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Abstract
Public records play a crucial role in the lives of
Australians affected by their past institutionalisation
as children. To these ‘Forgotten Australians’, Child
Migrants and members of the Stolen Generations,
records represent the hope that they will learn the
story of their childhood and why they grew up in
an institution when living within their own family
was not possible. In this article, we share some
insights from a recent workshop at PROV, and show
some of the ways that items in PROV’s collection
are being used to form new understandings about
the history of ‘care’ in Victoria. We also discuss how
the Find & Connect web resource is creating new
documentation about PROV’s child welfare records
so that they are easier to locate and access. We
argue that archivists can empower marginalised
communities such as Forgotten Australians to use

historical records, while these new users in their
turn are taking part in discussions about ways of
managing the collections that can broaden the
skills of the archival profession. Digital technology
and interventions like the workshop held at PROV
provide opportunities to improve access to records,
and for new users to participate in the way that
archives are described, used and understood.
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Introduction
Most Australians live their lives firmly embedded in a
web of information. They know where they were born.
They know whether their parents liked each other. They
know what it looks like when an adult brushes their teeth.
They belong to interconnected groups, like a family, a
neighbourhood, a religion, and they have experiences that
constantly reinforce what they know. Together, these bits
and the threads that bind them add up to an incalculably
crucial body of information, providing not only a medical
history but a sense of self. It’s almost impossible for most
of us to imagine not knowing these facts about ourselves,
and yet this information was systematically taken from
children in twentieth-century Australia. Even now, in the
wake of Rudd’s apology, much of it has not been given
back.[1]

More than 100,000 Victorians are among those dubbed
the ‘Forgotten Australians’ – people who grew up in
orphanages, children’s Homes[2] and other institutions
and in substitute families (fostered or adopted) in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As Christine
Kenneally so eloquently puts it, access to information
is a key element of restoring justice for ‘care’ leavers in
Australia.[3]
This article will explore some of the ways that public
records held by institutions like PROV can play a crucial
role in the lives of Forgotten Australians and others
affected by the past institutionalisation of children in
Victoria. For many people who lack a coherent family
history and its associated mementoes, objects and
memorabilia, public records take on added significance.
Records play a key role in the construction of these
people’s sense of identity, and can also provide some
answers to the questions that haunt those who were
in institutions as children. Records can be vital in the
process of reconnecting with lost family members.
Additionally, records can provide evidence of past
wrongs, abuse and injustice.
Many ‘care’ leavers have a hunger for information about
the past that could be considered a particular strain of
‘archive fever’.[4] The trauma of being separated from
and sometimes losing all connection to family can lead
to bewilderment and a lasting sense that one lacks
identity and self-worth. Advocate and curator of the Care
Leaver Australia Network (CLAN) National Orphanage
Museum, Leonie Sheedy, illustrated this point in her
submission to the 2004 Senate inquiry into children in
institutional care:
I feel like a second class member of the community. I feel
different, I have no sense of belonging to a long line of
extended relatives, no parents, brothers, sisters, aunts,
uncles, cousins, second cousins. My loss is also my
children’s loss as they have no extended relatives on their
mother’s side either. I feel that I have no past, that my life
only began at 3 yrs old. The documents and family photos
of a normal family life are missing.[5]
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Knowledge about one’s family plays a vital role in
developing and reinforcing one’s sense of identity. It
provides individuals with a sense of belonging and a
sense of place, which are important components of a
person’s mental health. Judith Etherton notes that family
history can have a therapeutic role, particularly for ‘care’
leavers. She stresses that records, including public
records that contain personal information, can play a
vital part in the formation of identity and improvement
in mental health.[6]
In March 2013, PROV hosted a workshop in which
a group of stakeholders explored ways to improve
access to the child welfare records in PROV’s collection.
Workshop participants came from the Find & Connect
web resource project, CLAN, the Department of Human
Services (DHS), and PROV.[7] The records that Forgotten
Australians are seeking are distributed across the
collections of church and charitable organisations,
government departments, hospitals, government
archives, historical societies and cultural institutions.
Other problems with gaining access to personal records
that are obtained under Freedom of Information (FOI)
and Information Privacy legislation include inadequacies
in both the amount and quality of information that
has been kept, the lack of historical context, and
redactions exercised under interpretations of thirdparty privacy rules. This leads many to seek alternative
sources of information to flesh out the meagre or
contestable personal records held by government
and non-government agencies. Though many of these
records are by law closed to public access,[8] there is a
wealth of information of great significance to Forgotten
Australians that is already in the public domain. PROV’s
collection is one particularly rich source of information
about Forgotten Australians and the contexts that
shaped their childhoods.
However, these archival records are currently difficult
to access, particularly for the uninitiated.[9] Generally
speaking, Forgotten Australians face a number of
extra barriers: many lack confidence and may have low
literacy levels, while some have issues with authority
and bureaucracy. As one person making a submission
to the Forgotten Australians inquiry described it: ‘My
self esteem was low, I felt less than, inadequate, I could
hardly look at people let alone communicate, I felt that
people would find out how inept I was. I had a great fear
of judgements and criticism. I had a fear of public places
and couldn’t for example go into a bank or a library.’[10]
This can make approaching a reading room, not to
mention navigating the complicated web of finding
aids and records, an intimidating experience. Forgotten
Australians have a greater need for guidance and
support than other users of the archives. Providing this
extra assistance is one component of what Gudmund
Valderhaug calls ‘archival justice’.[11]

PROV’s workshop with Forgotten Australians provides
one example of how archives can reach out to new
communities. The workshop found that currently,
while many records in PROV’s collection may be ‘open’
(such as ward records which become available to the
public 99 years after the date of their creation,[12] or
open access records series such as correspondence
files), some are little understood, under-researched
and under-utilised. Furthermore, the fact that these
records are not closed under the Public Records
Act 1973does not mean that they do not contain
highly personal, sensitive and potentially traumatic
information. The workshop participants agreed to work
together to improve the documentation and knowledge
about these records, and to facilitate access to them
in a way that is appropriate and sensitive to the needs
of Forgotten Australians and all those who have ‘care’
leavers in their family tree.
In this article, we will share some discoveries and
insights from this workshop. The institutionalisation of
children is an emerging narrative in Australia’s history,
one that has been slowly gaining prominence since
the Bringing them home report was released in 1997.
[13] Senate inquiries in 2001, 2004 and 2009 into child
migration and institutional care resulted in the apology
in the Australian Parliament on 16 November 2009.
[14] The apology was accompanied by funding for a
number of projects to help commemorate and record
the history of Forgotten Australians,[15] including
the development of a national web resource, www.
findandconnect.gov.au. The Find & Connect web
resource team is constructing a public knowledge
space about the history of ‘care’ – the network of
institutions, policies, laws, events and organisations
– and documenting information about the complex
distributed archival collections of ‘care’ records so that
they are easier to locate and access.
The federal government’s funding of these initiatives
demonstrates an acceptance at the national level
of the vital significance of records for Forgotten
Australians and others affected by the history of
institutional ‘care’. In Australia currently, the role
of records-as-evidence is highly topical, with the
Victorian Inquiry into the Handling of Child Abuse
by Religious and Other Organisations and the Royal
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child
Sexual Abuse both under way.[16] The policy response
to the Forgotten Australians report is fertile ground to
examine the multiple functions of records in society –
as identity, as memory, as evidence, as symbols – and
the roles archivists play in ‘facilitating public memory
making’.[17]

Ward Registers – The Official Record
Nicole Llewellyn, PROV’s Coordinator of Access Services,
reported to the workshop that a series of great
significance to Forgotten Australians, and to the history
of Victorian child welfare in general, will soon be added
to PROV’s growing collection of digitised records. The
Ward Registers (VPRS 4527) date back to the passage
of Victoria’s first child welfare legislation, the Neglected
and Criminal Children’s Act 1864.[18] They document
information about children committed to the ‘care’ of
the state in Victoria; for example, the child’s name, sex,
date of birth, native place, religion, ability to read or
write, date of commitment, committing bench, date of
admission, term, cause of commitment, whether parents
are living, vaccination details, previous history, where
placed, licensing out details, details regarding discharge
and half-yearly report information.[19] This record
series extends up to 1965, ending with the record for
ward number 84,818. (Each state ward was allocated a
unique number by the government department – many
Forgotten Australians remember their ward number
for the rest of their lives – indeed, many ‘care’ leavers
signed off their submission to the Senate’s Forgotten
Australians inquiry with their ‘identity number’, a sad
reflection of the suppression of children’s identity while
in institutional ‘care’.)
For many people institutionalised as children, the
bureaucratic information in the Ward Register has
to ‘stand in’ for the web of information contained in
memories, personal and family memorabilia that most
of us take for granted. As one witness before the 2004
Senate inquiry stated, ‘state wards often only have the
state ward file to go back to for family information’.
[20] For former state wards, accessing their entry in
the Ward Register is often the starting point of the
journey. The Register contains key information about
each person’s time in ‘care’, the circumstances that led
to their admission, and the places they lived during their
wardship. Often the Ward Register also has information
about the child’s family members, particularly parents
and siblings (and, if they were also wards of state,
their ward numbers), providing names, dates of birth,
marriage and death, and the address of the family at
the time of committal. This series is an example of how
the records of an impersonal bureaucracy can take
on huge symbolic (not to mention practical and legal)
significance for individuals, families and communities.
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For many Forgotten Australians, their entry in the Ward
Register provides the scaffold for the construction of a
new life story:
Survivor narratives … constitute ‘narratives of lost origins’
attempting to make sense of both a childhood and
contemporary self in the absence of ‘reliable markers
about what happened, and why’. In the construction of
such narratives, ‘care’-leavers often access institutional
records in the hope that they will be able to replace
family as the repository of personal histories.[21]

News of the digitisation of the Ward Registers was met
with great enthusiasm by the workshop participants.
The digitised Children’s Ward Registers (VPRS 4527/
P2) from 1864 to 1912 are now available online
through PROV’s website (with more records becoming
available each year, under the ’99 year rule’ mentioned
above).[22] This digital resource will make possible
new understandings and discoveries about people’s
individual and family histories, and also has great
potential for new research into the intergenerational
aspects of the institutionalisation of children. It
is clear that the experience of institutionalisation
profoundly affects people’s attitudes to relationships
and parenting.[23] It would also seem from preliminary
research and anecdotal evidence that many Forgotten
Australians have a family history of involvement with
the child welfare system.[24]
I became a state ward at the age of about seven … I am
the third generation in care; I reared the fourth.[25]

In Australia, the transgenerational effects of trauma
have been investigated in the context of Indigenous
communities, in terms of colonial violence as well as the
removal of Indigenous children from family, community
and country,[26] but the legacy of ‘historical trauma’
in the families of Forgotten Australians has yet to be
explored in depth.

Other Places to Find Your Story
Discussions about Forgotten Australians and their
need to access records are often confined to the issue
of an individual’s personal files. But like anyone doing
family history research, answers to questions about
identity are likely to be found in many other types of
records. For many people, the pursuit of genealogy is
about trying to gain a sense of ‘generational memory’,
a sense of their place within a larger story – to link
their life story into the story of their family, and also
to locate the family story within a broader narrative of
collective memory.[27]
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At the PROV workshop, Forgotten Australian and
author Frank Golding presented on what he has
learned about his family over years of research.
Golding’s search for his own records from years spent
in Ballarat Orphanage and elsewhere soon widened to
include research into other family members. He has
now uncovered the stories of 33 family members who
experienced institutionalisation as children in Victoria.
The Sinnett/Golding family’s involvement with ‘the
welfare’ in Victoria dates right back to the beginnings
of the colonial child welfare system, when Edward
John Sinnett (Frank’s great-grandfather) was charged
with neglect in 1865 under the Neglected and Criminal
Children’s Act 1864.
Golding’s presentation covered the ‘historic’ records
of child welfare – most of which are on open access
– and how these records may contain vital pieces
of information that can solve family mysteries,
uncover secrets and make sense of a family’s story.
His experience shows that sometimes the ‘private’
information routinely blanked out by ‘care’ provider
organisations releasing records to former residents[28]
is already available in the public domain. Personal and
family information can be found, for example, in war
service records, police gazettes, newspaper articles,
inquests, and departmental correspondence. For many
searchers it is a matter of knowing where to look.
The intergenerational experience of institutionalisation
at least means that it is likely that there are rich
documentary traces of one’s family in public archives.
As Chris Hurley has noted, ‘totalitarians are notoriously
good recordkeepers’: the child welfare system in
Victoria, like the bureaucracies set up to ‘protect’
Aboriginal people, exercised a remarkable level of
surveillance of and control over the people it dealt
with. One consequence of this is archival records of
great volume, often recording the lives of individuals
and families in minute detail.[29] Clearly, however,
the records of the child welfare bureaucracy portray
a family’s past through the distorted lens of the state,
and the value judgements that were made about
children and parents and recorded for posterity can
cause many people great distress and anger. For
example, Frank Golding’s mother was well known
to ‘the welfare’. Her sisters had been made wards
and two of them had been inmates of the Ballarat
Orphanage. Moreover, she was living with the father
of her two boys but was not married to him. When the
question of the education of one of her boys arose, the
department’s answer turned not on the boy’s abilities,
aspiration or merit but on the character and assumed
motivation of ‘the mother’:

Undoubtedly, all the boys will return to the mother and
Golding in due course and it is just a matter of whether
he should be retained and given an education at the
expense of the State when his future earnings will
probably be collected by the mother.[30]

Golding’s family and its dealings with the authorities
left traces in police and court records, hospital
and asylum records, inquests and ward records, as
well as in registers of births, deaths and marriages.
Military records have also been a rich source of family
information. The Forgotten Australians report drew
attention to the high incidence of ‘care’ leavers who
went on to join the military as adults:
I eventually became institutionalised as all my life I’ve
had to be in some sort of institution, i.e. the R.A.A.F or the
army. I was at a loss when on my own.[31]

Given the large proportion of Forgotten Australians
whose parents were in the armed services, military
records can be particularly important sources of
family history (First World War dossiers contain more
personal and family information than Second World
War dossiers). But much more needs to be done to
document the context of this historical area.

New Contextual Frameworks
One of the broad objectives of the Find & Connect
web resource is to create new contextual information
frameworks for resources that are relevant to the
history of institutional ‘care’ in Australia. The site aims
to provide authoritative, trustworthy and meaningful
information about the ‘care’ system, and to link this
information to important resources – including archival
records, published resources, digital objects, personal
testimonies and oral histories. This new contextual
framework will help to make sense of individual
records, and individual stories, linking them to a ‘bigger
picture’ which hopefully helps to make sense of a
painful past.
At the workshop, researchers from the Find & Connect
web resource team shared some discoveries that
have been made in open access records series held
by PROV. Information about children’s institutions
in Victoria within PROV’s collection is not always
found in what might seem to be the obvious places.
Golding’s presentation made it clear that Child
Welfare Department records are but one of many
sources in which he has found evidence of his family
and its involvement in the child welfare system. For
this reason, researchers need to be encouraged to
participate in systems to document PROV’s archival

holdings so that the full range of relevant sources in
the collection is identified and made better known.
‘“Closed” Agency and General Correspondence Files
1923–1983’ at first glance would not seem a promising
resource for Forgotten Australians. This series at
PROV (VPRS 4523) comprises files created by the
Charities Board (1923–48) and then by the Hospitals
and Charities Commission (1948–78). These two
government agencies played a role in Victoria’s child
welfare system, having some responsibilities for the
oversight of charitable institutions in Victoria, which of
course included orphanages and children’s Homes. The
records description list for the registers to this series
(VPRS 4525/R1, which is only available currently in hard
copy in the Victorian Archives Centre Reading Room
in North Melbourne) includes a significant number of
correspondence files in VPRS 4523 relating to children’s
institutions. Examination of a sample of these records
reveals a wealth of information, captured when these
institutions happened to come into contact with the
government agency. The agency also kept newspaper
clippings about different institutions on these files.
Significant events at a children’s institution – for
example, the death of a child, an outbreak of disease,
structural or organisational changes – often resulted
in the Charities Board creating records that provide
new perspectives on these Homes. Other files in VPRS
4523 came into being when an institution requested
grants to carry out building works or renovations. These
records can reveal details about the physical aspects
of the institution and the conditions in which its
residents lived. Requests for new dormitories or staff
quarters can offer insights into changing thinking about
the best way to accommodate children in ‘care’. Details
about the ‘bricks and mortar’ Home can be particularly
valuable if the building is no longer standing.
Other records in this series containing ephemeral
or incidental correspondence can serve as unique
windows into the past. One file relates to the diet of
children living in Ballarat Orphanage in the mid 1920s
(see Image 1).
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PROV, VPRS 4523/P1, Unit 52, File 490, 17 December 1925.

PROV, VA 2707 Charities Board of Victoria, VPRS 4523 ‘Closed’ Agency
and General Correspondence Files, Unit 52, File 490, 25 June 1925.

This file contains details of the orphanage’s menus
from this period, the weekly schedule of meals served
to (but not necessarily consumed by) its residents.
The Inspector of Charities wrote to Superintendent
Arthur Kenny in June 1925, requesting details of
the daily meals served to the children. Kenny’s reply
includes a sample schedule of meals provided. The
superintendent’s response assured the inspector that
the children’s diet was ‘varied’, despite the prominence
of ‘bread and butter’ on the menu. This file also contains
another item, a ‘revised menu’ from 17 December 1925
(see Image 2). This menu features more variety and more
nutritious fare for the orphanage (at least porridge was
replacing bread and butter a few times a week).
These records provide evidence of a change in practice
at the orphanage, no doubt prompted by the inspector’s
attention.
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Particularly in the items of correspondence in this
series from the 1920s it is clear that the newly
created Inspector of Charities fielded correspondence
from a broad range of individuals and organisations
about an even broader range of topics. In some
cases the inspector even became involved in the
cases of individual children, and the series contains
correspondence about a number of state wards. One
record shows how in 1928 the Inspector of Charities
took the step of directly contacting the superintendent
of Ballarat Orphanage, requesting that the orphanage
take in a 14-year-old ‘lad’ to protect him from his violent,
drunken father and ease his mother’s burden.
The circumstances which led to the creation of this
letter can only be guessed at. The inspector wrote:
I have seen the lad and he appears to me to be
fundamentally a good enough type of boy who would
respond readily to the atmosphere and treatment of your
supervision. Do you think you could take him for – say – 2
or 3 months just to give him a chance?[32]

The letter also has an annotation made by the inspector,
which reads:
G. Smith COS [Charity Organisation Society] rang to say
he could arrange for boy to go to a place at Ringwood. I
don’t agree that this is best, but it’s no use 2 people trying
to do the job.

The Charity Organisation Society had been established
in Victoria in 1887 to coordinate the work of Melbourne’s
growing number of charitable organisations, including
those working in the area of child welfare. The document
cited here provides evidence of systems at work that
are outside the official structures and processes of
the Children’s Welfare Department (and presumably, of
the official function of the inspector), and also hints
at skirmishes between the various agencies about
jurisdictional boundaries.

in turn makes records more discoverable to diverse
audiences, and supports new uses and interpretations
of the records.

Putting Records to New Purposes
Leonie Sheedy from CLAN provided the workshop with
a fascinating example of how new users of archival
collections bring their own insights and experiences to
records and ‘repurpose’ them in ways that would never
have been envisaged by the records’ creators. Sheedy
has many years of experience searching for records
in her work supporting Forgotten Australians, as well
as seeking her own records and those of lost family
members. Over time she has also built up an impressive
collection of objects which are now part of the collection
of the CLAN National Orphanage Museum.[37] She has
described how her hunger for the past stems from a
sense of loss:
History is very important to me. I’ve had a hunger to know
my history and my family’s history for the last fifty-seven
years but I am still a work in progress. Over the years I
have spent many hours in bookshops and libraries trying
to find a book on what it’s like to be a state ward, any
book that would explain the feelings of what it was like
to grow up without your family in an orphanage. Sadly I
would come away with frustration and anger at the lack
of stories about our experiences.[38]
PROV, VPRS 4523/P1, Unit 52, File 490, 4 February 1928. [Surname
obscured to protect privacy – Editor] .

Find & Connect Victoria has created an entry about
VPRS 4523 that documents this series in a way that is
substantially different from documentation in PROV’s
catalogue – it describes the series in terms of its
relevance to children’s institutions and what Forgotten
Australians are likely to be looking for.[33] This entry
provides an example of how digital technology makes
it possible to ‘extend the story of records and data
to communities beyond the walls of repositories and
institutions’.[34] The description on Find & Connect is
linked to the description on PROV’s website and is also
linked to relevant Find & Connect ‘entities’ like Ballarat
Orphanage.[35] The entry on Find & Connect Victoria is
creating a new contextual framework for these records
and making possible another entry point to PROV’s
collection. Find & Connect Victoria has also published
an additional finding aid to the series, a list of the files
relating to children’s institutions.[36] New contextual
frameworks for Victoria’s child welfare records such as
these will enhance access to information for Forgotten
Australians, while also making new metadata about
records in PROV’s collection available in a way which
allows for new cultural and historical aspects not
captured in many existing archival descriptions. This

At the workshop, Sheedy spoke about her work
researching the Victoria Police gazette, copies of which
are available to the public in PROV’s reading rooms. The
Gazette is a resource in the public domain with rich
information about individuals – family historians have
known about its potential for a long time.[39] Sheedy
was first introduced to this publication at a workshop for
Forgotten Australians held at PROV in June 2012. Since
then, researchers from CLAN have been compiling lists
of information from the Gazette and putting them to a
use that would never have been foreseen by its creators.
The Victoria Police gazette provides valuable information
about such matters as maintenance payments,
deserters of wives and children, missing friends, court
cases, admissions and discharges from prison. Sheedy
demonstrated how her knowledge of the system and of
the names of Victorian families who were in ‘care’ gives
her the ability to interpret the Gazette in new ways
and uncover its relevance to Forgotten Australians. For
example, a girl who is reported missing simply from
‘Victoria St Ballarat’ may actually be a ‘Homie’ because
she knows that the address is that of the Ballarat
Orphanage. CLAN is using the Gazettes to create new
indexes that workers can use to help locate family
information for their clients.
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Part of CLAN’s research has involved compiling
lists from entries in the Gazette about registered
absconders from children’s institutions. Across Victoria
in an eighteen-year period there were more than
3000 absconders – one every second day (and not all
absconders were reported in the Gazette: many, perhaps
most, were captured and returned before a notice
could be published).[40] The results of this research
by CLAN have been presented to the Victorian Inquiry
into the Handling of Child Abuse by Religious and Other
Organisations in a written submission and discussed at
length at a hearing in December 2012.[41] Appearing
before the parliamentary committee, Sheedy drew
links between the contents of the Police gazette and
the plight of children experiencing abuse in Victorian
institutions:
We strongly suggest that many of these child absconders
were running away from child rape, sexual and other
forms of criminal assault; for many, it was a cry from
the heart. What did the police do with absconders when
they caught them? They simply returned them to their
abusers, so the cry from the heart was never heard.
There are many care leavers’ accounts telling the police
of their abuse, but the police saw their job as simply to
take these children back to the home, not to listen to
allegations of abuse. They did not ask questions of the
children, they did not ask why they were running away,
they did not inquire as to their wellbeing, and they did
not call in the welfare department. They simply returned
these children back into the hands of their abusers, no
questions asked.[42]

Although children absconded for a variety of reasons,
and further research is needed, the early results of
CLAN’s research show a correlation between Homes
with high absconding rates and testimony from
survivors about endemic child abuse.[43] As new
evidence emerges as a result of the Royal Commission
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse,
further links may be made to the information in the
Police gazettes.
At the workshop Sheedy said that the girls and boys
listed in the Gazettes as absconders were ‘heroes’ to
her because in trying to escape they were escaping
from the role of passive victim. CLAN’s research into
the Police gazettes can be seen as part of a social
history project to restore ‘agency’ to the girls and
boys in ‘care’ in Victoria whose voices can be so hard
to locate in the public records of the child welfare
bureaucracy.[44]
Sheedy’s research provides an example of what can be
learned and achieved through interventions to extend
the skills and services of archivists to new users and
communities. Valderhaug argued in 2011 that the
archival profession had to be prepared to ‘encounter
the stranger’. He wrote:
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Individuals who approach the archives to find
documentation of injustice committed against
themselves are very often strangers to the archives.
They have never been to an archive before; they do not
know how to use our finding aids; they may not even
understand the record’s bureaucratic rhetoric. They
represent a new kind of user.[45]

The workshops at PROV have shown how records can be
repurposed to shed light on the lives of this new kind of
user.

The Role of Archives in Restorative Justice
Ever since the release of the Bringing them home report
into the Stolen Generations in 1997, Australia’s public
archival institutions like PROV have been closely involved
in efforts to improve access to records for people
who were removed from their families as children and
placed in institutional ‘care’. Strategies have included
issuing standards and giving advice about retention and
preservation of records of permanent value, projects
to improve access to records, and engaging with the
broader recordkeeping sector to increase collaboration
and improve practices.
Past recordkeeping practices and a lack of foresight
have left a frustrating and sometimes devastating legacy
for Forgotten Australians. Many significant records have
been lost, destroyed or are otherwise inaccessible. In
April 2013 at a hearing of the Victorian inquiry into child
abuse, Captain Malcolm Roberts of the Salvation Army
admitted to failures on the part of past providers:
… file keeping was not as rigorous as it is now … at that
time, and we are talking sort of 30, 40 years ago, nobody
I think appreciated the file that they had and the value
that that file would have to a child or to a committee such
as this.[46]

The current Victorian inquiry into child abuse and
the Royal Commission have given the issues of
recordkeeping and accountability higher public
prominence than perhaps ever before.[47] The Victorian
inquiry has heard evidence of alleged breaches of
requirements and sheer incompetence, reinforcing
findings of the Victorian Ombudsman from 2012.[48]
‘Care’ leavers have taken their message to the streets
with placards proclaiming: ‘You have the records of our
abuse’.[49]
The archival profession’s involvement with ‘care’ leaver
issues is broadening beyond projects to improve access
to records. Records will be key to the current inquiries
into child abuse in institutions, as has been stressed in
a number of public submissions.

The Australian Society of Archivists’ submission to the
Royal Commission’s terms of reference stressed that
‘The role of records is not restricted to investigation
but is also core to issues of identity, reconciliation, and
understanding by victims’.[50] The Who Am I? project’s
submission to the Victorian inquiry pointed out that
the distributed archival collections of the ‘care’ system
‘hold important historical information which can inform
current and future legislation, policies and protocols
to prevent criminal abuse of children. They also
contain evidence of the abuse suffered by children in
institutions, and how organisations responded’.[51]
The inquiries into child abuse, and post-apology
projects like the Find & Connect web resource, provide
opportunities for archivists to embrace their changing
role and the changing value of archives in society –
‘their use in the construction of the self and sense of
community’.[52] The participation and perspectives of
communities like Forgotten Australians also help us to
see the inherent biases and gaps in the ‘care’ records.
Despite the vital importance of records to these inquiries
and to individuals searching for their identities, they are
but fragments. To get a complete understanding of child
abuse in institutional ‘care’, the archival records will not
be enough.

Conclusion
Through initiatives like the workshops held at PROV,
archivists are encouraging and empowering marginalised
communities such as Forgotten Australians to use
archival records, to share their findings with the public
and to take part in discussions and debates about how
to manage these collections. Increasingly, there will be
new opportunities for users to participate in the way
that archives are described and located on the web.
Find & Connect Victoria is creating new links to PROV’s
existing descriptions of its collection, and will ultimately
link to other public knowledge spaces like the National
Library of Australia’s Trove website.[53] Currently, PROV
is developing a new website to replace the PROV wiki,
acknowledging the importance of collaborating with
users and creating new ways for users to share their
knowledge of archival records to enhance access and
make possible new interpretations of the records.
Creating these links and relationships is another way
to bring new users and ‘strangers’ into the ‘archival
multiverse’.[54]

of files and documents that some unknown officials
once wrote in about them or their siblings and parents.
Among these papers may be fragments of new
information about their early years and the reasons
why they were placed in an institution. Not all of their
hopes will be realised: some records have been lost;
others will be released in redacted form; still others
will contain gaps and errors of fact; most will require
interpretation. PROV and the other agencies that hold
these precious records can work together to make the
process of retrieving these stories more straightforward
by improving the flow of information and providing better
guides to those who are searching. There is work to be
done to build on the work of the past and apply the
goodwill that exists to make things even better.
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