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ACT I



The virtue of discretion is one of the most necessary virtues in religious life. A discreet Sister is a pillar in a house. One who lacks discretion can do considerable harm.


—Reports of Provincial Superior of Official Visits to St. Joseph’s Orphanage, April 16, 1947




















CHAPTER 1



It was a freezing day in January 2016 when I passed through a long-locked door and first set foot into what had once been St. Joseph’s Orphanage. The beautiful, spooky old hulk of a building was dark and frigid, and as I walked through the hallways, the sound of my feet against the worn wood floors was amplified in the long corridors.


In the cold winter light, the basement dining room, once an optimistic yellow, had an uneasy green tinge. Here and there the paint blistered. I tried to picture all the children sitting here at their little tables, eating their food and keeping their heads down, dreading the consequences if they got sick.


I walked up the stairs, above the lattice-panel doorway that led to the confessional, past the polished wood posts, past exposed brick and moldering mortar. A dark corridor ran the length of the building, as it did on each of the three other floors. Polished by generations of children, the floor still reflected a dull gleam. To one side opened a room of cupboards, their wooden shelves blanched with dust, the children’s numbers still clearly marked: 53, 19, 34…


After years of talking to former residents and reading their words, I felt like I already knew every nook and corner. Here in the confessional, on one side of the wooden grill, a young boy told a priest that another priest had touched him. The priest’s reaction to this story was angry and dismissive. Now, I knew, he was also an accused abuser. Here at this bench in a side room, children were pulled in from the corridor and deputized as godparents in quick baptismal ceremonies conducted over abandoned newborns. Here on this floor, a young girl had been forced to troop up and down the hallway, staggering with exhaustion in the middle of the night. Here was the freezing bathroom where a nun swung a girl by her back brace until she bounced off the walls. Here at the elevator door, a girl had clutched each side of the doorway in a mad panic as two nuns behind her tugged her into the small space.


Here, finally, on the top floor, was a pinched, steep staircase caked in dust, and at the top of it, the attic. Every inch of the building below had been assigned a clear purpose. But the vast, eerie attic, with its immense crisscrossing beams and dark rafters, felt almost like a forest, a wild place.


It occurred to me as I stepped nervously across the loft that the Sisters of Providence had probably been frightened of the attic, too. Even when they punished children there, they often went up in pairs. Except maybe for Sister James Mary, who had seemed so energized by rage and hatred and control. Here among the statues and old chests, she had strapped an unhappy teenage girl named Sally Dale into a chair and told her that the chair was electric and would fry her. I stood on the loft and looked around. I tried to conjure up Sally, to see her in the chair. I wanted to tell her that I knew what happened to her. She had not been forgotten. Her words had lived on. But all that was left were echoes and dust.


In the fall of 1994, Sally Dale of Middletown, Connecticut, received an invitation in the mail. A two-day reunion would be held at the Hampton Inn in Colchester, Vermont, for “survivors” of St. Joseph’s Orphanage, which struck Sally as an odd word to use. She hadn’t been in touch with anyone from the orphanage for a long time. She thought about the place as little as possible. But she was curious to see some of the old faces and find out who was still around.


Her husband Bob would drive. Bob had looked after Sally since they married and treated her son and daughter from her first marriage as if they were his own. Now that the children were grown, she didn’t have to worry about leaving them as she always had when they were young. She and Bob lived on the ground floor of a triplex, with her son, Rob, and his wife in an apartment above them. When Rob returned late from night shift at the prison, Sally always waited up. She left the front door open a crack and the light turned on. Only when she heard Rob call out, “Good night, Ma!” did she go to bed.


On Saturday, September 18, the first day of the reunion, Sally was only a few steps inside the hotel conference room when a man exclaimed, “You little devil!”


It was Roger Barber, who had been a boy at St. Joseph’s with his two sisters. Little devil, that’s what they used to call her. She hadn’t thought of it in so long.


“Sal, you look good for everything you went through,” one of Barber’s sisters said.


“You were our Shirley Temple of the orphanage!” said the other. She reminisced about the way Sally used to sing “God Bless America” and “On the Good Ship Lollipop” when she was little.


Sally remembered some of those things. She sometimes remembered bad things, too, such as times when the nuns hit her. But it was long ago. She recognized few of the fifty or sixty people in attendance. Debbie Hazen was there, and so was Katelin Hoffman, along with Coralyn Guidry and Sally Miller, but many of those women had lived at St. Joseph’s after Sally left. Some of the women recognized each other not by name but by the numbers that nuns used to identify them: Thirty-two! Fourteen!


The first day’s events began with Philip White, a tall, friendly looking man who explained that he was a lawyer. He introduced Joseph Barquin, who was a resident of the orphanage in the early 1950s, and some other people who were there to help. One man spoke about the Bible and turning to God in times like these, and two therapists said they were available for anyone who wanted to talk. Local journalists were on hand, too.


Sally still remembered some of the little boys she had cared for in the orphanage nursery at that time, but if she had looked after Barquin, she didn’t recall. He stood up and told everyone about a nun taking him into a closet and doing terrible things to him. He still had scars. Roger Barber spoke next. He said that a nun told a group of older boys to rape him. As the morning went on, more of the former residents told their stories, and more of them became increasingly upset. Some began to melt down in the meeting room and the hotel’s hallways. One lanky, weathered man stood up and addressed another man before the whole crowd. He said he had come that day because back in the orphanage he bullied the man. He felt bad about it his whole life and wanted to say he was sorry. Then one woman spoke about how nuns wiped her face in her own vomit, and Sally started to remember that the same thing had happened to her. She could hear the voice of one sister telling her after she threw up her food, You will not be this stubborn! You will sit and you will eat it.


One woman said she’d watched a nun hold a baby by its ankles and swing its head against a table until it stopped crying. As Sally listened to the awful stories, something ruptured inside her. She shook her head and began to say, “No, no, no, no, no, it’s not true.” But it was too late. The spell was broken. Her memories of St. Joseph’s were already flooding back.


Though the reunion would go for two days, Sally could barely stay for one. She left that first afternoon with a crushing headache. Bob drove her home, and the next morning she had diarrhea and was unable to speak without heaving. She had spent that night sitting bolt upright, remembering things she hadn’t thought about for decades, saying, “No, no, no, no, no.” When Bob asked her why she was saying no, she just replied, “No.”


More than twenty years later, I met Sally’s son, Rob Dale, in another state, in a tavern at the busy intersection of two highways. The place was loud and a little louche. Rob slid into the large booth of paneled dark wood, placing an old, battered briefcase beside him.


Relief was my dominant emotion. It had taken two years to find Rob. He had worked as a correctional officer for twenty years, specializing in organized crime and intelligence. Now, he kept the details of his life out of the public domain. One of the first things he said to me was that he’d called a lawyer we both knew before he agreed to meet. He wanted to make sure I could be trusted. For all that, he had a lighthearted presence and an open, cheery face.


Rob had been worried that I would take his mother’s stories and write about her as if she were crazy. There had been times, he told me, when she told him things that made him think, That’s not sane. In the early 1990s, he started to think she might be going mad. She told him stories from her days at St. Joseph’s Orphanage, and he’d say, “Mom, that doesn’t sound right.” But Sally was adamant. “Bobby, that really happened,” she said. “I’m telling you the truth. This is what happened.”


Rob didn’t exactly disbelieve Sally, but he didn’t want to believe her stories either. He loved his mother and told me how strong she was. She barely reacted if she had a broken bone. It was a kind of strength, to be sure, but also the result of specific training.


“My mother wanted a family so badly,” Rob said. She was loving and always kind to children, welcoming neighborhood kids and baking them cookies. Sally had been odd about food herself. She was particular about her house, too. It was full of happy knickknacks, like small china animals, but everything was always exactly where it was supposed to be. When Rob used to tease her by taking one little item and putting it in another room, she’d notice within seconds of entering. There were other signs that Rob recognized only later. Every summer, Sally took him to a local pond and taught him how to swim. She told him that as a child she’d been thrown into Lake Champlain and told to swim or drown. He was so young himself when she told him that, he said, the extreme nature of the story didn’t register.


I told Rob that when she was very little, Sally was famous in her world for her singing voice. He laughed at the idea. “My mother loved Shirley Temple. She loved her to death! Oh my goodness.” Sally knew all the tunes from all the movies, Rob said. But she’d only hum them. She never sang. 


After a few hours, Rob took the briefcase and put it on the table. Sally had given it to him before she died. It contained documents from her fight for justice and letters she had written in the 1990s about everything she saw at the orphanage. It included stories about children that Sally said had died or were even killed at the orphanage. My call had prompted Rob to read Sally’s letters for the first time. He found them painful and intensely moving.


I spent a long time looking for traces of Sally’s life and proof of the stories she told. In the previous few years, I walked through the cemetery she used to hide in. There at that spot, on that gray stone embedded in the soft green grass, that was where she sat. I crossed the black track where the old railway line used to be and wound my way down a steep slope to the shore of Lake Champlain. That was how she made her way to the water to swim. I tracked people all over the country who once knew her or were known by her, or who had once lived the kind of life she had lived. I hunted dates and times and events, and much more elusive, ways to test the veracity of the stories Sally told. Was this extraordinary story, this staggering claim, this insane assertion—was this kind of thing even possible? Did it happen? Could it ever have happened?


I found my way to Sally because for the previous five years I had been talking to people like her. They were mysterious, private, intense voyagers from another realm. Before that point in my life, I’d lived and traveled in different countries. I had a doctorate. I was a mother. I had worked for years as a journalist and thought of myself as a relatively worldly adult. I also believed that the world was a singular, knowable, real place.


Now I know that some people have always moved freely between the reality that is plain to see and its hinterlands: the institutions, the orphanages, the places where things happen behind closed doors and stay hidden.


It may come as no surprise that priests belong to this privileged caste of travelers to unseen worlds. They have themselves made such claims for thousands of years. Their promise has always been to lead us over a starry bridge that only they can see. But in fact, many have slipped unseen between the known world and unknown places, like orphanages, where they used their immense power to bend and twist and shape the reality of the children who lived there. If you grew up Catholic, you have almost certainly met a man who had such power.


I came across such a man when I was fourteen years old, though I didn’t know it until much later. My best friend, who I will call Lisa, asked if I wanted to go with her to a theater camp run by a priest, a close friend of Lisa’s family. The prospect was more exciting than I could express. Lisa and I attended a girls-only Catholic school run by nuns, and here was the promise of a whole weekend with a bunch of teenagers, actual boys, and initiation into the world of acting. I was afraid to admit that I wanted to learn how to act. It seemed to me that you had to think pretty highly of yourself to say something like that out loud. Nevertheless, I asked my parents if I could go, and fortune smiled upon me.


The camp was held at a rural property near Lancefield, Victoria, in Australia. It was owned by Father Glennon, a priest in his forties. Call me Michael! he said. He had thick blond hair, a gaunt face, and a constant patter. He picked me and Lisa up in his van, and her parents came out front to wave us goodbye. Lisa sat beside him in the favored front seat all the way to Lancefield. The property, Glennon explained, was for spiritual retreats. A house, which was more of a large hall, sat on a huge tract of bushland. It was a lonely, cold place not far from where scientists had discovered an ancient bed of giant bones in the 1970s. Titanic marsupials had lumbered through the landscape tens of thousands of years before. Were they still alive, they would have recognized the ancient, spooky gum trees around us. Inside the big hall was a huge room with a fireplace where the kids threw down their sleeping bags and talked into the small hours.


I don’t recall what time it was when Lisa and I, plus a cute boy with dark hair, found ourselves sitting with Michael Glennon in front of the fire. Glennon was delivering a friendly sermon, some kind of spiritual monologue that I normally would have paid obedient attention to, but I was distracted by the cute boy who was looking at me. Then Glennon said to all three of us that it was very beautiful when people loved each other, and that love was very special. He added something about trust and the free expression of love, and how it was a nice idea for the four of us to go into the next room, his bedroom, the only room there with a door that closed, and take off all our clothes. Being naked in front of each other, he said, was a good way to show that we trusted each other.


My presence at the theater camp that weekend had been pretty touch-and-go to begin with. My parents were not thrilled by the idea. I grew up in a Catholic suburb, went to Catholic school, and received the Holy Spirit via communion wafer every Sunday, and my parents had always been the most religious adults I knew. On one rare occasion when the local priest visited our home, I believe that even he had been taken aback by their reverence.


Much of this came from my father. He was raised by his grandparents, literally born in the middle of the nineteenth century, and his way of seeing the world had always leaned toward theirs. He was staunchly conservative, obedient unto the one true God, and often authoritarian with his children. He and my mother, as it turned out, had heard some odd things about Father Glennon and initially balked at the idea of letting me go. Eventually, in the face of my dramatic insistence, and the fact that Glennon was, after all, a priest, they allowed it.


There’s a cruel irony for parents who believe there is a kingdom of heaven and want to guarantee their child’s place in it, because there is great pressure to control what is ultimately out of their hands. It was a duty my father took seriously even though, inevitably, he would have to let go one day. But how could he know if this was the day?


There are no good answers for parents, but as it turned out, my father had prepared me for such a day. Life with Dad, as difficult as it sometimes was, had equipped me with tools that I didn’t know I had. I can’t explain this even now because I believe in a scientifically verifiable universe, but at that moment in front of the fire, when the priest asked me and my fourteen-year-old friend, the daughter of his close friends, to take off our clothes and prove we knew what trust was, my father—at that moment an hour away and fast asleep—took over my body. At least, that’s what it felt like. I heard him thunder the word No out of my mouth. And that was it.


Glennon looked shocked, and then he grew cold. The conversation took on a sour note. Shortly after that, his rap about the meaning of love and trust ended. I grabbed my sleeping bag and lay down by myself on one of the couches in the room full of buzzing, happy kids. The next morning, one of the cool, older girls mocked me because I had apparently crawled right inside my bag, pulled it up over my head and not moved for the next eight hours.


Glennon did not glance in my direction for the rest of the weekend. I tried once the following morning to get his attention, but he pointedly did not hear me. I could feel the kids around us cringing at my low status. Before acting camp ended, Glennon held a mass, and as his eyes swept over the crowd of admiring kids, they always bounced away from where I was. Looking back, I wonder at the effort of it. For him to so successfully not look at me, he must have been aware of where I was every second. At the time, though, I mostly felt confused and hurt. There was no mention of acting the whole weekend.


I learned later that Glennon had already been convicted for assaulting a ten-year-old girl before my time at the camp. Did Lisa’s parents know this? Had they not believed it? Did they suggest that Lisa take a friend with her? Was I their hedge, just in case?


In the three years after my visit to Lancefield, Glennon was charged with raping seven boys and one girl between the ages of twelve and sixteen, all of whom visited the camp in the years before I did. He went to jail, and yet more than ten years later after his release, he was brought up on twenty-four more counts, including the rape of a child under ten years old. He told at least one boy, after raping him, that if the boy told his parents what Glennon had done, Glennon would kill his parents and take custody of the boy. Another victim testified that Glennon said he had lost track of how many people he had raped.


Glennon was the subject of at least five trials and pleaded not guilty in all but one. He was convicted many times over. By his final conviction in 2003, now in his sixties, his hair still thick but his gaunt face turned spectral, he was sentenced for what would be the rest of his natural life. A reporter at that trial noted that when the guilty verdict was read out, Glennon shook his head in disbelief.


It was also reported after the legal proceedings that Glennon had regularly visited a boys’ orphanage called St. Augustine’s on the outskirts of a neighboring city. An immense building, half college, half chateau, it was run by the Christian Brothers and set on 620 acres of farmland that had been given to the religious order by the government. Glennon, it was said, provided counsel to the young residents.


When this was first reported, few would have understood what it likely meant, even in context of the grotesque details of Glennon’s trial. For much of the twentieth century, St. Augustine’s had been a satellite unto itself. Most of the thousands of boys who disappeared from rural hamlets and larger cities across the state had probably never heard of the place before they woke up one day inside it. Once inside, the boys may as well have been on the moon. Each morning they lined up to receive a dot of toothpaste on their toothbrushes. If they lost their toothbrush, they had to use their finger. When the bells rang, they lined up for their food, and to go to church, and to learn. On Saturdays, when they assembled to watch a film, the boys who were deemed undeserving were lined up in the same room but made to stand with their backs to the show.


The brothers who lived at St. Augustine’s, who allowed the child rapist Michael Glennon to come and go, wore tunics equipped with a special pouch that housed a strap, three strips of leather sewn together, eleven inches long and half an inch thick. One brother used to leap into the air, both feet off the ground, before he brought the strap back down onto the hand of a child. Another named his own strap “the red terror.” Each night the brothers prowled the halls, and boys rocked themselves from side to side to put themselves to sleep.


At different times over the decades, a canny, desperate, outraged child would escape from St. Augustine’s to tell people in the world outside what was happening to him. Survivors from the home have reported that dozens and dozens tried. But even if they managed to break free from this horrifying and altogether separate reality, they never got far. The runaway was always caught, and the police or his relatives or his local priest returned him. Then his head was shaved, and he was really punished.


If one of those boys had told Sally Dale of St. Joseph’s in Vermont, more than ten thousand miles away, what he had experienced, she would have been surprised to learn that the boy existed at all, but she would not have blinked at his story. The Australian children of St. Augustine’s in the antipodes had more in common with Sally and her fellow orphans in the far American north than any other child who lived free in their own neighborhoods or states, or even their country. Those boys and Sally were citizens of the same realm.


Ultimately, though, the boys never knew of Sally’s existence, nor she of theirs. But we can now say that they each understood something secret and profound about the difference between the world that most of us think we live in and the other worlds that only some people know.


For most of the twentieth century, an invisible archipelago stretched across the Western world. On each island in the chain stood a large, dark manor, some of red brick, some of stone. Most stood two to four stories tall, and all were utilitarian, though often graced by the statue of a saint or an architectural note, a pretty gable here, a cupola there. The hulking great buildings sat on the edge of their towns, high on a hill, by the river on the outskirts, or in the fields where few lived. They loomed large and solitary, and if the people in the nearby town thought of them at all, they thought of them as one-off institutions. Few understood that they belonged to an enormous, silent network. In fact, between St. Augustine’s in Victoria, Australia, and St. Joseph’s in Vermont, United States, existed thousands of other institutions like them: Smyllum Park orphanage in Lanarkshire, Scotland; the Bon Secours Mother and Baby Home in Tuam, Ireland; the Mount Providence Orphanage in Montreal, Canada.


Most institutions were religious, but many were not. All told, they composed the twentieth-century orphanage system, through which millions of children passed and from which relatively few records remain.


There are many reasons why the orphanage system, which was once so enormous, is now so obscure. All those reasons, diverse as they are, are strung between two poles: the active concealment of crime on one end and the impact of tremendous trauma on the other. The truth—a truth I struggled to accept for years—is that the cover-up of crimes was profuse, intentional, and effective. The destruction of evidence, the hiding of records, and the obscuring of facts and systems and prior warnings were all carried out by people who committed criminal acts or by their colleagues, who sought to protect them or the reputation of their church. The impact of the malefactors’ work is evident today and remains formidable.


The trauma inflicted by the orphanages is unique and particular, and not yet fully understood by modern psychology or psychiatry. Certainly, everywhere the islands of the orphanage archipelago existed, shattered travelers now live. These people were once marooned, but found a way home. Yet even as they escaped, a spell was cast upon them. Most of the survivors could not talk about what happened to them in that other place, or if they did talk about it, like the mythical seer Cassandra, no one believed them.


The orphanages left marks on the bodies of former residents, on their lifelong choices, on the way they raised their children, and on the geography of their adult lives. Some moved as far away as they could as soon as they could. Others stayed in the same town, but if you took a map and ran a pencil over their daily movements, you’d see that there was a particular street or a neighborhood that was never marked. If the town were, say, Burlington, Vermont, you’d find lines through the center of town, around the university campus, along the interstate, and down to the lakeshore, but stark against the messy scribble, you’d also see a clean wide space, and at the center of that space, you’d see a big building on a bluff overlooking the lake: St. Joseph’s Orphanage.


In the 1990s, the silence of survivors began to break everywhere. Former residents reached out to one another, or to lawyers, or to law enforcement. They created activist groups and support groups. They began to write letters and lobby representatives and call on the media. An awakening dawned in many communities where orphanages had once stood. Shortly afterward, however, the history of American orphanages split from the history of orphanages in other countries.


It took me a long time as a journalist to understand what happened in the United States. I took my first steps into the orphanage archipelago from outside the country, in places that primarily engaged in the experience of the former residents of orphanages with government inquiries and journalism.


I entered that world because of the determined work of others, usually former residents of orphanages. When I first fumbled my way into this new territory, some of my friends had a vague sense of those places. When I mentioned it, they might get a dreamy look and say, Yeah, there was a place like that near where I grew up, I once asked my mother about it, or I wondered about that place! I remember driving by and seeing children in the yard there. Still, I found it hard to see the larger story beyond the gripping tale of the one person I was talking to or the terrible and specific history of the single institution I was reporting on.


I understood intellectually that there had, in fact, been many institutions. By 2010, a considerable number of newspaper reports had documented abuse stories from orphanages all over the world. In Australia, a radical group of archivists launched a historic website that aimed to identify all the orphanages in the country. But few people comprehended the enormity of it. The vast whole eluded the basic tools of journalism not to mention the reach of the law, traditional ideas about justice, and the limits of basic, human psychology. In every sense, it was too big.


As the years went by, my lens widened, and I became increasingly disturbed by what I saw. Looking back from the 2010s, I finally began to see not just one or two or ten of these places, but an entire fantastic world, a massive network, thousands of institutions, millions of children connected to one another if not by an explicit system of transport or communication, then by the overwhelming sameness of their experiences: the same schedules, the same cruelty, the same crimes committed in the same fashion, then covered up by the same organizations. In many cases, the sameness had roots in a shared history and culture, including systems of operation, abstract notions of personal responsibility and obedience, and attitudes toward children, and women, and sex. Irish and French Catholicism, for example, had sent many people across the world to become avatars of their religion in a new place. Sometimes, though, the institutions were uncannily alike simply because inside such strange places, with little transparency to the outside world, there are only so many grooves along which human pathology and human tragedy run.


I began to focus on the Catholic orphanage system, partly because I was raised Catholic and partly because the Catholic Church is remarkable—ironically—for its record-keeping as well as its criminality. It still took years to glimpse the full outline of that dark underworld.


Over time, I became overwhelmed by the sense that those of us lucky enough not to know it were in a fraught position. We had unwittingly been party to a great mystery, a huge heist, a secret murder, many murders probably. I lost count of the stories I heard—too many to fully grasp. Some I could document, some I couldn’t. But each was uniquely harrowing. The more that happened, the more I was struck by the immensity of the underworld and the monster that stood astride it.


What does this widespread, hidden trauma cost us? What does society pay by letting it continue to loom over a large group of people, and at best, registering only some of its impact? An extraordinary number of children experienced profound trauma in twentieth-century institutional childcare in the United States, Canada, Australia, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and other countries. A significant number are still alive today, and for many, it affects everything about their lives. But they are not the only victims.


Many survivors had children who also had children, and the shadow of institutionalized abuse and exploitation looms over them, too, even those who never knew that their parents or grandparents once lived in an orphanage. The cost of not acknowledging what happened, let alone attempting a true reckoning, is immense in any terms you choose: economic, social, or legal.


The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study launched in 1995 and is still renowned for its rigorous attempt to construct a scientific understanding of the long-term, widespread impact of childhood adversity. Its findings subvert some of our most basic ideas about abuse: the notion that it happens in “distinct categories,” for example, and that one form is inherently worse than another. In fact, it’s not possible to determine which type of abuse causes more harm when there is more than one type of abuse. It appears that most harm is caused by a number of compounded adverse childhood experiences. The great challenge posed by the ACE study is what to do now about social systems that are built on the old ideas, like our contemporary system of childcare, and when that goes wrong, our system of justice.


The ACE study tells us what orphanage survivors could have told us long ago if we had only listened. The true history of orphanages provides one of the darkest and most complete natural experiments on the nature and consequences of abuse, and on the behavior of abusers. Take a group of people at their most vulnerable, make them subject to an organization with almost zero transparency to the outside world, build weak to nonexistent systems of oversight, and give the organization social status or exemption from taxes—then what does the abuse look like? It is profuse, complicated, and category-busting. It is the act, and it is the denial of the act. It causes emotional, physical, social, and economic harm and increased risk across the span of lifetimes and down generations.


The true history of America’s orphanages—and many others across the world—teaches us about the cost of letting abuse occur. It also teaches us about abusers and criminality, and where unlimited corruption of institutional power leads. These lessons are not just historical, they pertain to acts that are happening right now. The organizations that ran orphanages still deny the full reality of what happened inside them, still refuse to take true responsibility for the consequences, and still sit on the records. They will rewrite history, if they are allowed to. They will rewrite reality, too.


In 2019, after many of the events of this book had occurred, and many Americans had been reminded, if not educated, about the impact of life in a twentieth-century orphanage, and St. Joseph’s Orphanage in Vermont in particular, the current bishop of the Diocese of Burlington, Christopher Coyne, did a curious thing.


In response to a formal investigation and renewed activism, Coyne publicly and individually in private addressed survivors of the extreme events that occurred at St. Joseph’s and the cover-up that followed. As leader of the diocese, he made a number of reparative acts. Then in April 2019, once much of the initial hubbub and press attention died down, a spokesman for the Diocese of Burlington announced that Coyne planned to recommend a man for canonization. The man had been born in France in 1816. He had become a priest and voyaged to America in 1853, ultimately taking up residence in Burlington, Vermont.


Canonization is a long and complicated process, but if successful, the subject is declared a saint. Miracles are attributed to them; they are beatified, elevated above all others, seen as beyond reproach. In a hundred years, or maybe just a decade, good Catholics around the world would pray to them for their own miraculous intercession for help and healing. The man that Coyne nominated for sainthood? Louis deGoesbriand, the first bishop of Burlington. Among his many acts as bishop, in 1854, he founded St. Joseph’s Orphanage.


How do you investigate a cold case that has been actively concealed by the oldest institution in the world? How do you investigate ten thousand cold cases? It was overwhelming, but I took a grim comfort in the refusal of some survivors to be defeated, no matter what they had been through.


Sally Dale refused defeat—though I don’t know if it ever consciously occurred to her that way. The boys of St. Augustine’s who later testified about what happened to them refused, too. So did a girl from St. Catherine’s, who grew up to start a revolution. So did a haunted boy I spoke to in jail. So did hundreds of brilliant children from orphanages all over the world. They had survived events that most people would tremble to contemplate, and if I learned anything from all of them and their experiences over decades and continents, it was this: if you want to take on a two-thousand-year-old monster, you’re going to have to play a long game.




















CHAPTER 2



The two-story manor sits northeast of the hill crest, where it begins to wind down to the bay. When you stand across the road to survey the grand Victorian whole, you can’t see the nearby water, but you can tell it’s there from the lightness of the air. There are two reasons for this. Rozelle Bay, glinting in Sydney’s perfect summer light, lies at the bottom of the hill to the right. A few blocks beyond the house, Jubilee Park stretches down to the water on the other side. It’s not all grand houses on this street but there are plenty here, with their pretty balconies, plastered arches, and yellow sandstone. Miniature box hedges mark parking spaces on the road. They probably weren’t here sixty years ago, but the money that paid for them has clearly flowed through this street, one way or another, since the house was built.


Even if you didn’t know the history of this place and the wealthy solicitor who first lived there in the late nineteenth century, you can tell it was one of the first, one of the most admired.


Go in.


The iron palisade gate swings open without a sound. A tessellated tiled path takes you to the front door, where a frangipani tree throws gentle shade. Here on the porch must be where the little ones were lined up. Chins high, eyes down, ready for inspection.


Enter.


The hallway that runs from the entrance has two enormous rooms to each side, and a decorated arch halfway along. The staircase rises on the left. If you stand next to it, you can glimpse part of the atrium at the back of the house. Light fills the space. Next to you, on the side of the staircase, there is a paneled door.


The house is quiet, you are alone. Open it.


The cupboard under the stairs is smaller than you think it will be. The dark wood columns and lustrous balustrade of the staircase are lovely, like everything else here. But the cupboard is more afterthought. There are shelves and a jumble of brushes, dust pan, and other cleaning tools inside. A small amount of light marks the vent at the bottom of the outside wall; it sits where the earth comes up against the brickwork.


Shut the door of the cupboard under the stairs. Open it again.


Now there is a small boy sitting in the dusty space. He is pale and dirty, and his face is a mess. He has sandy hair and he has soiled himself. He’s not alone. There are two other boys, one on either side of him. They all hold hands tightly. The boy stares at you. He has been crying but now he is too scared to talk. The cupboard smells of fear.


When Geoff Meyer lived at Royleston, he was never there for long, maybe a few months at a time, sometimes a few days. Nevertheless, the big house was the grim station to which he was always returned. Every time he came back, he cringed at the iron gate, which squealed loudly when he passed through. As he walked from the gate to the front door, where the matron stood waiting, waves of dread swamped him. Officially, Royleston was known as a Home for Wayward and Abandoned Boys, but Meyer knew it as the Boys’ Depot, a place for the storage of spare children.


Regularly, Meyer lined up with the other boys on the front porch in order of height. Strangers arrived and walked up and down the line, eventually choosing one of them. It was always women who came to choose, and when one of them fixed on Meyer, he left with her.


The idea was that Meyer would become part of the woman’s family, at least for a while. Thus he would go to live in a new suburb or on a farm, where he milked cows or fed chickens or cleaned from morning to night. Most of the time, Meyer noticed, he was fostered out to a family with a child the same size as he was. He always left Royleston with two suitcases of new clothes paid for him by the government, but after the first day, Meyer never saw those clothes again.


When the season was done or the need was met, Meyer was returned to Royleston, where the food was rotten and the punishment was rich. If Meyer threw up after eating weevil-ridden porridge, he was forced to eat his own vomit. For other infractions, he was flogged or made to scrub the veranda tiles with a toothbrush. Sometimes the matron took him into the attic and did strange, painful things to his private parts.


When one of his fellow residents wet the bed, the matron draped the boy’s wet sheets over his head and made him walk around the dormitory. As the sad little wet ghost wandered about, the other boys stood there, watching and laughing, trying to trip him up. Meyer noticed that a boy would participate in this laughter until he himself wet the bed. Meyer never laughed. He was too small, and he was afraid of what would happen to him if he did. He had his uses, though. He was fast as well as little, so he usually found himself acting as a lookout for bigger boys.


No one called Meyer by name at the Depot. He answered to “Hey you,” but mostly the matron and the other adults called him terrible words. Sometimes the other boys called him threepence because he was so small. He didn’t mind that one so much. At Royleston, none of the boys knew each other’s names. They weren’t even really allowed to talk to each other.


As bright and sunny as the big house was, the boys of Royleston existed in a strange gray state of unknowing. They knew very little about each other and almost as little about themselves. Who were their parents? They didn’t know. Did they have brothers or sisters? Usually, they didn’t know. What had they, the wayward boys, done, to end up in this place of punishment? They didn’t know. They were given to understand that they were at Royleston because they were bad, but really they had no idea why.


Sometimes the boys at Royleston played cricket with the Catholic lads from nearby Westmead. The Catholic boys told Meyer about the “fathers” from their school. These men weren’t like normal fathers, Meyer learned, but were grown men without wives or families who looked after the boys. The fathers were touching them, the boys told Meyer.


At the time Meyer didn’t understand that the Catholic boys were telling him and the other boys from Royleston what was happening to them so they would report to someone in authority and get help. Meyer had no one to tell. Even the idea of telling made no sense to him.


One day the matron made Meyer get inside the cupboard under the stairs. It was the place he hated most at Royleston. It didn’t take much to be put there. Minor infractions, acts of rebellion, unsanctioned expression. If Meyer didn’t smile when he was lined up on the veranda for inspection, he was put under the stairs.


This time he and two other boys hunched together in the small, musty space. They held hands as feet thumped up and down the stairs above them. Meyer didn’t know how long he would be in there. More than once he had sat under the stairs for three days. There was no food or water there. There was no toilet. Meyer had to do it in his pants.


This time, the hours passed, and the house gradually became quiet. When it was completely dark and still and there was hardly any noise, the door to the cupboard opened. This was strange. Before, Meyer was always released into the blinding light of the day. In fact, it was so dark under the stairs, that when Meyer eventually emerged, dirty and blinking, the light hurt his eyes as much as if someone was standing there and pressing on them. It felt like torture.


But the person who opened the door now wasn’t there for Meyer. Instead, he took one of Meyer’s nameless companions and then shut the cupboard door. Meyer never saw that boy again.


Twice more this happened. Meyer was banished to the cupboard with other boys. One of them was taken into the darkness outside the cupboard and, each time, that was the last time Meyer saw that boy. He never understood why. No one fostered boys in the middle of the night.


I met Meyer in 2012. Earlier that year I had learned about a group of people known as care leavers, or more casually, “homies,” who grew up in orphanages between the 1930s and 1980s. They were having a hard time getting their personal information from the government.


They weren’t after tax returns or historic deeds or birth certificates to validate genealogies they already knew. They simply wanted basic facts that had been withheld from them at an early age—the kind of information that most of us cannot imagine not knowing—like their real names, or when their birthdays were, or if they had siblings.


I first learned that the orphanages existed from a group of archivists who were gathered at a conference in Brisbane, Australia. The archivists were often on the other end of requests for help from former orphanage residents, and had come to feel that the former residents’ plight was a human rights issue. I struggled to imagine what it was like not to know these things about oneself. The rest of us live our lives firmly embedded in a web of information. We know where we were born. We know whether our parents liked each other. We know what it is like to be a child and see an adult brush their teeth. As adults, we belong to interconnected groups like a family, neighborhood, or religious community, and we have experiences that constantly reinforce what we know. Together, the bits and threads that bind us add up to a complex, unquantifiable body of information, providing not only a medical and personal history but a sense of self. Yet for the children sent to live in these twentieth-century homes, that information was systematically and utterly erased so that, for a very long time, they didn’t know it should have been there in the first place.


When I looked for more information, all the archivists I asked directed me to Leonie Sheedy. Once a resident of St. Catherine’s Orphanage in Geelong, sister home to St. Augustine’s, Sheedy was a small, dynamic woman who was equal parts funny, frank, and angry. I met her in Sydney in an aging but well-kept white brick house set on a busy road in Bankstown. It was the office of an organization that Sheedy cofounded, the Care Leavers Australasia Network, or CLAN.


Sheedy appeared to know nearly everyone who had passed through the orphanage system in Australia, and as far as I could tell, she had pursued with an inexhaustible drive every public figure or politician who might have had the smallest bit of influence on their plight.


Sheedy told me that in the early 1990s, her cofounder Joanna Penglase, then a doctoral student as well as a survivor of the twentieth-century child welfare system, wrote to more than 150 newspapers in her state, asking that survivors get in touch. Slowly, one by one, they reached out. Sheedy and Penglase then established CLAN. In the years that followed, many more of Australia’s ex-orphans found their way to the organization. Most were so ashamed of the fact that they had grown up in an institution, Sheedy told me, that she was the first person they’d told.


Sheedy came to know thousands of homies’ stories and connected dozens of them with each other—kids who’d grown up side by side in the same place and then left, never to see each other again. Her newsletter classifieds read like ads for former selves: “Michael would like to get in touch with anyone that remembers him in Renwick in the 1950s”; “If anyone can remember my nickname Debbie Wobble Head from the Ballarat Children’s Home, it would be nice to have some contact.”


The orphanage residents told Sheedy they had been placed in a home because calamity had befallen their family. They had lost their father to war or their mother to illness. They had been given up by their parents because they were poor or disabled, or their parents were divorced or had never been married. Some parents believed they were ensuring a better life for their kids by placing them in an orphanage or a small, privately run home. Some children were surrendered by parents who didn’t want them, or they were taken from parents who had committed crimes, struggled with addiction, or abused them. Only rarely was it the case that both parents had died. They told Sheedy they had been taken by strangers in the middle of the night or had fled out the back door when strange men arrived and began to grab their siblings.


The stories they told Sheedy about life in an orphanage were chillingly similar, even as each also had its own painful details. There had been few celebrations in the institutions and little news of the outside world. Some children attended the local school but wore special clothes that made it clear where they were from. Some were schooled inside the institution and never left the grounds. Many were not taught to read or write or do basic math. They were blamed if they became ill, and if it wasn’t completely debilitating, their illness was often ignored. They told vividly similar stories about floggings, punches to the face, forced labor, sexual assault, and emotional torment. They were forced to hit each other and put into solitary confinement for days at a time. In some homes, they were not allowed to look one another in the eye. Their names were arbitrarily changed.


Up until the 1970s, children in some homes were subject to medical experimentation, some with substances that had failed safety tests in animals, and some that caused fever and vomiting in infant subjects in the study. At the St. Joseph’s Broadmeadows home in Melbourne, run by the Catholic Sisters of St. Joseph, babies in the 1940s were injected with a trial herpes simplex vaccine, which failed to provide any protection against infection. Another group in the same home was later injected with a trial influenza vaccine. In another home in Melbourne, a trial whooping cough vaccine was given to children.


Home staff were expert at placing children in no-win situations and then punishing them as if they had control over the outcome. At the Ballarat Orphanage in Victoria, boys lined up to have their shoes inspected. If a boy’s heels were worn away, he was smacked. In homes all over the country, night after night, children who wet the bed were sent to bed the following night with no protective garments or access to a toilet. At one Catholic orphanage, a girl let her younger sister jump into bed with her so that when the little girl peed, only the older sister would be punished.


The former residents told Sheedy that while some carers had been kind, they usually didn’t last in the job. As awful as the abuse was, it was the absence of affection that was most devastating. When children entered institutions, they were taken from a place where they were at least claimed and, in many cases, loved by adults. One man said that children showed each other pictures of their mothers, which in reality were photos cut from magazines.


In many homes, staff controlled every connection a child had with the outside world. When children were moved to another institution, as they often were, no one explained why. One girl entered a Sydney home with her three-year-old brother and woke one morning to find he was gone. No one told her where. Staff confiscated letters, and children were falsely told their parents were dead or never wanted to see them again.


At St. Catherine’s, where Sheedy had grown up, one girl didn’t know she had any family until the day she and a younger girl were called into the head nun’s office and introduced to a man and a woman. “This is your new mum and dad,” she was told. The nun told her that the visitors had adopted both her and her sister, indicating the small girl. “My sister?” she said.


The day that Sheedy introduced me to Geoff Meyer, he opened the front gate for me, lifting it carefully so it wouldn’t squeak. He was seventy-six years old, on the short side, and wore a Fair Isle jumper and slicked-down hair. He was courtly and jokey, and called me “mate.” He looked like everyone’s granddad. Meyer’s wife died three years before, but he stayed active on the CLAN committee and mowed the lawn to help out. Since he left Royleston more than half a century before, he hadn’t eaten any vegetables except spinach, which had not been served there. He told me that he often watched people on the streets, wondering how many of them were once wards.


Meyer told me that he had been fostered out eight times, and each time he returned, the sound of the squealing front gate “frightened the living Jesus out of me because I knew what I was in for.”


On his final foster placement at age nine, Meyer was sent to an older woman in an outer suburb of Sydney. When she enrolled him at the local school, he learned the date of his birthday for the first time. Everyone at the school knew Meyer was a ward because the assistant principal made him and another boy stand up as he said to the class, “They are under child welfare because their mothers never loved them.” During arithmetic one day, Meyer told me the man “lost the plot completely.” He said, “Geoff Meyer, stand up. I want you to sing a song. I want you to sing ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen.’” But Meyer rebelled—“I said, ‘No!’”—so the teacher slammed Meyer’s head into the wall. For years, Meyer had migraines and his head twitched uncontrollably. When it jerked hard toward his shoulder, the other students laughed at him.


Most of Meyer’s foster mothers beat him. The last one whipped him with horse reins, but when he showed the welts to government inspectors, they told him he was a liar. After school, he trained as a motor mechanic, then took off for the city, taking the clothes he was wearing, a tennis racquet, a cricket bat, and 24 pounds and 18 shillings. He had no friends, acquaintances, or family that he knew of. He had no idea how to find a job or a place to stay, but thanks to the woman who had placed him in school, he had learned when he was born and had never forgotten it, so he timed his escape exactly. He ran away on May 10, 1954, his eighteenth birthday.


Meyer said that, not long after he ran away, “I started to get it into my brain to find out if I had any family.” He guessed that the best place to look was the Department of Child Welfare. “I’m a state ward,” he told a young man at the local office. “I’m looking to see if I’ve got a mother and father.” The young man went into another room and returned after five minutes, and said, “I think you might have a sister.” He disappeared again. An older man came out and said, “I think you had better leave.” Meyer thought he had misunderstood. “I think you had better leave,” the man repeated. Meyer refused, and they argued back and forth, the man dismissing Meyer with no explanation and Meyer refusing to budge. Then the man said, “Get out or I’ll call the fucking police.” Meyer left, asking himself why he was always in trouble.


He found work. One day on the train where young women cadged cigarettes off the working lads, he met a girl named Marion and gave her his whole pack. They were married and had four children and, as the years passed, eleven grandchildren. Meyer never told any of them that he had been a state ward. When his children asked him about his childhood, he changed the subject. But when he retired, he started to go to the state records offices to see what he could find. Even then, he didn’t tell his wife. “It felt very, very private,” he said. He found his birth certificate and discovered that his mother was Maisie Aileen Meyer and his father was Leo Joseph Meyer, an American sailor. There was no information about why he was made a state ward and no record of contact from his parents after it happened.


As he looked for records about his life and family, Meyer was told different things by different departments. Some officials were good to him. Others clearly didn’t care. One said his information had been lost in a flood. Another said it was a fire. He looked at files in the records offices but had to insist that he was legally entitled to a copy. When he received copies, they took months to get to him and were missing papers from the sets he had seen at the records office. The files also included information that he was not supposed to see, like the names and addresses of all his foster parents.


When Meyer’s wife was at work one day, he tracked down one of his foster mothers from 1941 to 1943, a Mrs. Little of Bexley. “She was the only one who ever showed me love,” he said. “Not a hug or anything like that, but she never hit me.” She told Meyer that the only reason she gave him back was because she was summoned to make submarine nets for the war effort. “She gave me a picture, God bless her,” Meyer said. “It was me with her son—the only photo I ever had of me as a child.”


When he was sixty-eight, Meyer saw a newspaper notice seeking state wards. The ad asked: “Did you grow up in a children’s home?”


Meyer still hadn’t told his wife about his time at Royleston or what happened to him, but he said to her that day, “I think I’m going to ring this number up. It may just lead me somewhere.”


Shortly thereafter, Meyer ended up at the Bankstown office with Leonie Sheedy. “She started talking to me, and I talked, and then the more I talked the more she was getting out of me, and I had never talked like this before.”


When Meyer left Sheedy that day, he felt extraordinary. “I felt like Superman walking in the air,” he told me. “I felt like Jesus Christ walking on the water.” Meyer’s conversation with Sheedy reframed his entire life. “I thought I was the reason all that stuff happened,” he told me. “All that time, I thought it was only happening to me, but it was happening all over the place.” When he got home that day, he told his wife about his experience at CLAN. She asked him, “What really went on in your life?” So he began to tell her, too.


By the time I visited the Royleston Depot in 2012 on a hot summer day, it had been sold a few times over and was by then a privately owned bed and breakfast. I booked a room for the night. When I first arrived, I stood across the road on the warm concrete. For a long time I just looked. It was so hard to resolve the lovely architecture before me with the mad, terrifying world that Meyer had described.


I walked down the narrow street beside the old Depot. Four ghost gum trees towered over the back fence and behind them was a small parking lot and a building. Earlier, Meyer had told me that both had been built since he lived there.


Meyer had returned to Royleston only once as an adult. He had gone back with his granddaughter, who by then knew, like the rest of Meyer’s family, that he had lived there once as a ward of the state. They pretended to be interested in booking a room. The proprietor let them in, and they looked around. It was the back that most interested Meyer.


Meyer believed that the boys whose hand he had held but whose names he had not known, the three boys who one by one had been taken from the cupboard beneath the stairs under the cover of darkness, were still there at the back of the Depot, pressed beneath the earth and now held down by the asphalt and cars. He believed the boys had been killed, and though it seemed that hardly anyone but him knew they had once existed, he believed that beneath this pretty, gentrified, wealthy world, not far from the roots of the ghost gum trees, the lost boys lay.


Meyer understood there was little he could do with his idea. He had spent most of his life not being believed about any of the details of the strange world he had come from. He was disappointed to find that the place had changed so much, and to see that there was asphalt and concrete between him and what might have remained of those boys. The asphalt may as well have been a plate of steel. No one was going to hear his story and have either the authority or the will to breach the ground cover and look.


The day I visited the Royleston bed and breakfast, I was the only person there apart from the woman who ran the place. I looked inside the cupboard under the stairs. It was so small, so ordinary. Nothing remained of its former role as cramped jail cell for terrified children. I retreated upstairs to the large room I had booked. There was no trace of the former occupants there either. I lay on top of the bed covers and thought about Meyer and the thousands of children who had passed through this place. It was hard to process—all that brazen abuse behind firmly locked doors, creeping adults in dark dormitories, and the whole network that Sheedy told me about, of which this large, beautiful house was one node.


When Meyer and I first spoke, he showed me the files he had painstakingly gathered about his life, a reasonably thick wedge of papers that included his intermediate school certificate. He had to pay to get a copy, but he was proud that he now had something to show his grandchildren. There was a state inspector’s report from when he was ten years old, a year after he was assaulted by his teacher. It described him as an overanxious worrier. There was only one record from before that time, with nothing about the assault or the ensuing years of medical treatment. For Meyer, the missing files would be proof of an otherwise invisible life, a deeply important symbol. But he also wanted them so he could sue the state government for compensation.


Meyer was likeable and modest; he didn’t look like he had once lived in hell, making his stories all the more surreal. They seemed to belong less to another time than another universe, one designed by Hans Christian Andersen, where children scrubbed vast expanses of floor with toothbrushes and adult women did inexplicably awful things to frightened little boys.


I didn’t doubt that the Royleston matron had taken Meyer into the attic and molested him, or that his foster mothers used him as cheap labor, or that the local Catholic boys whispered to him about creepy fathers who touched their private parts. But it was different when Meyer spoke about murdered children. Looking back, I suspect that my attention was drawn to what felt tractable, what seemed extraordinary but plausible. It was not my intention to treat the stories about missing boys differently from the other stories Meyer told me. But I did. How else, I have asked myself since, could I even begin to process the rest of the fantasia that Meyer described?


In the early 2000s, the relentless activism of Leonie Sheedy and Joanna Penglase led to an Australian Senate inquiry. For the first time, a national government in the orphanage archipelago attempted to reckon with how many children it had placed in homes and what had happened to them since they left.


The inquiry estimated that at least 500,000 children from Australia’s relatively small twentieth-century population had been placed in hundreds of different institutions. Even now, most people whose lives have been untouched by institutional care imagine that orphanages were full of children who had lost both parents. The popular idea of orphans and orphanages has been shaped by Shirley Temple films, Babar books, and an endless line of Little Orphan Annie productions. Fictional orphans are plucky, resourceful, and resilient, and despite experiencing great tragedy, they are winsome enough to attract adults who want to adopt them and create a new family. Orphanages in the popular imagination may be stern, even cold places. The children in them are generally thought to be firmly locked behind the high walls of the institution until they are lucky enough to be adopted. If a villain walks the hallways, they are usually more mean-spirited than predatorial.


In reality, the residents of orphanages were overwhelmingly not orphans. Usually one or both parents were still alive. In many cases a parent, usually the mother, voluntarily placed their child in care because they were unable to care for them. The child may have been born out of wedlock and the father did not want to be involved, or he was sick, in jail, at war, or dead. In her book, Orphans of the Living, CLAN cofounder Joanna Penglase wrote that it’s hard to know now how or why a parent chose a particular institution for their child. In many cases, it would have been a referral from the parish priest or pastor. One woman chose a large institution because she thought there would be regular welfare checks on the children. She was wrong, Penglase observed. Penglase’s own mother chose a small home-based situation for her because she’d heard about it by chance.


If not given up voluntarily, children were taken by the state—often the police—who deemed them to be in danger in the family home. Many children only spent one or two years at an orphanage and were taken out again once their single parent had remarried and was able to bring them home. In some cases, a member of their extended family was able to look after them. For some children, the walls of an orphanage were somewhat porous, as a parent or a grandparent visited every weekend.


The inquiry’s 2004 report found that many former residents had died, often from drug- and alcohol-related causes, but those who remained were a significant, living demographic. Most were between sixty-five and ninety years old, and many had built careers in institutions like the navy, nursing, or the religious orders that ran their homes. Some were visibly successful, like former senator Andrew Murray, who had been a British child migrant sent to Zimbabwe (and later immigrated to Australia). Many were not. The last three people to be executed in Australia before capital punishment was outlawed had spent time in orphanages.


Using testimony from more than six hundred former residents and care leaver experts, the inquiry reported that an “abnormally large percentage” of care leavers had attempted suicide, and many had experienced homelessness. There was a well-worn path from children’s homes to prison. One survey found that 65 percent of one state’s female prison population were care leavers. Former residents had a high incidence of mental illness. They suffered ailments like arthritis and ligament damage from hours on their knees scrubbing floors. Many had dental issues because their teeth had not been looked after, and hearing loss from being boxed on the ears. Some women still cleaned their houses obsessively. Most were noticeably short, which was usually attributed to malnutrition. They lived in terror of homes for the elderly, yet a number of them ended up placing their own children in care. One man traced five generations of wards in his family, beginning in 1865 with a young male ancestor who spent time in a former naval battleship turned floating reformatory.


The former residents of urban and suburban orphanages were mostly poor white children. Sometimes they included Indigenous children who had been taken from their families as part of a separate assimilationist policy. Many Indigenous children were also taken from their families and sent to live with white families or in mission boarding schools. The practices in such schools included devastating individualized abuse and acts of systemic cultural genocide, such as punishing children for speaking in their native tongue. Those children came to be known as Australia’s “stolen generation.” Other orphanages, many on the Australian west coast, housed local children with children from the United Kingdom who had been spirited away from their families and sent to the other side of the globe. They were officially designated “child migrants,” although most of them had no idea why they had been institutionalized, let alone moved to Australia.


I wrote about the void of personal information and the way it haunted orphaned children their whole lives. Many of their records had been destroyed, and there was little clarity about what had been lost and what was not kept in the first place. While it was intimidating for a former orphanage resident to enter a neutral institution like a public records office to search for personal documentation, many had to return to the place where they had been abused and ask nicely for help.


“People get rotten drunk in order to read their files,” Sheedy told me. In the Senate inquiry, one woman described opening her files at home alone and being committed to a psychiatric ward a week later. Sheedy herself had been hungry for knowledge. She was eight and a half months pregnant when she got her file. Like the records of many others, it bore witness to the disdain with which institutionalized children were treated, describing her as “mentally slow.” It was too much. “I fell in a heap,” she told me. “Luckily my husband picked me up. Lots of people don’t have a supportive person.”


The overzealous application of privacy laws meant that many people received files with their missing siblings’ names redacted, even though it was the government who made the sibling disappear in the first place. One man received a rare photo of a children’s party with all the little faces at the table whited out, except for his own.


Eventually the governments of Canada, England, Scotland, Ireland, Austria, New Zealand, and other countries held inquiries, too. All documented a comprehensive, entrenched culture of cruel practices across hundreds and hundreds of institutions. Together, the thousands of individual stories they told make up a vast and terrible mesh of corroboration.


In orphanages all over the world, children who wet the bed were paraded with wet bedclothes and sheets, while non-bedwetters were encouraged to laugh at them. Children in orphanages everywhere stood for hours holding their boots or some other item with their arms straight out. If they dropped them, they were beaten. They stood facing a wall in the middle of the night, and if they slumped forward and touched the wall, they were beaten. They walked up and down the hallways, back and forth for hours at night, and if they didn’t stay awake, they were beaten.


No part of a child’s body in any orphanage in any country was off-limits. Hair, heads, ears (they “spin it as hard as they can… you can kind of hear it cracking”), legs, spines, genitals, skin, the soles of feet. Children were held under cold showers and had their heads submerged in baths. They were shoved upstairs and pushed, kicked, dragged, and thrown downstairs. Hands and bodies were hit with straps, metal scissors, wooden crucifixes, rulers with a metal strip, and two-by-fours.


Emotional abuse was endemic. You are society’s garbage was a constant refrain. Everywhere, children were shamed if they fell ill. They were made to eat their own vomit. Letters into and out of orphanages were censored and destroyed, and as if the dehumanization could not be greater, it was also common in religious and nonreligious institutions to address children by number, not name. This practice has also been documented in cults and with political prisoners and hostages to, in the words of psychiatrist and trauma specialist Judith Herman, “signify the total obliteration of [someone’s] previous identity and [their] submission to the new order.”


Yet all the government inquiries, despite their enormous reach, did little to account for the death stories. Australia’s Senate inquiry did not formally pursue the question, though it dutifully recorded a number of accounts. One man, who described being told as a child that his brother had died of asthma, said that he had previously been told that the warden of the home regularly took his brother’s inhaler away to torment him. Another saw a Christian Brother punch a boy and then throw him down the stairs. He learned a short time later that the boy had died. One woman reported that sometimes the police came to her orphanage when one of the girls had died, as if it were a regular occurrence. Once a baby died there, she said, and the nuns told her what to say to the police, “which meant lying.”


The more I learned, the more Meyer’s memory of the missing boys nagged at me. He was the first person I met who had looked me in the eye and told me about his life, seamlessly including the likely murder of children among all the other pedestrian details about cigarettes, clothing, and public transport. I had been so moved by Meyer’s determination and his inexplicable sweetness that I had begun to look for more people like him. It was a while, though, before I noticed that I had put his story of the missing boys aside. It had not been a conscious choice, but it was a consequential act. It bothered me that I had done something so potentially meaningful without realizing it.


When I considered Meyer’s story of the missing boys, I worried about possible motivations for claiming that children died or disappeared. To be sure, what the former residents of orphanages had been through was impossibly awful. It had happened when they were young, without support and even without the language to process and understand and explain to others. Maybe talking about death, claiming that there had been deaths, was the only way to really communicate how bad it had been?


But why did I suppose that death was a metaphor, and that someone needed an additional reason to invoke it? When I was told stories of abuse, including acts of cruelty far beyond my experience of the world, I believed they were likely literally true. But the death stories automatically existed in a wholly different category for me. I know I am not unusual in this regard. Death is frightening and final. Once it occurs, there’s usually no going back. We all instinctively feel this way. It is reflected in all cultures.


The law reflects it, too. Murder is one of the few crimes in most jurisdictions for which there is no statute of limitations. If you kill someone and run, the law is unforgiving. If you help a killer to run, the law will not forget. 


While death rightly exists in its own psychological and legal category, the causes of death may be more mundane and don’t necessarily get the same special treatment—a beating that went too far, a shove down the stairs, the withholding of medical care. Death reliably occurs without controversy or clarion call when the body is treated in these ways. The mind may struggle to parse it, but the body is still subject to cause and effect.


When I first spoke to Meyer, it didn’t occur to me that the red line had really been crossed at Royleston. It was such a serious charge, I thought—without thinking—that a mountain of direct evidence would be required to even contemplate it. If it had been crossed, I assumed, there would have been an investigation. The killers would have been caught. By now we would all know about it. But there had been no such investigation. So there must have been no murder.


Slowly, it dawned: If I believed what the former residents of orphanages were saying, if I believed even half of their stories about what had happened to them and what they had seen, the sheer numbers of children who were whipped, slapped, cut, hit, thrown, crushed, and launched into thin air, then it made no sense to assume that children were not killed. It was illogical.


Of course, you needed more than logic to prove such a crime. But I could no longer dismiss it as a whisper.


I circled back to Leonie Sheedy. Had she heard other stories like Meyer’s? Were children killed at orphanages? If they had been killed, how was it possible that we didn’t already know about it? I don’t recall if it was Sheedy’s tone of voice on the phone or her expression as she looked at me in response to the question. All I remember was the spirit of her reply: Are you kidding me?
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