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atie arrived with a small carry-all. It

didn’t hold much. It didn’t have to.

Just a skirt, a cardigan, a few
underclothes and a freasured chipped
bottle of nail polish. She had run away
from the children’s home where she had
been placed as a State ward. She was 12
| Years old but looked younger.

Tiny, lost, alene. She didn't smile.
She didn't speak.”Withdrawn, unhappy
and trusting no one she had come to a
rundown house in Sydney's Regent
Street, Redfern. Maybe they would help.
~ The house, sandwiched between two
empty buildings, is the Aboriginal
Children's Service. Founded in 1978, to
nelp Aboriginal children, it is run by
Aborigines for Aborigines.

It has a staff of three, Viima Ryan. a

Many of the Aboriginal
children living in
a city's inner suburbs
have never known the
comfort of a secure
tamily life. They live in
poverty and ill-health.
Many turn to crime and
alcohol. JENNY IRVINE
reports on their plight

jolly motherly woman, is administratar
The field officer is Isabel Coe, young.
active, energetic, quick to smile and
laugh. Isabel is sister of Paul Coe,
founder of the Aboriginal Legal Service.
The third member of the team is Sylvia
Scott, a tall, elegant, warmly com=
passionate woman.

Funding is minimal. The task enor-
mous. The day Katie arrived the Federal
grant had run out, The nextgrantwas not
due for two mare manths. “‘We'll make
it," said Vima “We'll beg, borrow,
cadge. We're not giving up.”

There will be no salaries for the three
women until the grant arrives. Any
donations, any money raised from
raffles, will go to the children. Salaries

are not considered priorities. Children

are.

Vilma welcomed the child. “Hello,
Katie. You sit down there. Want a
coffee? Some milk? Something to eat?
Now don't you worry, You're coming
home with me tonight. We'll fix you up.”
Katie just sat there.

Vilma continued the one-sided con-
versation, ignering Katie's immabile face
and haunted look. Gradually the child
relaxed. Then Vilma, judging the right
moment, suddenly said: “Why did you
run away?"

Katie spoke for the first time. She
mumbled, barely audible, 'l want to find
my mum."”

From the age of five Katie has been in
and out of foster homes and institutions.
A younger brother died of malnutrition.
In harsh terms, starvation. Katie has had
countless hospital admissions and
surgery. She knows one of her brothers
isin a boys' home at Melrose. She hasn't
seen him for six years. She has other
brothers. But she doesn't know where
they are. There were only the repeated
words: "'l want my Mum."

There are some 20,000 Aborigines
living in Sydney. Six or seven thousand
are under 15. A large percentage of
these children are living as State wards,
fostered, adopted or in institutions.

“They hightail it to Redfern,” says
Isabel. “They know Aborigines live here.
They hope through them they can trace
a sister, a mother, a cousin, an auntie.
Someone. Someone to love and love
them.”

The Aboriginal Children's Service
came into being two and a half years
ago. |t was set up to help children cope
with the agonies of living in an urban
environment. It helps them on all levels —
tracing families, caring for their health,
giving them a pride in their heritage, a
positive self-image and confidence as
well as education and welfare. It also
helps protect them from neglect, pov-
erty, malnutrition and legal problems.

“'We banded together to start our own
weltare work for our own children,” says
Vilma. “"We work closely with State
Government departments, welfare or-
ganizations and related groups, but

there is a very real need for Aboriginesto |

look after their own. AfAterralAI‘._ we

been through them too."

Aboriginal child in inner Sydney.
““You can project his history. If he isin

six, he'll emerge from the homes at 17,
illiterate. He will most likely acquire a
prison record. He will be an alcoholic by
his mid-20s. At 38 or earlier, he will be
dead.”

The files of the Aboriginal Legal
Service bear out Father Kennedy's grim
statement.

“‘Maost of the children going through
the courts and in trouble with the law
have a history of fostering, institutions or
adoption in white homes,” says Vilma.

For the child adopted or fostered by
Europeans, there are unigue, com-
plicated and little understood problems.

"The child with the most ditficulties is
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Father Ted Kennedy, a priestwho has
worked for many years in Redfern, puils «p s most parents are not happy to have
no punches about the plight of the thei; teenager dating a black girl or

foster care or in an institution at five or

the child brought up as white, with na
reference to his mixed blood or Aborigi-
nal heritage,” says Marianne Hoyd, a
Canadian who works with the Depart-
ment of Youth and Community Services
as Allotment Officer.

“At one year he is a cuddly brown
baby. At two he is aware. He hears
neighbours saying to his adoptive
parents: ‘Isn’t he lucky to have been
taken by you.*

“Even at his tender age. the child
quickly understands that he is lucky, not
that his parents are lucky to have him.

“He becomes terrified of doing
something wrong, of not pleasing his
new family, of being sent away," says
Marianne.

At school he may be taunted, called
“‘monkey’’, '""nigger’’ or asked why he
isn't eating witchetty grubs. But the child
will keep this to himself. He doesn't
confide. At home he is good, quiet,
anxious to please. Tog anxious.

When he reaches his teens a crisis
occurs. A crisis for which he has had no
| preparation. The white playmates he has
| had for years suddenly disappear.

Continued on Page 2

or son play with a coloured child at
five, six or 10, says Marianne,

boy." Once accepted by his family's
friends, suddenly he is an outcast.

The rejection for the teenager is bitter
and bewildering. The situation is too
much for him. He either withdraws into
himself, becoming anti-social, distrustful
and mentally disturbed, or he slowly but
inexorably turns into a delinquent.
Often he will go to Redfern. His white
friends rejected him. The Aborigines
mightn't.

“White parents cannot understand
why their child suddenly disappears,”
says Vilma, "but the signs have been
there for years, they just haven't seen
them.”” Vilma can quote many cases of
Aboriginal children arriving at the
service with their skin cul by razor
blades. “They try to cut off their black
skin so they can be more like their
parents or their white sister or friends.

They think it will make them accep!-
able. It makes you want to cry.”

“‘There is no shortage of applications
for the babies,” says Marianne Hoyd.
“But there is a shortage of the right sort |
of parents.”’ |

She is horrified by couples who apply|
for an Aboriginal baby and specify &
shade, " ‘Pale brown or light coffee,’ |
they say.

Sylvia Scott snorts: *You'd think they
were buying a dress, not wanting &
child.”

“l'dhe difficulties facing Aboriginal
children are compounde - POV
ol H“mma nded by poverly

Sickness begins early. The average
White baby has no hospital admissions in
its first year, By the time it is one, the
average Aboriginal baby in Sydney has
been admitted to hospital at least once.
Twenty percent have four or more
acmissions, an average of 88 days in
hospital, before their first birthdays.

In one survey carried out by the
medical service, 25 percent of Aboriginal
children under five suffered from mild to
severe malnutrition. Seventy-five per-
cent were below average weight and
growth was retarded. There were high
‘ales of deafness, ear disease, worms,
mild to severe anaemia and intolerance
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