expensive to maintain, or not worth his pay.118 If he had a handicap his 

wages, with the Department's consent, could be reduced.119 Employers often 

failed to bank their apprentice's wages with the Department although they 

might claim they paid pocket money.120 Without evidence, it was more 
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difficult for departmental officials to test the truth of that. One employer 

withheld wages because of a boy's difficult behaviour: 

If he was a good trustworthy Boy I would be only too willing to comply. but he is 

the most aut dateous scamp I ever new. I have kept him against my wife's will. 

where he should be is in the Training School with his companions ... but I made 

up my mind to try and make something good of him.121 

Another employer rationalised her reluctance to pay by claiming it was for 

the apprentice's own good; if boys had too much money they spent it playing 

billiards at the hotel and, "alsort of other things". Some boys, "turn out real 

jail birds after all ones trouble", because their pay was too generous. 122 The 

Department tried to enforce proper wages by not sending boys to employers 

who showed a reluctance to pay. 123 It also pursued cases of non-payment 

vigorously, although if the family had status it could become faint
hearted.124 

Boys' Responses to Management 

Apprentices who responded well to good management were the 

Department's pride. Inspectors noted their progress with pleasure. fohn was 

described by Telford as "a superior kind of boy he is very clean, well 

behaved, obedient and willing".125 Another boy was a ''bright smart lad, 

healthy & cheerful. States he likes his work."126 Arthur was "clean, well 

clothed and tidy & the picture of happiness".127 Pearce recorded his visit to 

see Christopher, an old favourite1 with pleasure: 

There I saw Christopher Ellis in the orchard with a hoe working away like a 

little man. As soon as he recognised me he saluted with his usual smile at the 

same time rising his hat just as if I met him coming home from school. 

One boy expressed gratitude to Charles Seager: "I think you have been a 

good father to me I don't think I am sure".128 On a lower, but still satisfactory 

note, an inspector described another boy as a "good worker" who "knows 

121SWD 11151934-7. 
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how to behave himself in the house." 129 These boys were shining examples; 

deferential, hard working, polite, clean and tidy. Best of all they were 

cheerful, content and grateful, unlikely to become socially disruptive. They 

were, in the Department's view, ideal working-class teenage boys. 

Apprentices' co-operation depended on honest relations. One who 

discovered self-interest behind kindness, became rebellious. When he was 

eleven, Charles was employed by a pastoralist's wife to be a companion to 

her two year old son. It seemed a contented arrangement; the children were 

"very fond of each other" and she became "very fond" of Charles. He, too, 

was "very happy", becoming "fat & rosy". The only sign of unfair treatment 

was that Charles did not go to school because he was wanted to entertain the 

baby during the day. Instead he was taught in the evenings. The employer 

insisted that she was "anxious to implant in him, a desire to grow in 

knowledge, as well as in goodness & stature". Three years later, Charles was 

no longer needed and, so that he could be returned at a time that suited his 

employers, was sent to the Launceston Home for Invalids, a counterpart of 

the New Town Charitable Institution, until a new position was found. His 

behaviour suggests that he felt betrayed. Although his next employer 

described him as a, "very willing, truthful, lad, also strictly honest", he stole 

eight bottles of wine at the following place, and was transferred to the Boys 

Training School. A year later he was sent to Flinders Island where 

"untrustworthiness" remained his worst failing. 130 

Some dissatisfied apprentices wrote to the Department, complained to the 

inspector or went to the police, demonstrating an understanding of their 

rights. However, these official avenues were not commonly used, many 

boys being afraid of reprisals from the employer or a reprimand from the 

secretary. In addition, if an apprentice was taken seriously and moved, the 

next situation might be worse. Instead of making official complaints, many 

boys gave 'cheek', told lies and were 'sullen', or 'impudent'. Apprentices 

were 'lazy', damaged stock, stole the employers' money or possessions, 

visited townships without permission and even absconded. Such 

behaviour, which occurred in both benevolent and abusive situations, could 

be an indictment of what seemed an unjust situation or produced by stress 

from an earlier experience. 

129SWD 1/13/822. 
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Boys often bridled at the restrictions employers placed on them and 

unauthorised outings were one way of challenging them. One boy made a 

particularly ambitious trip overnight to the Mowbray Races, some distance 

from his placement.131 More often these jaunts consisted of visits to 

townships where boys could mix with friends of their own choice and 

perhaps go to the hotel. 132 Since the Department's purpose was to separate 

these teenagers from 'bad companions', such visits were an anathema. Even 

so some boys got away with it, at least for a while. Bernard pretended to be 

well behaved, completely duping the inspector, who was pleased with the 

boy's efforts to save for a bicycle. Shortly afterwards, the employer 

discovered that he was the ringleader of some South Arm larrikins, the 

bicycle probably getting him to the action all the more quickly. Daly 

threatened him with the Boys Training School, suggesting that "instead of 

going out too often at night read books and try to improve yourself". 

Bernard protested that he was being made a scapegoat because he was a 

neglected child, but got little sympathy.133 

All teenage boys had to attend the night drill, introduced by the 

Commonwealth government in 1911. This caused problems because it 

involved going to townships at night, providing opportunities to mix with 

"bad company" .134 One employer asked Packer if his apprentice could be 

excused the drill as he, "is inclined to be a little troublesome & I'm afraid it 

wouldn't improve him". The venue was near the hotel and the boy would 

have to mix with "all sorts". However, he had to attend because it was a 

legal requirement.135 Another employer complained that the drill was the 

"ruination of all boys" even those with parents, "alive and well able to look 

after them", because they had to "mix up with the common class". His 

apprentice was supposed to be home at ten but always stayed out late, once 

till eleven-thirty, smoked cigarettes and used bad language. His employer 

threatened him with gaol which "frightened him a bit" and asked the 

inspector to speak to him. Later he was arrested for using bad language and 

the magistrate's court "admonished" him without recording a conviction. 

The behaviour continued as before. In reality, this employer had little power 

131SWD 1/11/710-2. 
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over the situation since he was reluctant to return an apprentice who 

Patterson said was "a big fellow & very useful on the farm" .136 

For some apprentices, wages were the major issue. Hubert told the 

Department that he was "quite satisfied" with his situation until his 

employer refused to pay him an agreed bonus for digging potatoes. Hubert 

wrote that: "Of course he will try and get out of it if he can". The employer 

flatly refused to pay, ostensibly because Hubert's work was not worth his 

board.137 Another boy, whose pocket money was not paid, became 

unmanageable and his employer temporarily returned him because he was 

"no use to me". They were reconciled although it is not clear if the 

apprentice ever got his money. 138 A blacksmith did not pay pocket money 

because he thought that the indenture rules were "strict and expensive", but 

promised that the boy would be "well cared for and clothed". The 

Department agreed, probably because they hoped he would learn 

blacksmithing. However, the boy absconded, escaping completely on a 

fourth attempt. 139 Even boys who were paid the correct amount might be 

dissatisfied. Cyril left his employer's farm because he was jealous of a young 

man, occasionally employed there for a good wage. He later returned, sorry 

for his action, claiming it was "the best place he ever had" .140 

Some apprentices found threats, nagging and lack of respect more galling 

than anything else. The apprentice of a puisne judge's wife absconded, 

because, she said, "he had to be reprimanded for his work". The boy 

countered that he had to drag wood from the bush and once, pluck a smelly 

turkey, but he disliked the nagging most. Since the end of his first fortnight, 

the wife and older children were, "constantly getting on to me about the 

garden not being done, about the horse not getting fat, and about there not 

being sufficient wood in the house". 141 He was moved. Another boy, worked 

at some tea gardens, doing long hours, and was not properly clothed. Yet he 

was most upset because his employer's wife was "crabby". Telford 

discounted the complaint because the apprentice had saved enough to buy a 

bicycle.142 Boys may not have lil<ed being told what to do by women. They 
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might also be upset if asked to do women's work. One "seemed very 

disappointed" with his new position because he had to do indoor chores. 143 

Many state boys may have endured abuse silently because of low self-esteem, 

wounded pride or fear of reprisals. Moreover, since beatings of children 

were commonplace, others just accepted it. 144 These silences make it 

impossible to know how many state children suffered. Sometimes 

disruptive behaviour signalled physical abuse as when a boy killed his 

employer's chickens causing further, excessive, punishment. 14
.:; The 

Department did uncover and tackle some abuse. Boys might tell relatives or 

their foster mother who contacted the secretary or an inspector. 146 

Statements from absconders often revealed the truth, resulting in removal 

to another position.147 Absconding could be an attempt to get something 

done. 

Some apprentices who were severely hurt went to the police.148 Vernon, 

mistreated at 6 pm, was in the police station forty-five minutes later, crying, 

with two lumps on his head, a bruise on his shoulder and ears reddened 

from twisting. A bucket of milk had been thrown over him. The police 

wanted to prosecute his employer but Seager, presumably to avoid publicity, 

refused. Instead, after some delay, Vernon was transferred to another 

place.149 Oscar went to the police after his fourth beating. His back, arms and 

legs were, allegedly, "literally a mass of bruises" from hitting with a whip. 

He had not been to the police before in case he was flogged again. This 

employer was prosecuted and convicted. 150 

In boys' statements, other abuses would frequently emerge. One apprentice 

claimed that although there were horses to cart wood, his employer forced 

him to do it; he was not given time to eat his meals, was sworn at 

continuously and the dog kept attacking him.151 Another boy worked from 
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five or six in the morning until ten or eleven at night, every day including 

Sundays. Complaints about food and clothing were often made because 

apprentices knew that the Department would sympathise. 152 

Employers' reactions to public exposure (or the threat of it) of their abuse of 

apprentices varied. Although one expressed contrition in court, more 

commonly there were counter-accusations.153 An apprentice, who had been 

beaten, was described in a letter from his employer, as a "profesenal lyer", 

accused of stealing a £1 note and then absconding from fear of discovery. 

Even so, he wanted the boy returned. The Department was doubtful about 

the boy's story, but his foster mother took up his case, asking for better 

evidence than the employer's letter before she believed "that there was ever 

such a pound note in existence". She continued: 

Mr Conrades seems anxious to get the lad back again. I think however that if the 

lad was as bad as Mr Conrades' letter would imply he would think himself 

cheaply rid of him for a one pound note & be glad to see the back of him. 

The boy was removed from Mr. Conrades and apprenticed to his foster 

mother .154 

Another employer, knowing the enormity of the injuries she had inflicted 

on her apprentice, and that he had gone to the police, tried to pre-empt 

trouble by asking the Department to remove him. He was, "a real bad boy-£ 

thief a liar, dirty & lazy''. Later, police inquiries were yet more evidence of 

his nuisance value; when they carne to investigate, "we were all subjected to 

a most undignified questioning". In court some witnesses took her side. 

Robert Venus, brother to the boy's foster mother and superintendent of the 

Launceston Invalid Depot, gave him a bad character. A doctor minimised 

the injuries by claiming that he bruised easily. However, in giving his 

judgement, the magistrate said that he must ensure, "that a ward of the 

State had justice, as much as any other child". A fine of £20 was levied along 

with costs and the apprentice was transferred. 155 
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Employers who abused children commonly portrayed themselves as kind at 

heart but pushed to the limits. One man said that he "gave the lad every 

chance" but: "unless I am continually watching him he is absolutely useless. 

He disobeys me openly to my face". A final straw was the boy's alleged 

insolence to the man's wife, who had "shielded" him because he was a state 

child. The man was "so annoyed I gave him a sound thrashing with a whip 

unfortunately leaving some marks on him". He wrote to the Department 

because the boy had gone to the police, and "they of course not knowing the 

circumstances" would be in touch. The apprentice was returned to him, and 

beaten again. The employer was then taken to court, fined £3 with costs, and 

the boy was transferred. His next employer was evidently patient, but did 

not get any co-operation. The apprentice took hours to get the cows, 

sometimes trying to ride them about the paddock. When lent a horse to go 

to church, he rode off; if sent on foot, he emptied the neighbour's snares. He 

threw stones at tethered dogs and pigs. When spoken to he "defies a person 

to stop him ... [He] jeers & taunts when spoken to & refers to having had one 

man fined". The boy apparently hoped that his behaviour would lead to his 

transferral, with a holiday in between, as had happened before. He was sent 

horne to his mother, the Department having lost control. 156 

State children had little choice over their apprenticeships and this in itself 

was enough to make some rebellious. Others had already led disrupted lives 

and the stress produced by this was probably another cause of unco

operative behaviour. In addition, many of them were exposed to a lack of 

respect, neglect, and even physical or sexual abuse. This was far from the 

aim of departmental officials who wanted fair treatment of their apprentices 

so that they would grow up to be useful, contented citizens. However, the 

Department's limited ability to protect its apprentices meant that they often 

did it for themselves, with varying degrees of success. In the process some 

became marginalised so that the aims of state care were undermined. 

1~WD 1/17/1001. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

11 As MY OWN CHILD": THE ADOPTION OF STATE 

WARDS 

In September 1914, the Neglected Children's Department received a letter 

from Mrs. Blackaby, grandmother of Albert, aged eight, a state ward boarded

out in Launceston, with his older brother, Ernest. She asked to adopt him 

arguing that: 

I have a very comfortable home he will not want for nothing and at the end of 

time my will will be left to him so that I will never trouble the Government any 

more. I will school him and buy him does and plenty to eat and send him to 

sunday school and Church enfact take him as my own Child. 

Mrs. Blackaby and her husband lived in a two room hut in Detention and 

depended on the old age pension for income. The children's mother, a 

deserted wife, had recently died a "pauper patient". The application was 

refused because, according to the police, the grandmother was 11not a fit 

person to have charge of a child". 

There was another application to adopt Albert when he was fourteen. Ernest 

had been apprenticed to a farmer, Ted Jones, near Meander and Albert 

stayed with his son, James, for a holiday in 1920. James asked to adopt Albert 
saying that it was 11his desire as well as mine". Since he thought that the boy 

was small and delicate, he offered him a home but no wages. The request 

was refused. James, keen to adopt the boy, offered the old scale of wages and 

finally the new, higher one, but by then Albert had been placed elsewhere. 

By 1925, according to his employer, he had '1turned out splendid11 and was 

going to have his own block at Roger River .1 

Under the Neglected Children and Youthful Offenders Act, as the guardian 

of state children, the secretary of the Neglected Children1
S Department, had 

the power to place them with 11Some suitable person who may be willing to 

take charge of such ward". The Act also provided for a more permanent 

arrangement by which the carer became the child1s legal guardian, to the 

exclusion of any other, by an order of the governor-in-council. Visits and 

inspections by the Department still had to be allowed, and an approval of 

1SWD 1/22/1224-5. 
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guardianship could be revoked if the carer proved unsatisfactory. If the 

guardian wanted to surrender a child, two justices had to make an order 

returning her (or him) to the Department.2 Until the Adoption of Children 

Act was passed in 1920, this was the legal arrangement that most closely 

resembled adoption, as we understand it today. Even then, the guardian did 

not have a parent's autonomy because they had to allow inspections. 

In practice, secretaries did not arrange adoptions by order of the governor-in

council, relying instead on their own, less formal powers, to place children 

in homes which they considered suitable; an arrangement that was probably 

more expedient and less likely to result in legal wrangles. It was referred to 

as adoption (and in that sense has already been discussed in this thesis), yet 

although an agreement was signed, the secretary remained the guardian, 

apprenticing the child to the adoptive parent at school leaving age. When 

the Department was first established, adoptions and apprenticeships were 

closely intertwined. For instance, .the original adoption form included 

provisions for wages of 6d a week, to be banked with the Department, for the 

child to receive at the age of twenty-one.3 Moreover, sometimes the form 

for an apprenticeship was signed but the arrangement was referred to as an 

adoption.4 The exact number of annual adoptions is difficult to gauge since 

annual reports do not give systematic figures. However, they were few 

compared to boarded-out or apprenticeship placements.5 

In the standard contract prospective adoptive parents promised to provide 

the child with "good and sufficient meat, drink, lodging, bedding and 

wearing apparel and all other things necessary for the said child until he is 

eighteen years of age". Children were kept at school until school leaving age, 

unless exempted by an order of the governor-in-council. They had to attend 

the church and Sunday School of their religion.6 If inspectors found the 

home unsatisfactory, the child was surrendered to the Department again, 

with a good supply of clothing. A clergyman or magistrate certified that the 

Weglected Children and Youthful Offenders Act (1896) 60 Victoria No. 24. 
3SWD 1/2/127. 
4SWD 1/2/137. 
5Some annual reports give the number of children adopted at the time of committal, between 
one and three a year. However, children were also adopted from within the Department and 
their numbers are not usually given unless the secretary wanted to discuss the policy. 
Neglected Children's Department Annual Reports (1898) PP No. 33; (1899) No. 26; (1906) No. 
2; (1908) No. 46; (1913) No. 28; (1914) No. 42; (1915) No. 28. 
~WD 1/19/1108. 
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adopting parents were, "of sober habits and kindly character and fit persons 

to be entrusted with the charge and moral training of a boy"(or girl)? 

Adoption was often used to provide prospective employers with children's 

labour before they reached the legal age for apprenticeships. Secretaries 

thought that even these potentially exploititive situations were a 

worthwhile risk because they might result in a good, perhaps permanent, 

home; the best prospect of assimilation. Better still were the opportunities 

offered by the gradual trend towards adopting state wards into families, 

often middle-class, where they were wanted for their own sakes; a 

commodification of childhood instead of children's labour. In endorsing 

these applications, secretaries affirmed the growing belief that working-class 

children were entitled to the imagined carefree, nurtured existence of 

middle-class children. Most adopted children were orphaned or deserted but 

even if their natural parents had shown a recent interest they were seldom 

consulted. Since they were believed to be parental failures, secretaries 

behaved as if their children were orphaned.8 As in other placements, 

children had no choice about their adoption.9 Adoptive parents did not 

have to be paid, a useful financial saving to an underfunded Department 

and further incentive to the practice. 

Adoption was risky because young children were usually placed in rural 

areas where cheap labour was needed and, until a rural inspector was 

appointed in 1915, inspection was limited to a police visit every one or two 

years. Ironically, rural placements had been abandoned for boarded-out 

children, because it was thought that erratic inspection compromised their 

safety.10 Even city foster mothers, well known to the Department, had to 

return their children, if they moved to the country.11 Rural applicants were 

7SWD 1/2/127; 1/2/86. 
8SWD 1/1/85; 1/8/482-5; 1/13/814; 1/12/786; 1/7/421; 1/6/407; 1/10/615-8. One child was 
committed because her aunt could not support her and since she lived in the country where 
inspection was irregular, her application for a boarding-out allowance was refused. Yet the 
child was later adopted by a rural family. SWD 1/16/97. 
9This was not always true. According to the inspecting nurse, one girl, thought suitable for 
adoption as a companion for the wife of a man with independent means, was "so overwhelmed 
with grief at leaving her foster mother, that I am afraid she would not be very suitable for 
adoption". SWD 1/24/1328. 
10SWD1/7 /474; 1/3/164; 1/2/121; 1/6/351. For a discussion about inspection see "The 
Inspection of State Children" in Chapter 4. 
nswD 1/15/958. This policy was different to that of boarding-out schemes elsewhere. ln 
Britain it was believed that a wholesome country life would be a good reforming influence on 
city children. In South Australia, rural homes were also preferred. Catherine Spence 
criticised Tasmania because she thought that the homes in suburban Hobart must be 
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unknown and departmental officials could never be certain of their 

suitability; police inquiries or letters from local clergy were not absolute 

guarantees. Officials were caught between a belief that children should not 

be exploited, the scarcity of applicants who would not do so, and a limited 

number of homes in the boarding-out system. A complicating factor was the 

growing practice of affective adoption. Secretaries, especially Addison, saw 

these as unique opportunities and did not want to undermine them with 

intrusive questions. As a result they allowed themselves to be reassured by 

promises of parental affection, even though these were known to be 

unreliable. 

The Blackaby story, which opened this chapter, illustrates how a line might 

be drawn between acceptable and unacceptable applicants. Impoverished 

homes, like Mrs. Blackaby's, were thought most likely to exploit a child's 

labour and to fail in the provision of basic necessities, so they were rejected. 

Similarly, ]ames Jones' application to adopt Albert without wages seems to 

have been unacceptable, although, this was not always the case. 

Prospective adoptive parents shaped their applications so that they appealed 

to the secretary. Mrs. Blackaby told Addison that Albert would be well fed 

and housed, as well as sent to school and church although is unlikely that 

she could have provided for him materially as her letter suggested. james 

]ones, the second applicant for Albert, also suggested that he was motivated 

by affection. However, he probably wanted to get Albert's labour for as little 

as possible, which, again, the secretary seems to have realised. During 

Seager's administration, this might not have precluded the adoption, but 

subsequent secretaries were more strict. 

In families where children were adopted for their own sakes, more 

permanent arrangements were often wanted, although departmental 

officials did not use the governor-in-council provision to secure them. 

Occasionally natural parents were persuaded to sign an agreement 

relinquishing all claim to the child and while these probably lacked legal 

force, there would have been a psychological effect that reassured the 

unsuitable, perhaps as a legacy of convictism, and that state children were too close to 
"unworthy relatives". Seager responded that Tasmania had an advantage over the other 
states because the smaller population meant that children could be boarded-out in Hobart and 
Launceston in full public view. Catherine Spence, State Children in Australia: A History of 
Boarding Out and its Developments, Adelaide, 1907, pp.126-7. Seager's response is in CSD 
22/107/92/10/07. 
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adopting parentY During Addison's administration, single mothers were 

often asked permission before their babies were adopted. They were told that 

adoption offered the child a good opportunity and that although the identity 

of the adoptive parents must be withheld, they could be sure that a good 

home had been found.B 

Seager favoured adoptions, even at the risk of children's safety, because they 

saved money. In 1909, he was relieved when Pearce found adoptive homes 

for four orphaned children in the same district, and told him to send extra 

clothing with them, "if we are fortunate enough to get them off our 

hands".14
• He allowed a child to be adopted and taken to Sydney to be re

adopted by a wealthy couple who were unknown to the Department. Pearce 

disapproved, noting that the first adopting parent would "be held 

responsible to the State for the child", which was not true since the 

Department had no jurisdiction outside Tasmania. 15 In another instance, 

Seager returned a girl, aged nine, to her father who had found an adoptive 

home for her by advertising in the Mercury. Once again, Pearce disapproved, 

arguing that the adopting mother was not "suitable" because she had six 

children of her own and "cannot rear one". She had just been in the 

Hospital for the Insane and was "unable to do for herself", so undoubtedly 

wanted the child for housework. Pearce thought the father had "acted 

unwisely. If he asked to get her adopted through the Department, as I 

suggested some time back when he wrote about it before a good home might 

have been found for her".16 

Packer's belief in humane efficiency required consistency in care; if the 

training and inspection of boarded-out children was important, then that of 

others was equally so. As a result he usually opposed adoptions, telling one 

woman who applied for her sister, aged five, that the "policy of adopting 

wards of the Department is not encouraged". 17 Addison, like Seager, 

favoured the practice and tried to reverse the decision when he became 

secretary.18 He saw adoption as "a splendid means of dealing with orphan 

12SWD 1/8/580-1; 1/7 /461; 1/12/772. 
1~WD 1/26/1422; 1/26/1401. 
1~WD 1/12/759-62. 
1SSWD 1/9/597. 
1~WD 1/11/717-8. 
17SWD 1/18/1046. 
1SSWD 1/18/1046. 
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children, both for the child's sake and from an economic standpoint" .19 He 

believed that most adopted children were so content that they took their 

adoptive parents' name.20 Adoption was safe because it was only permitted 

when "it has been ascertained that the application has been made for the 

love of a child, and not from mercenary motives". He claimed that 

applications for children over nine were refused in case their labour was 

exploited.21 This policy was not always followed. In 1916, two brothers, aged 

eleven and twelve, were adopted.22 

Adopting Parents 

Adopting parents were usually rural people. There were farmers, 

orchardists, a milk vendor, a rural post mistress, the wife of a wood cutter 

and a family living at the Dobsons' Village Settlement at Southport.23 The 

families were sometimes comparatively wealthy. Both a grazier and a legal 

manager for a Launceston shipping, mining, house, land and commission 

agency adopted children.24 Foster mothers, (who will be discussed later), and 

a few other people, usually relatives, applied for a specific child, as Mrs. 

Blackaby did.25 

Applicants usually hoped for companionship, and usefulness, while boys 

were sometimes seen as protectors.26 One was adopted to keep a woman 

with two small children "company" while her husband was away, and 

another to accompany a little girl to school.27 Girls' help in the house was a 

component of 'companionship'. For one it included "plenty of outdoor 

exercise in the shape of working amongst fruit which can be pleasant and 

healthy" .28 In 1904, a ten-year-old girl was adopted by a man to help in the 

house and to provide company for his wife who had diabetes. They wanted 

"to take a girl that had no home & she would be looked upon more as an 

adopted than any other". Help with the housework must have been a 

motivation, because the couple were disappointed that the girl was smaller 

19Neglected Children's Department Annual Report (1913-14) PP No. 42. 
20Neglected Children's Department Annual Report (1914-15) PP No. 28. 
2Weglected Children's Department Annual Report (1913-14) PP No. 42. 
22SWD 1/13/812-3. 
nswn 1/2/137; 1/2/127; 1/6/407; 1/8/550; 1/8/550; 1/8/486; 1/12/801-2; 1/4/251-2. 
24SWD 1/5/291; 1/1/85. 
25When her sister died, one woman applied for her child. SWD 1/25/349. 
2~WD 1/12/801-2; 1/15/956-7; 1/16/350; 1/23/1260-1. 
27SWD 1/2/127; 1/8/486. 
2SSWD 1/16/350; 1/2/137. 
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than expected.29 Applicants did not state the type of labour required if they 

thought that officials would disapprove. Assisting milk vendors was never 

mentioned, although it occurred, because officials considered it particularly 

unsuitable, since it was heavy work, and involved early rising so that 

children fell asleep at school.30 Some people preferred adoption to 

apprenticeships because the children were younger, more manageable and 

therefore easily trained.31 As one said, "I have great hopes of getting one 

young thats when they will be trained more to our ways of cleanliness".32 

The reluctance of apprentices' employers to pay wages re-emerged amongst 

adoptive parents. A woman who adopted a girl, aged twelve, said that she 

could not pay wages, but "she will live in the house with us & be brought up 

as one of the family fed and clothed well & when there is money to spare 

she will have her share".33 Such arrangements only worked if adopted 

children were regarded as genuine family members, entitled to participate in 

material successes. Adoptive parents often refused to pay wages because they 

expected some recompense for the cost of raising the child; especially that of 

schooling. Grace, adopted in 1908, when she was nine, still did not receive 

wages at sixteen because she had been kept at school for three years and 

"during that time she was very little use to us". Her adoptive parents said 

they "kept her dean and comfortable and a good supply of clothes and when 

she goes any where she is supplied with money". She was also given 3d a 

week, which Addison said was not enough since she was capable of earning 

8s to lOs. However, the family were adamant, and the inspector, T. S. 

Telford, supported them because she was "very well treated" and, "if she 

wants money at any time she has only to ask for it and she has never been 

refused" .34 Sometimes secretaries agreed that children were indebted to their 

adoptive parents. Once Addison refused to return an adolescent boy to his 

natural mother because the adopting mother was "due some consideration 

in view of the fact that she has maintained the boy at her own expense for 

four and a half years".35 

29SWD 1/16/350. 
30SWD 1/11/741-2; 1/8/550-2. 
31SWD 1/8/482-5. 
32SWD 1/13/814-5. 
3~WD 1/2/137. 
34SWD 1/11/708-9. 
3SSWD 1/21/117. 
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Children might be sent to school reluctantly. One woman feared that it 

would undermine her boy's usefulness. When the school leaving age was 

raised to fourteen in 1912, she told the secretary that, "if I have to send him 

until 14 years, I will not get much good from him, as I have trouble to keep 

him at work now".36 A few parents evaded schooling altogether. Beatrice, 
adopted by the post-mistress at Bream Creek, stayed at home to look after the 

children.37 A boy adopted as a companion was in such a remote spot (near 

Wynyard) that he did not go to school or Sunday school and remained 

illiterate.38 In contrast, a Huon adopting mother requested a twelve to 

fourteen year old boy to help in the house and orchard, but planned to keep 

him at school until he was fifteen. Like her, he must be a non-Anglican 

protestant, because she wanted, "to have him constantly under my eye" .39 

People who adopted children for affective reasons were usually wealthier 

than other applicants. Since they wanted a child that would be a credit to 

them, more attention was paid to sex, parentage and colouring.40 One couple 

wanted a girl with a "nice appearance" because they planned to bring her up 

to town from time to time.41 A photo could be requested after which 

prospective parents might reject the child.42 Orphans were preferred because 

their natural parents could not remain interested in them, becoming a 

nuisance. Sometimes a trial run was made. In 1901, Pearl, age nine, lived 

with an affluent Launceston family for three months, before they decided to 

keep her. Her adoptive father said that: 

I feel sure the child will feel very contented & happy, as she seems to have quite 

settled down here. I have had a chat to Pearl yesterday when we were a II 

together & she said she dont want to go to any others home, but always be where 

she is.43 

Such parents worked hard to teach middle-class values to their adoptive 

children so that as adults they would deport themselves accordingly, use an 

inheritance wisely and, if boys, go into a profession. It was sometimes feared 

that adopted children might have hereditary deficiencies that would 

3fiSWD 1/12/759-62. 
37SWD 1/8/482-5. 
3SSWD 1/2/127. 
39SWD 1/22/1214 . 
.WSWD 1/28/1486. 
41SWD 1/12/786 . 
.USWD 1/24/1328; 1/24/1335. 
~WDl/1/85. 
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undermine these aspirations. An Anglican clergyman, whose wife had 

"independent means" wanted to adopt a baby boy, "legitimately born of 

course, healthy & an orphan preferred". Packer, who usually opposed 

adoptions, thought this was a good opportunity, but did not have any babies 

with married parents. The clergyman agreed to an ex-nuptial child but said 

that: 

it must be healthy and intelligent and not of criminal antecedents- you see, it is 

this way, sir, we are childless and want a dear little mite to care for and bring up 

& give a good education as any but the trouble is to get the right 'material' to 

work with- that is we want a child who will be smart and intelligent. 

The couple changed their minds and did not meet their child in Launceston 

as arranged. He was boarded-out, an apparently happy outcome, since he 

still lived with his foster mother when he was thirty-two.44 

These parents were often keen to establish a complete break with their 

children's origins. Before one woman took her adopted son away, Pearce 

said that she, ''brought all new things for him and put them on him and 

threw away all his old clothes, he left here like a little gentleman".45 

Inspections were unwelcome because they were a reminder of the past, and 

undermined the parents' autonomy.46 In December 1901, the inquiring 

officer found that Pearl, adopted by the Launceston family, was "treated as 

own child, learning music". They asked that inspections stop, which they 

did in 1902.47 Maude, aged nine, was adopted in 1910. In 1915, Telford said 

that her adoptive mother was: 

in very good circumstances and has a beautiful home, she has adopted Maude 

Kelly as her own child and she is now known as Miss Maude Anderson, she 

appears to have every comfort she could wish for in fact when I called she was 

having her music lessons. 

Mrs. Anderson asked him not to "speak to or question the girl, as she did 

not wish her to be reminded of her previous circumstances". He agreed, 

.WSWD 1/14/889; for the story of this child's committal see "Getting Help from the 
Department" in Chapter 9. 
~WD 1/9/580-1. 
46A letter written to the premier, Walter Lee, in 1920, from a man who wished to adopt a 
child, instead of being registered as a foster parent, shows the importance of autonomy. He 
and his wife wanted "the same freedom as [a] parent has with a child of his own by 
birth ... As a parent is not called upon to give account until he has failed in his duty to his 
child we hope this confidence may be placed in us- otherwise we feel hampered in our best 
efforts for the little one who has been given us". CSD 22/247/46/4/20. 
47SWD 1/1/85. 
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since "with the appearance of the girl herself and the home she was in I 

considered it neither necessary nor advisable to do so" .48 Music lessons 

always impressed inspectors, because they were an additional, voluntary 

expense which seemed to indicate a genuine interest in the child.49 

Children and their Adoptive Parents 

Some children seemed happy in their adoptive homes. Beatrice, adopted by 

the Bream Creek post mistress, did not mind missing school and told the 

police that she "loves Mrs. Bell who is very kind to her" .50 Wallace, 

described by the police as "a bright intelligent lad", was content on King 

Island, with his adoptive father, a grazier.51 Kenneth's adoptive father wrote 

proudly that: 

Your Little Mountain Man Kenneth is as good as fine gold he says he wont smoke 

wont drink and is bidible he has been well trained and we didint need to grease 

his feet to make him stop he goes to school quite happy and got his first fight 

over now he is good chums with all of them. 

Later Patterson found the parents indulgent, reporting that Kenneth "states 

he is well treated, & certainly looks it, being very fat".52 Kennneth said that: 

I like the place very much ... I like going out in the cart There is a good few cows 

and horses down here and plenty of food for them and you may depend there is 

plenty of beef and bacon to eat and eggs too ... You seem to know what is good for 

me when you put me at such a place and I feel as happy as the day is long Mrs 

Foot is very kind to all the animals even to flies.53 

Other children, if they did not see their adoptive parents as family, felt 

secure with them. Eighteen-year-old Grace, was refused permission to 

return to her natural father, but Addison suggested she might look for a 

position that paid more than the 9d a week she got from her adoptive 

parents. Grace replied: 

4SSWD 1/10/675-8. 
49Sometimes apprenticed children had music lesson too, which always pleased inspectors. 
SWD 1/13/812-3. 
50SWD 1/8/482-5. 
51SWD 1/5/291. 
52SWD 1/20/1143. 
53gWD 1/20/1143. 
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I do not wish to obtain another situation as 1 do not care to go away where I have 

no one belonging to me. As no doubt it may be better in your mind for me to seek a 

situation elsewhere but you could hardly expect a girl so young to go ... elsewhere 

but at my Father's where I would have a Friend and Protection if I wanted it.54 

Ellen wanted to return to her adoptive home after her ex-nuptial baby was 

born. The birth was at the New Town Charitable Institution, where Ellen 

became the matron's servant. Packer wanted her to stay there, but Ellen 

argued that: "Of course it is very nice with matron, but nothing satisfies you 

like your own home does it. Look Mr. Packer if I was at the King's place I 

wouldnt be contented". A year later she asked to leave her adoptive home 

because she was not allowed out, received no wages and the mother ill

treated the child.55 

Adopted children's youth, lowly status as state wards, the Department's 

reduced interest in them, and the perception that they had no protectors, 

meant that they might be harshly treated, even more so than apprentices. 

Like them, they were told that if they had a problem they should write to the 

Department or tell the inspector or police. Such complaints had mixed 

results. Daniel, who told the police and neighbours that his adoptive 

mother was "very unkind to him & beats him very much", was removed. 56 

Alternatively, Percy, when inspected by Patterson, said he was "well treated 

& getting on alright, but afterwards said he would not mind a change". His 

complaint was muted so no action was taken, but he probably was 

mistreated since he later became "unmanageable" although he stayed in the 

home.57 It was risky for children to complain in case they, not the adoptive 

parent, were construed as the culprit. Victor, continually late to school 

because he delivered milk, told his teachers that he was overworked and 

they complained to the Department. His adoptive mother said that the boy 

was a truant and lying about his workload. She was believed and Nurse 

Crawford made Victor promise to be a ''better boy". Later, badly beaten by his 

adoptive mother, he absconded and was placed in the Boys Training 

School.58 

MSWD 1/11/708-9. 
5SSWD 1/8/486. 
5SSWD 1/7/421. 
57SWD 1/12/772. 
5SSWD 1/11/741-2. 
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Some unhappy children did not complain, probably because, like 

apprentices, they were unsure of the proper channels or lacked sufficient 

confidence.59 Sometimes they wanted to stay with siblings. Dora and Essie 
had been adopted by one family. When she was thirteen, Essie became so 

'disobedient' that her adoptive mother asked the Department to move her: 

She is both deceitful a thief & worst of all a champion liar She uses our 

telephone & ring to some fellows on LaTrobe to oome out at night & after we are 

all in bed she sneaks out. 

Essie was subdued by the threat of separation from Dora, who had fits, later 

writing: "I have far too good a home to think of leaving. Mum is very good 

to me in every way, & I have a very delicate sister living here & I couldn't 

leave Mum & her for anything" .60 

Similar motives may have led Bernard to remain silent. In 1916, when he 

and his brother were twelve and eleven, they had been adopted by a 

neighbouring mother and daughter. Herbert, in the care of the mother, was 

carefully nurtured, but Bernard was overworked and physically abused. In 

1918, a neighbour told the police that he was always "ill clad" and that she 

had heard him "screaming as if getting a severe thrashing". Bernard was 

brought into the Department and wrote, "of his own free will", that he had 

been treated "very good", had a "good bed to sleep in", had "only been beat 

three times", went to school "nearly" every day and saw his brother every 

Sunday. Addison, decided that there was insufficient evidence for a 

transferral. In 1921, the boy asked to be removed because "I am getting ill 

treated and she kicked me in the head". Residents said he was frightened of 

his adoptive mother and ran both ways on errands to avoid punishment. 

He had been struck with a broom for not doing enough hoeing, and minded 

the children for long hours while the mother socialised. He washed dishes 

and scrubbed floors until nine o'clock at night. Patterson removed Bernard 

the same day and sent him to a farm at South Arm where he became much 

healthier.61 

Sometimes adoptive parents watched children too closely for them to 

complain. In 1915, eight year old Thelma was adopted by a Huon woman. 

59SWD 1/18/1064. 
WSWD 1/12/759-62. 
61SWD 1/13/812-3. He later became the leader of the South Arm larrikins. See "Boys' 
Responses to Management" in Chapter 6. 
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Four years later officials became concerned about her poor school attendance 

and neighbours' complaints that Thelma and another child were left alone 

at night. Prompted by their inquiries, Thelma, wrote Charles Seager a 

cheerful letter ending: 

I like the country much better than the Town. I have been on the foal's back. he 

stood on his hind legs but he could not get me off. I have written this my self but I 

have had a little help with the spelling. 

Undoubtedly, Thelma's hand was guided by her adoptive mother, regarding 

content and expression. A letter written eight years later had more spelling 

mistakes and was awkwardly expressed. Yet Seager replied to the earlier 

letter: 

I can see that you are learning to write nicely, and I hope you will write to me 

again. When you do please tell me if you go to school, or how you are being 

taught as I have felt rather anxious about your education .... You must be quite a 

good rider to be able to stay on the foal's back whilst he stood on his hind legs, 

I'm afraid I should have been thrown off, as I cannot ride a horse. 

He signed himself "your sincere friend". In 1923, Thelma alleged that her 

adoptive mother was cruel and the father sexually abusive. However, a 

Salvation Army officer said she "did not impress me as being a very reliable 

person", and a policeman did not think that the adoptive father could 

"misconduct himself as alleged". The mother said she was "mental". Even 

Seager did not believe Thelma. Yet these were powerful allegations; too 

serious to invent, and modern research suggests that children seldom lie 

about sexual abuse. Thelma was placed in the Salvation Army Home and 

over time, attitudes towards her softened, which suggests that she was 

eventually believed. Her last letter to Seager, written in 1927, was cheerful. 

She was in the Huon again: 

I am made as one of there own and have a good time and not much work to do and 

plenty of time to do it in and I go where they go to in the Motor Cars with them. 

Her adoptive mother had asked her to go back, "but I said no and she 

brocking up be couse I wasint go back up with her and she did not like it and 

I whent my way and that is all I can think of this". Thelma was married that 
year.62 

62SWD 1/16/972. 
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As Thelma showed, letter writing was an unreliable monitor of children's 

well being. Claude was told by Charles Seager to write, "any time he is in 

trouble", but did not, and when he was visiting a neighbour he "did break 

up when he was leaving, it was heart rending to hear him sobbing going 

down the hill". He said that he was sometimes beaten, but afraid to tell the 

Department because his adoptive mother had said that, if he did, he would 

be sent to the training school. The neighbour gave him a stamped envelope 

so that he could write to the secretary but he was afraid to take it. He was 

eventually transferred to a happier place.63 

Without reliable avenues of protest, children resorted to other means. One 

girl was sexually assaulted by the son of the household but the Department 

took no action because the parents sent him away. Their praise of the girl 

perhaps betrayed some resentment. She was, "as good as we can expect, from 

reports of girls corning from the home a most willing girl, a good riser, & is 

very handy at farm or garden work, independent of the housework". She 

did not complain, at the time, but left three years later, in the middle of the 

apple season. The father complained that "it means money to me, for which 

I have laboured 12 months to get the fruit, & it will be a sin if I have to loose 

a lot of it through a freak of a gir 1". 64 

Other children's 'disobedience' disrupted the household. One woman 

complained that five-year-old Walter "will not do one thing he is told & 

even when I am washing his face he holds his breath & kicks & splutters 

about''. He was returned.65 Violet was "such a bad tempered child" that her 

adoptive mother feared she would hurt herself or the children she looked 

after. She later became "uncontrollable" although in a new horne was well 

behaved.66 Mrs. Hosking complained that her girl was "very careless with 

her clothes I dont like to see her untidy & dirty like she was when she came 

to me, her head most filthy". Three siblings, all well behaved, had been 

adopted to other families in the district, so that the police thought that it, 

"very strang that Mrs Hosking should happen to [be] so unfortunate to take 

the black sheep I cannot help thinking that Mrs Hosking has spoiled this 

child herself". She was eventually rernoved.67 
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Adoption by Foster Mothers 

Pearce thought it was "most painful" to see the distress of both foster parent 

and child when faced with separation caused by an apprenticeship.68 In 1908, 

two unmarried sisters were so upset about losing a foster son that they "cry 

like children". They were allowed to adopt him since two other adopted 

sons had, "turned out steady young men" .69 Many other foster mothers 

sought adoption in similar circumstances. Departmental officials were 

sympathetic, believing that the foster mother was entitled to the wages and 

assistance of children which they had raised. 

The attachment between mothers and children was especially strong if 

fostering had been since babyhood and departmental officials were 

sympathetic.70 jane was boarded-out to Mrs. Meredith as an eighteen

month-old baby in 1893. When she was twelve, the secretary decided to 

apprentice her, but Mrs. Meredith sought an adoption since, "having reared 

her from her infancy, we are very much attached to the child, & would not 

care to see her pass into other hands, as we have always cared & looked after 

her as one of our own"?1 Twelve-year-old Lena, fostered by Mrs. Clements 

since babyhood, was chosen to become a domestic servant for the wife of "a 

prominent government official". The Clements asked to keep her even 

though they could not afford the adoption for another two years. Nurse 

Heathorn supported them because it was "only rational she [Mrs. Clements] 
should become attached when, she had also had the trouble of rearing her, a 

delicate baby, and now when she is becoming useful it seems very hard she 

should be expected to part with her". Lena had gone to the family just after 

the death of their own baby. Mrs. Clements explained, "as she does not 

know I am not her mother it will be very hard for us to part with her". 

Addison agreed that these were "exceptional circumstances" and the 

adoption took place when Lena was fourteen. 72 Sometimes foster mothers 

adopted younger children to ensure that they did not lose them. A two-year

old girl was adopted because her foster parents had "taken a great liking to 

her".73 Mrs. Hammond was allowed to adopt three-year-old David because, 
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according to Nurse Crawford, "Mr Hammond has become so attached to 

him that he dosen't like to part with him" .74 

Foster mothers sometimes feared that children would not be well treated if 

they were apprenticed elsewhere. Miss Baily adopted a boy in 1907 because, 

according to Pearce, she "ever anxious after the welfare of the children 

under her charge feel that she cannot part with him for fear that he might 

not get a good home" ?5 In 1911, she adopted Clarence who had just 

completed a twelve months scholarship to Queen's College. Now she 

wanted to get him an office job, taking every opportunity of "pushing him 

on". This was done without the knowledge of his real mother who later 

applied for him in vain.76 

Foster mothers were expected to find suitable work for their adopted 

children, when they reached the age for apprenticeship. This was to the 

foster mother's advantage as a small profit was derived from their board and 

lodging. Children usually handed over their entire wage packet, and were 

given pocket money, about 6d a week.77 If it resulted in training for skilled 

work, adoption by foster mothers could provide better employment 

opportunities, than an apprenticeship as a farm labourer or domestic 

servant. Mrs. Coglans found Ada a position with a dressmaker as she was 

"clever with the needle" .78 Mrs. Cutler sent George to night school and later 

apprenticed him to a collar maker.79 Mrs. Townsend placed one son with a 

chemist at 8s a week and another with a shoemaker.80 Harold Miller was 

kept at school for an extra year by Mrs. Greeney, who then found him work 

at the Launceston Examiner. He planned to study accountancy.81 

These arrangements reflected working-class assumptions that older children 

should contribute to the family income in exchange for their upbringing. 

Mrs. Hardy expressed this idea when asking to adopt Thomas: "please let me 

have him I will give him a trade when he is of age to do so. I think I ought 
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to have the first offer as I have had him the last six years" .82 Children 

understood the obligation. Horace told the Department he would like to stay 

with his foster mother when he was apprenticed, to "repay the kindness she 

has shown me" .83 Officials accepted that adoption was, in part, an economic 

arrangement. Telford said of Mrs. Cutler that, "of course she finds it hard to 

get along, being a widow and that she is only too glad to have the care of the 

children".84 Children who acknowledged a duty to foster mothers, were 

praised because they indicated the Department's success in turning out 

reliable workers with a sense of family responsibility. Leonard was adopted 

by his foster mother in 1900 and apprenticed to a milkman. In 1901 he was 

earning 4s a week and giving a proportion to her. Welsh said that he was 

"developing into a fine young fellow, & bears an excellent character and 

attentive to his duties" .85 

Although the foster mother had adopted the child, like employers of state 

children, she was expected to bank part of their wages with the Department, 

Some felt that since the child was learning a trade, it was not fair to have to 

make this financial sacrifice. Mrs. Matthews pointed out that although the 

wages from the apprenticeship would increase as her son got older, so 

would the cost of his clothes. The secretary waived the saving requirement, 

because a trade seemed worth more than a small sum in the bank.86 In 

another instance, Mrs. Cutler, supported by Nurse Crawford, thought that 

since she was sending her son to night school, she should not have to bank 

any of his wages with the Department.87 

Adoptions by foster mothers usually had stability because they resulted from 

successful long term relationships.88 Sometimes difficulties had to be 

overcome. Frederick, adopted by Mrs. Townsend, became "troublesome" 

when he was seventeen because, according to Pearce he was, "getting to 

fancy he is of some importance as he is nearly out of his time". One 

Saturday he collected his things and left on the bicycle which Mrs. 

Townsend was buying for him. Pearce said she had "been too good to that 

boy''. He was soon arrested, and returned to her and a month later they were 
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"satisfied with each other". Eventually Frederick set up as a boot maker, 

using the money saved with the Department.89 

Occasionally, breakdowns were irretrievable. David Hammond, adopted as a 

baby, was returned during adolescence for "stealing & lying" being 

"absolutely beyond control". He went to the Boys Training School and was 

later disowned by his adoptive parents.90 Ada had a "vile temper" according 

to Pearce, and often threatened to hit Mrs. Coglans, her foster mother. She 

did not contribute to her support, and went out with boys. Pearce thought 

her "a foolish girl and had a good home but now I do not know what to do 

with her". She was sent to the Magdalen Home.91 

The three chapters in this section, especially the last two, show how the 

Department's limited funding and resources, as well as the socio-cultural 

milieu within which it worked, compromised the physical safety and 

emotional well-being of state wards. However, the Department had some 

success in that it usually secured homes that were less financially 

impoverished than those of the children's natural parents even though this 

was often at the cost of severing contact with their natural families. State 

wards' origins and their relationships to their own parents, are the topics of 

the next section of this thesis. 
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