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FOREWORD


When Michael asked me to write the Foreword to his book I felt both honoured and challenged. I have had a long association with Michael, now more than 15 years, and I have seen an amazing transformation in him in that time. The challenge for me was about encapsulating that association and his life story in a few words.


The best way that I can do justice to what Michael has accomplished is to state that, as a counsellor and psychologist for many years, I have used his story and his achievements to try to inspire others to challenge themselves, and I tell them that if they want to make changes, they can. To that end, Michael is an inspiration for many and an example of a person overcoming adversity and hardship to reach his own goals.


Michael’s story of his life is more than a series of anecdotes: it is also a story of triumph, and how, irrespective of the trauma and tragedies that people may experience in their childhood and adolescence, they can turn their lives around.


The story in this book is about the trauma, the tragedies, the lack of control, the abuse and the ‘transportation’ of Michael from England to Australia as a child migrant. Apparently he became too difficult to control, and a decision was made that he be sent to Australia: the reasons for that remain unclear. However, that did not resolve Michael’s situation: he was ‘press-ganged’ into the Australian Army, and ended up serving in the Signals Corps, with a stint in Singapore. But that was only a small part of his journey: he has had many different jobs in numerous locations, with varying degrees of success.


In relating his story, Michael repeatedly told me about how he solved his problems (‘ … so I hit him’), and it was suggested that that method of problem-solving would be an apt title for his book. Apart from describing such problem-solving skills, in this book Michael shares candid insights into his life as a child on the streets of English cities, as an adolescent on the streets of Sydney, in the Australian Army, and in the many jobs he has had since then. Writing his life story had been suggested to him as a way to deal with the trauma in his life. So I Hit Him is now about to make its debut.


As the old saying goes, the rest is history. Michael has graduated with his Bachelor of Arts degree, and is now currently undertaking his PhD. I have no doubt he will succeed in this, and whatever else he undertakes.


David O’Brien


Psychologist




INTRODUCTION


‘Orphan!’ ‘Bastard!’ ‘Homes kid!’


With those words ringing in my ears, I fought violently and blindly back, not knowing why I was being called these things, yet knowing they weren’t good. But what really hurt was living in a children’s home, because I had no home of my own and no relatives to go to, and watching on as all the other children received visitors or went home.


Physically and almost certainly intellectually disabled,1 and also in the care of the Home Office, I was already behind the eight ball. In spite of these things, and despite being deported to Australia in 1970 at the age of 17, I have had a lucky life. Lucky in that I survived my cruel and lonely childhood and the physical, mental and sexual abuse I suffered in the children’s homes I lived in. Lucky because I am not in jail or in hospital or dead, like so many others. Yes, I have been lucky.


By writing this book, I hope I can prevent or help just one child from suffering the same kind of loneliness and isolation which follows from being sexually, physically and/or psychologically abused. I also hope I can make politicians and professionals in the field stop and think about better ways to assist children in care, particularly those with special needs. If I can achieve this, then the emotional pain of writing this book will be worthwhile.


This is dedicated to all those who have lived with the physical and emotional scars of their childhood and who are unable to let go of the past. There is hope. I have laid down my childhood in this book so that it can never again rise up to commit senseless violence.


It is also my way of saying thank you to those few who cared. The time given by you meant a lot. In particular, thank you to David O’Brien who went that extra distance for me.





And to every so-called professional in England who said I would never walk or talk, that I could not learn, or who said I was useless and would not live past the age of 11?


You are lucky I was deported to this great country, as you would have been my next victims.









	1


	I wasn’t formally tested for autism and Asperger’s Syndrome and diagnosed until 2001. Refer to Appendix ‘What is Asperger’s Syndrome?’ by Dr Tony Attwood, 2005.
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ONE


Early years


My most recent birth certificate shows my name to be Michael Whatham, born on 10 June 1952, in Manchester, United Kingdom. Whether the details on this certificate are true I may never know. How can I trust or accept it after all the lies that had been told to me?


I was always told that my mother died giving birth to my twin and me, and that my father walked out of the hospital, never to be seen again. Sixty years on, I now know that this too was a lie.


Mum and Dad were very poor people living in the slum suburbs of Manchester. There are four children listed as theirs: Joyce, born in August 1948 and still alive today; Jeanette, born January 1950, who died in December 1952; Kenneth, born March 1951, who died in April 1951, and my twin and me, although all records of my twin have since been removed and his existence denied, except initially when I was a child.


Records show that Jeanette was placed in care between 11 April and 29 July 1952, and that Mum was in hospital during this time. My parents’ address is recorded as 97 Burlington Street, Manchester.2 My mother reportedly gave birth to me on 10 June 1952 at 20 Nell Lane, Withington, which I have since discovered was the address of the former Chorlton Union Workhouse.3 The site became Nell Lane Military Hospital during World War I and was later renamed Withington Hospital when the hospital became part of the National Health Service.





In fighting for my rights over long years, there have been many emotionally challenging times. In trying to find out who I was and what had happened to me, I have had to deal with uncovering information about my parents that has, at times, made me angry with them, just as I’m sure many adopted children or those placed into care have also felt. I wanted answers, and gave no thought to the circumstances they lived in, but now I understand better the social environment and personal circumstances I was born into. In the late 1940s and early 1950s there were a number of affluent suburbs in Manchester where people did really well while in many others countless people like my parents lived in poverty. My mother Evelyn was destined to die in 1953 in the Manchester Royal Infirmary and was buried a pauper.


My parents had very little money and infrequent work. By the time their children were born, Dad had become a violent drunk and Mum had developed cancer. They needed to move house constantly, sometimes daily, loading their few possessions into a cart and trying to find accommodation, a situation which wasn’t uncommon back then. Sometimes they didn’t find anywhere. My older sister would have witnessed and taken part in all of this, while I was more fortunate in this sense, placed in care from the beginning as I was. I would have gone between care homes, hospitals and institutions and, very occasionally, into my parents’ (or, at least, my mum’s) care. However, by this stage my mum was dying from cancer, so it is unlikely we had much contact at all. It’s hard trying to imagine living in the way my parents did and, sadly, they were not alone. I hold no malice towards my mum but I have been angry with my dad; however, this anger has diminished as I have come to understand the kind of environment they lived in. I have been very lucky because, while I still did it hard, had I stayed with them my chances of surviving are likely to have been nil, given that at least two of my siblings died.


If 10 June 1952 is my true birthdate, and my name is Michael Whatham, then my first placement record shows me being in care from 15 August to 3 September 1952 at Booth Hall Children’s Hospital4 on Charlestown Road in Blackley (now known as Old Booth Hall Children’s Hospital). That is, there are records of a Michael Richard Whatham being there. Some time later, between September 1952 and January 1953, I was placed at Princess Christian College, a nursery training centre in Fallowfield, three miles south of Manchester city centre. During this time my older sister Jeanette died just six weeks before her third birthday, after which I returned to my parents’ care for approximately three months, which was the longest time I was ever with them.


On 2 May 1953 I returned to Princess Christian College for almost three and a half months and on 3 June, just a week before my first birthday, my mother Evelyn died, aged 28.


My fourth placement was at Rose Hill5 in Wythenshawe on 14 August 1953. Rose Hill, which was then a nursery and children’s home, was to play a major part in my life later, and still haunts me today.


My fifth placement began on 15 December 1953 at the Duchess of York Hospital for Babies6 in Burnage, after which I was placed back at Rose Hill on 16 February 1954, then back to the Duchess of York on 12 July 1954.


On 27 July 1954, some 15 days later, I was back at Rose Hill, my sixth physical placement.7 By this time I was just over two years of age. This is when I believe I have my first memory, of babies and toddlers in cots. I shared a cot and would watch and listen as the nurses gave out bottles filled with milk and put children into high chairs. I have since found out that the child in the cot with me was my twin.


One of my memories from this time was how a nurse would put a bottle of milk in my mouth and walk away. When the bottle fell away it was left to lie beside me, because, being physically disabled, I was unable to pick it up. I also remember that I was strapped down in my cot, but whether this was to keep me safe or to restrain me for other reasons, I have no idea.


Another strong memory I have is of how the nurses took all the babies and toddlers outside onto a grassy embankment for exercise. The toddlers would run around while the nurses rolled the babies down the embankment. These memories are very strong because at that time due to my various disabilities I wasn’t taken outside, and all I could do was lie in my cot, listening, observing and absorbing everything which went on around me.


I make a note at this point that in all enquiries into child migration or children in care in any country or at any level, there has been a lack of access to official records and many questions around the reliability of the records which are available. Sitting here today looking at my placement records and knowing how long I have fought to get them, I am left with mixed emotions ranging from anger and hatred to a sense of relief in having them, even though I’m aware that these records leave out a lot. I’m also relieved because at the age of 60, I no longer have to fight governments to prove such things as my name and where was I born, and how I got to Australia.


A most important feeling I have now is one of peace, unlike when I attended the Australian Senate Select Hearing into Child Migration in Melbourne in 2001, when I remarked that I felt only halfway human.8 Now that I feel fully human, I also feel peaceful – and why? Because for the first time in my memory, I do not want to kill or hurt a government official.


When you live in a world of your own, and when the words and actions of people around you have no meaning or relevance to you and you cannot communicate with them, it is a lonely and frightening place to be.





This was how I found my world at Rose Hill Nursery. My cot, with all its filth and with my able-bodied twin kicking beside me, was my whole world. My only other human contact was once or twice a day when the cot linen would be changed or when the nurses came to feed us or to take my twin out of the cot. One of my better memories of this time was when the children were out of the room. It was quiet then, and I didn’t get hit or hurt.


My placement record shows me leaving Rose Hill on 10 May 1955, which, if my birth date is correct, made me one month short of my third birthday. Where I went to is not clear. The placement record shows it was a ‘Family Group Home’ (or foster home), possibly Styal Cottage Home Number Nine, although the number is questionable.9


Styal cottages were all located on the same piece of land close together. One of them was a home for children with what would now be called autism and Cerebral palsy.


At this stage of my life I could neither talk nor walk and had no control over my body movements. By this I mean I could not move my body without being in what I now know is pain. I was still unaware I had a name because no one had ever called me by it. The names I can remember were ‘bastard’, ‘mongol’ (Down’s syndrome) and ‘spastic’.


The singer Johnny Cash had a song called A boy named Sue. In the song, the boy meets his real father, who tells him he called him Sue because he knew this name would make the boy tough. In the same way, being called ‘mongol’ and ‘spastic’ made me fight in a way that may have had a positive influence on me as far as resilience goes, but was not so good for those who in later times called me these names.


This placement, between 10 May 1955 and 24 April 1956, was different. There was still the familiar sight of doctors and nurses wearing their funny hats and the watches they wore on the front of their uniforms, but the house was quiet and I had my own cot, which was different to the one at Rose Hill. The sides on this cot folded down. They still tied me down with straps across my stomach like they had at Rose Hill, but now my arms and legs were tied down as well. This was how I stayed when I was awake. I used to fall asleep with the ties on. When I woke up the ties would be off, but as soon as they knew I was awake they tied me up again. I soon learned to lie quietly to avoid alerting them to my wakefulness but when they came towards me I would move violently towards them, becoming frenzied great.


Even though I couldn’t communicate or do all the usual things a child of my age could, I was able to understand what was happening or what was about to be done to me. Using this understanding and my good memory and by being very quiet I would later create havoc by surprising people with my violent acts.


Because the place was so quiet and I was not spoken to unless my carers had to do something to to me or for me, for the first time in my life I was able to take in my environment without worrying about being hit or shouted at. An important observation I made was that when the nurses walked, they each made different sounds. This awareness, coupled with the realisation that when the curtains were open I could see that there were people and things out there, kept me occupied for the many hours I lay there, trying to work out who or what they were.


Another significant difference was the way I was fed. I had tubes, drips etc connected to me and when they wanted to feed me they would loosen the ties and rearrange my pillows. Then they would put me in place and give me a bottle. If they were trying to feed me by spoon, one person would hold my head while another would force the food into my mouth. However, despite this, my life at this placement was a great improvement on Rose Hill Nursery.


Things were to take a dramatic turn for the better with the arrival of a new person in my life. One day, the footsteps outside my room were different and the voice was louder, talking in what I now know is a normal tone of voice rather than in the whispering voices other people used.





When she entered the room I saw that she was not wearing a nurse’s uniform. What stood out were her hat and coat and the brooch she wore on her cardigan. I was not used to seeing people dress in this fashion. When she had taken off her coat she opened the curtains and window. I lay there quietly, sensing that this person was different. I would not really know or understand until years later just how different she was or how her knowledge, care, love and common sense was to shape my life in many ways, both large and small.


There is not one day goes by when I do not think of Mrs (and Mr) Dainty.


On the first occasion she entered my room, Mrs Dainty came to the side of my cot, loosened the straps and stood there, looking at me. I was scared, waiting for whatever was to come next. When she moved a chair next to the bed and sat down I was totally confused. Then she spoke quietly to me, until I fell asleep. When I woke up she had gone, the chair was back in its place, and all was as before.


Mrs Dainty would return again and when she did she would go through the same routine but doing one thing different each time (or so it seemed). On each visit she would sit or stand close by me, talking to me and moving my limbs around. Even though I could not understand what she was saying, I soon knew the routine and when she touched my fingers or feet I would not pull away. On one of her visits, she took the straps away and replaced them before she left.


I became very used to her visits, and then they stopped.


After Mrs Dainty’s visits stopped, my routine was very different. The nurses would talk in normal voices, and would often leave my straps loose and the curtains open. I had some operations on my legs and was fitted with my big shoe (at various times I was fitted with different shoes/boots sometimes on one foot and sometimes on both), belt and callipers.


One day I heard the name ‘Michael’. As some people approached me they spoke the name Michael. I didn’t understand. But another night I was called Richard. Without fully realising or understanding why, I instinctively came to hate this name, and whenever I was called by it would fly into a violent rage.





I can recall how numerous times in my childhood as I was moved around institutions I would hear people saying, ‘Which one is he?’, or ‘Hang on, we’ve got the other one here.’ I even remember arriving at a home only to be bundled back out into the car with someone saying over my head, ‘He should never have been brought here with the other one here.’


I now understand that it was either policy or practice to separate siblings, including twins, who went into care. Perhaps they believed that if there was no chance of the family coming back together it was best for everyone to make a clean break.


There were further changes to my routine once my callipers, boots and waist belt were fitted. Regularly, two men would enter my room and, after the nurses had fitted my big boot, belt and callipers, one of the men would carry me out to a car. He would do so by holding me under the arms, leaving my legs dangling painfully, at the same time telling me I was going home to a mum and dad and brother and sister. After the car ride I would be lifted out of the car and through a metal gate and taken to the door of 27 Latrigg Crescent, not far from Wood Street (on a hill), in Langley near Middleton, a suburb of Manchester. This was the home of my foster parents, Mr and Mrs Dainty.


Once inside I would be placed on the floor and the men would talk to Mrs Dainty before leaving. She would then take off my boots, straighten out my legs and move my arms, all the time talking to me and calling me Michael. I would soon fall asleep. When Mrs Dainty woke me, she would move me into a sitting position next to a settee and hold my head to give me a drink of what I now know was Lucozade, a drink I came to hate since it was the only drink I was allowed. Then the men would come again and take me back to the home. After a number of these visits I came to hate the journey because of the pain caused by my legs dangling as they carried me. This was not the way to get me walking.


My placement at the family group home came to an end on 25 April 1956, when I was left at the Daintys’ home permanently.









	2


	Once a slum area of the city, Burlington Street is today part of the University of Manchester’s campus.







	3


	In 1904, in an effort to remove the stigma of having being born in a workhouse, the Registrar General instructed local registrars that birth certificates of such children should carry no indication of where they had been born. As a result, the births were registered with a street address. This practice apparently still existed in 1952 when I was born. Source: http://www.workhouses.org.uk/education/.







	4


	Booth Hall: The amalgamation of the Manchester, Chorlton and Prestwich Unions in 1915 created the single Manchester Poor Law Union. Booth Hall, or the Prestwich infirmary, was designated a children’s hospital and as such it became part of the Union’s services for the care of children. http://www.manchester.gov.uk/info/448/archives_and_local_studies/5481/hospital_records/3.







	5


	‘Rose Hill’, Longley Lane, Northernden, was acquired by the Manchester Board of Guardians and opened as an Ophthalmia School in September 1915. It later became a children’s convalescent home, and then a residential nursery for the under fives. The nursery was moved out to accommodate the boys from Brookfield and became Rose Hill Remand Home from 11 August 1955. Source: http://www.manchester.gov.uk/info/448/archives_and_local_studies/3812/poor_law_and_workhouse_records/15.







	6


	Duchess of York Hospital for Babies: After the creation of the National Health Service in 1948 Booth Hall was united with Monsall Hospital and the Duchess of York Babies Hospital to form the Manchester Babies and Children Hospital Management Committee.







	7


	Each of the six institutions mentioned here had their foundations in the workhouse system, and/or were in close geographical proximity of each other.







	8


	Hansard Report, Australian Senate Select Committee Hearing, 15 March 2001, pp. 202–10







	9


	Styal Cottage Homes were built by the Chorlton Board of Guardians, one of a number of charitable organisations which had originally run workhouses (this particular Board also operating the hospital and former workhouse at Nell Lane in Withington where I was born). Styal was initially made up of 14 cottages, but the increasing need to accommodate children meant three more were added in 1903, and more were built over the next few years. In total there were 22 cottages, as well as a hospital, schools, stores, an administrative building, laundry, swimming pool, chapel, recreation hall and even a farm. By 1930 when it was taken over by the Manchester Education Committee, Styal Cottage Homes accommodated 600 children. Source: http://www.wilmslow.org.uk/wilmslow/styal-cottage-homes/styalcottagehomes.html.













TWO


The Daintys


For the first time in my life I had a real home, with a mum and dad, and a brother and sister. This was all very good except that, apart from Mrs Dainty, I did not have the slightest idea who these strange people were with their strange ways. Until then my life had been spent in hospitals and nurseries with very little real human contact.


My brother and sister, John and Joyce, called Mr and Mrs Dainty Mum and Dad. Mum was a full-time foster mother and a former nurse and midwife. She came from a large family and was a calm and unflappable, efficient and pragmatic woman. As I later came to realise, she also had progressive ideas. Dad was a practical man, a labourer on the roads and building sites. John was Mum and Dad’s biological son and Joyce was my own biological sister. Joyce had initially been placed at Styal along with our sister Jeanette. When Jeanette died, Joyce came to live with Mr and Mrs Dainty. I understand that they would have known my parents and their circumstances (or at least would have known of them) and had therefore also known of me from my earliest days. John and Joyce were four and five years older than me, though, in terms of development, we were worlds apart.


My daily routine from the time I went to the Daintys’ is imprinted in my mind for two reasons. It was the first time in my life that the people who had care and control of my wellbeing were with me constantly, which meant I only had to get used to one set of people and their ways. The second reason why this period of time was important was that it involved a very steep learning curve for me from the point when I was carried into the Daintys’, unable to walk or talk, and having no understanding of the world or my place in it. At the age of three years and 10 months, it was better late than never. As I say, I have had a lucky life.





As well as myself there were other children who came for both short and long stays. These kids disturbed me greatly, which I shall explain later. Mum Dainty and I also followed a strict routine and while of course I was central to it, in the beginning I was a passive participant.


When I first went to the Daintys’ home I was totally dependent on other people. I now realise I was scared of everyday things, never having been exposed to them. At first I had very little to do with anyone but Mum. I was aware of other people around me, but only Mum would tend to me. Sometimes in those early days, Dad would come into my room to help Mum and he brought with him what seemed to me a strange creature – a dog – which would later play a big part in my development.


I slept in a bed without sides. At first this was okay because I was unable to move myself. In the mornings Mum would come into the room and open the curtains, always calling me by my name.


‘How are you, Michael?’


‘I’m going to open the curtains, Michael.’


‘Michael, I’m pulling back the blankets.’


By this method, I learned to watch and listen as Mum moved around. After the curtains were opened, Mum would pull back the blankets and move my legs and arms before rolling me over. Then would come the bed bath whereby Mum would wash me in bed while quietly talking to me.


‘Michael, I’m just moving your arms and legs,’ she would say, rolling me back and forth. Then she would arrange my pillows so I was in a sitting position and give me a bottle, holding it all the time. This person was different.


At first after this morning routine, I would sleep. As I became stronger, Mum would carry me into the lounge room and place me on the floor, propped up with pillows against a lounge chair. Then she would go off to do other things, all the time talking to me.


‘Michael, I’m in here,’ or ‘I’m just getting dressed, Michael.’


When she came back she would remove the supports, place me on my stomach and move all my limbs, pulling them first one way and then another. She would put me on my back and do the same thing. When this had finished, Mum would either place me back in bed or put all the pillows on the floor and let me fall asleep there. This was all right until the phone rang or some other noise occurred and then I would wake up, startled. As I grew stronger, I was allowed out of the bedroom with Dad, John and Joyce as they went about their daily lives.


Mum spent many hours moving my limbs and talking to me. I now understand she was using the Kenny method, a controversial treatment at the time for children with polio and cerebral palsy.10 I’m not sure how long this routine lasted. Although I was in pain, I must have understood that Mum was not intentionally hurting me. In time I learned to move my limbs and roll over. I began to take in my surroundings properly and was fascinated by things I had not noticed before, such as the glass cabinet and the fire.


A doctor sometimes came to watch and to help Mum move my limbs and roll me over. Like so many others, he underestimated Mum’s persistence in using the Kenny method and my determination. He was one of many who later told Mum she was wasting her time and that I was either a spastic or mongol and unlikely to live beyond the age of 11.


I grew stronger until it was time to have new callipers, belt and big boot fitted again (as I grew new fittings were required). At first Mum and the doctor would work together. One would hold me up while the other fitted the belt and callipers. They would place me in a sitting position and move my foot where they wanted it to put the big boot on. I came to hate that boot, although later on it proved useful for kicking people. They would lift me up, one of them holding on to my belt at the back, the other one trying to move my arms and legs and body.


Soon Mum was able to put all three items on me on her own and leave me in a sitting position. Gradually I became used to the callipers, belt and boots Mum would stand me up, balancing me against a lounge chair. When Dad was home he would hold the belt and move my body while Mum moved my feet in a walking motion. This is partly how I learned to walk.





Now Mum had got me to this stage, my world expanded. As I became stronger I spent less and less time in bed. Every day Mum dressed me and put me in the equipment. As I slept less I became more aware of who was around me. One of my earliest memories is of listening to Dad moving around in the early morning, lighting the fire, making a cup of tea, talking to the dog then coming to my bedroom and talking to me.


At some point Mum would come in and open my curtains and tell me she was going to wake John and Joyce. When they had gone to school, Mum continued her routine with me.


Life was moving on for me. I had become used to Mum Dainty moving around the house and leaving me propped up in bed or on the floor. When I slipped from this position I would not cry; I would just wait for her to return. I was able to stay still long enough for Mum to put the equipment on and now would not cry or have fits of frustration when I saw how the other kids could walk, talk and do all those things I couldn’t.


My daily routine included a lot of sleeping and I would also stay in bed if other children were around. If there were none, Mum would spend time moving my limbs and talking to me and instructing slowly, and clearly. When Dad was there he was even less talkative than Mum.


The only rooms I can clearly remember were my bedroom, which was small, and the main room, the lounge room. This was where Mum dressed me and carried out the Kenny method. It was the first room I became used to and the things in it became objects of fascination for me. The fire and the glass cabinet became my goals and as I grew stronger I would roll over to them. When the telephone rang I would cry. One day, Mum brought a radio into the room. This thing scared me, but Mum simply placed it close to where I was propped up and sat down. I soon got used to the radio; it seemed to have a calming effect on me, and still does to this day.


At first to feed me Mum would sit me up and put food in my mouth with her hand. This was soon replaced with a spoon. The main thing Mum would give me was a drink, often Lucozade. Sometimes Mum would bring in a custard tart with her cup of tea. She would break off a small piece and open my fingers, which at that point were always bent. Then she would place the piece of custard tart in them, and move my arm and hand up toward my mouth, always showing great patience when I missed it or showed frustration when I couldn’t coordinate opening my mouth and my hand.


This was the room where visitors would sit. At first I was scared of these people and would scream so Mum would move me to bed but, at some point, Mum began to hold me while visitors were talking, and I would be quiet in her arms.
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	Australian-born Sister Elizabeth Kenny’s pioneering principles of muscle rehabilitation for children and adults with polio became the foundation of physical therapy. http://www.allinahealth.org/ahs/ski.nsf and http://www.teachspace.org/personal/research/poliostory/sisterkenny.html













THREE


Daily life (a socialisation of sorts); Birch Hall


Looking back on this time, I now realise what a task Mum and Dad Dainty took on, me with all my problems, as well as the other foster children who were constantly coming and going. Whatever made them take on responsibility for me I don’t know, but I’m glad they did. From the beginning it was apparent that Mum set goals for me, the first being to get me accustomed to her, then to Dad, followed by Sandy the dog.


There were always people coming to the house, many of them when John and Joyce were at school. As I mentioned, when other children were there I was consigned to bed; at least that way Mum could have some relief from looking after me as well as them.


My first achievements were not jumping when I heard a noise and not staring transfixed at new and strange objects. Another achievement was being able to sit without falling over, and also learning to crawl when I was four, although it was more like rolling over, as this was how Mum used to move me while doing the Kenny movements; I just copied the movement. No wonder the other kids laughed at me and the adults stared.


The first time I rolled out of bed I stayed where I had landed until Mum came and put me back in; however I got it into my head that this was a way I could get out of the room and be like the other kids. This theory was alright until I got to the door, and then I couldn’t stand. But I wouldn’t move away from the door, so determined was I to get out, so when people tried to come into the room the door would push me back. It must have become clear to Mum that I was not going to stop rolling out so Dad put sides on my bed. I took this all in and when Mum put up the sides I also watched her and learned. Soon my world expanded further and the bed sides needed repairing. Dad was good at fixing and improving them, even keeping me out of the room while he did the repairs. However, I just rolled and rolled at them until they broke. Then the straps would come out to tie me down so they could get some peace.





Learning to walk was a difficult and painful time for me. It is only now that I can deal with the feelings I experienced concerning being unable to walk, and with the bullying and teasing that came my way because I could not. However, one positive aspect of this experience was that the long journey learning how to walk taught me to always persevere and not to give up on tasks.


Once I could sit without falling over and Mum could put the belt, callipers and boots on quite easily my aim was to walk like the other children. The inherent need to do what the others were doing was paramount in my struggle to fit in and be so-called ‘normal’.


After the morning routine doing the Kenny method and putting my things on, Mum would stand me up against a chair or sofa while she sat close to me and placed her hand against my chest. She varied the length of time she did this, and in between she would sit me down and go do something else, then return and repeat the sequence. This also became Dad’s job, the only difference was his big hands and the ever-present dog. Sometimes Dad would take me into the backyard and hold me up against the house wall. What sticks in my mind were the constant pain, the oft-repeated words ‘You need to do this to walk, Michael’, and the short, sharp instructions.


Looking back, Mum and Dad Dainty always set me small and attainable goals. After a while I could stand on my own, and was I pleased! The next things to appear were the straps. They fitted under my armpits and around my body with some of the strap left at the back. I didn’t like this new development and threw tantrums. Mum and Dad’s reaction was to leave me lying down, and then try again. I soon realised I was not going to get my own way so was quiet. Around this time numerous doctors and other people came and talked to Mum. Sometimes Dad was there, but he would just listen. I do not remember him ever talking to the doctors.





A trolley-like pram was now introduced into my routine. One day Mum put me in the trolley and laid me down. I was scared until she moved the trolley outside and wheeled me down the small path to the gate, at which point I began to roll around and tried to sit up. On went the straps to keep me lying down. I am not sure why in the beginning I had to be strapped down, but it could have been something to do with my spine; later on it would also have been because I was trying to escape from the trolley. With this trolley my world expanded and I was taken to the doctors and the shops and to the Middleton markets.


It wasn’t long before I could stand on my own and also lay still in the pram. Another way Mum used to get me to walk was by standing in front of me with her arms outstretched, and pulling me towards her, sometimes letting me fall. Then she would stand behind me and hold me under the arms. Leaving my feet on the ground she would try to move me in a walking motion. This was mainly done with Dad holding me and Mum standing in front of me and moving my legs. In time I started to move. At first I was always falling over but eventually I learned to walk this way, although it was not always a straight walk. I would often go well off target and it wasn’t until I was 14 that I could walk in a reasonably straight line for any distance.


Once I started to walk my routine changed again, and a big part of it was walking down the front path to the gate to wait for Joyce and John to come home from school. This was my main walking track and the highlight of my life.


To take me to my various doctors’ appointments, a car would usually come for Mum and me and take us to where we had to go. Looking back, Mum refused all offers of help. She made me walk and climb any stairs or she would carry me. These doctors would push, pull and prod at me, all the time telling Mum it was a waste of time and that I was going to die before too long. Along with a general hatred of doctors, there were two particular groups of professionals I also came to hate: social workers and psychologists.


It was around this time that I came into contact with a social (or case) worker who wore brightly coloured clothes and stockings. This, and the fact that she constantly changed her hair colour, really confused me (she clearly presented me with too much visual stimuli). By the time I was properly aware of this monster, I was also able to work out enough to know that not everyone agreed with Mum Dainty, and that some people’s behaviour changed when Mum Dainty was out of the room. This is just how it was with this person. She would be pleasant whenever Mum was around, but once Mum left to make the tea or do other jobs, this creature would tell me she was going to take me away and that nobody wanted me. She continued in this way during all of my stays with the Daintys; however during my last stay I would get my revenge on her.


When she came to the house, Mum would let her into the lounge room. She and Mum would talk and when Mum left us this creature would attempt to move my arms and legs and make strange, loud noises. When I did not respond to her she would get angry with me, but when Mum returned she was all nice again. Like many other so-called child ‘care’ workers, she always seemed to be writing something down.


At some point during these visits of hers Mum would start putting me in bed. I now recognise how disturbed I was by this monster. In later discussions with my sister Joyce, she told me that this woman was our case worker and that she wanted me to leave the Daintys’ home. I still do not understand why. When Mum refused, this creature told Joyce that she would have to leave instead; however Mum again refused. Joyce stayed with the Daintys until she became an adult and left to go nursing. She had a good relationship with them and treated them as her parents, and they returned the compliment. For many years, until well into my fifties, the fact that Joyce was allowed to stay and I was not made me really angry.


The other person I came to hate was Dr Platt, a child psychologist. My earliest memory of Dr Platt was of him visiting the house and talking to Mum. While Mum gave me instructions and tried getting me to walk or stand up straight, Dr Platt would wave pieces of card in front of me and shout at me. When I did not respond he would get angry with me and give Mum the cards. She would sit quietly and call my name; when I looked at her she would point to the card and I would try and follow where she moved it. He would kick my foot and push against it, trying to get me to straighten it up but in the process he caused me pain. I never forgot this man and got my revenge on him later.


After some time, Dr Platt stopped coming to the house and, instead, Mum took me to his office. At first she and I went by car and after the visit would wait in the office. Sometimes Mum would go to an office with me by herself and when this occurred I was tied in the trolley or strapped to a chair. These offices I now know were the Lancashire Shire Social Services main building, and I saw the monster and many other people here, some of whom I would come to know. However, all of them would avoid me unless Mum was not around when they would pull at or yell at me, again, not the best way to get me to respond well.


Dr Platt had a table and two chairs in his room. If other people came in more chairs had to be brought in. While the room was being set up, Mum would either hold me tight or keep me strapped in the trolley. Once the room had been organised, those present would talk, and all the while Dr Platt took notes. After they had finished, Dr Platt would hold up various toys and play with them. Then he would give them to me to play with; however I did not see the point of this and refused to do so. Looking back on this, I think about how stupid he was to expect me to play with toys when I had never been allowed to play before and, furthermore, could not see the purpose of play.


On other visits I would be placed in a room and left alone there. This room had a two-way mirror through which I could be observed. There were toys and a television in there, and when I was placed there I would remain where I was put. On some visits, other children would be brought into the room. I would be disturbed by this and would sit either completely quietly or else scream until they let me out. On one visit when other children were present I became violent and kicked and lashed out at them. They responded by crying and standing up against the walls which made them easy targets. When Dr Platt came in he belted me while other people took the children out.


This was the first time I can remember Mum giving me a needle while Dr Platt held me. I fell asleep. When I woke up I was back in bed at home with our local doctor looking down at me as he put a neck brace on me and adjusted my callipers.





During the next period of time, Mum reverted to the original routine of keeping me in bed with little contact from anybody. I missed my routine and, most of all, I missed the dog. After time and further visits to doctors to remove my equipment and have it adjusted, we returned to Dr Platt. But when I was placed in the room on my own I flew into a violent rage and in the process smashed the two-way mirror. I don’t know who was more surprised – me, Mum, or Dr Platt and those others in the room. This time Mum came into the room, leaving Dr Platt and the others at the door watching on. In a tone of voice which left me in no doubt that she meant what she said, she told me to move away from the wall. I was still transfixed by the sound of breaking glass when Mum told me she was going to give me the needle. I now realise she used the needle to get me to sleep, just as she did sometimes if we were going on a long trip. After this episode I did not see Dr Platt for some years.


My first stay at the Daintys’ house was a steep learning curve, not only for me but for all concerned, and also illustrated the importance of good, dedicated foster parents. Although the medical and welfare systems were faulty, Mum and Dad gave me the best start in life they could and, to be fair, I guess the system back then did not know a lot about how to treat children with my range of disabilities.


Mum also set about teaching me how to feed myself. At first she placed all my food in my hand and would lift my hand to my mouth. When I missed, the other children would laugh and stare at me. I was strapped into a high chair and over time I became frustrated with being in it and being unable to get the food into my mouth. I soon realised that if I moved from side to side the chair would tip over. Mum would then have to remove me from the chair and feed me herself. However, Dad fixed the high chair to the table so that I was unable to move and Mum could safely leave me in it. In a way this was good for both her and me because she knew where I was, and I could not move around and hurt myself. Looking back I can see that this also allowed me to observe the other children at the table which helped me learn to eat and do other things, and it gave Mum the time to cook and sew while I watched on from a safe position. It took a long time to learn not to eat my fingers when I was given a piece of bread and not to miss my mouth. I would react badly and sometimes violently when I was introduced to new foods. Another issue I had was that I was not given the same food as the others. I realise that my perception of what I taste is impaired and basically I can only distinguish between hot and cold food or drink. Once I had mastered the basic skills of eating, I was allowed to eat sitting at the table in a chair with cushions to keep me sitting upright. Dad fixed a belt to the chair which went around my chest. What an achievement!


Dad played a huge role in teaching me how to walk. He would spend many hours holding me under the arms and moving me slowly so that I learned to move one leg after another. Then he would hold the dog on a short lead and stand behind me with the dog in front, while I would try to get to the dog. Later, in the small backyard, Dad would let the dog run around while I, at first constantly falling over, tried to chase after the dog. Sometimes Dad would make the dog sit and then he would move my hands all over the dog. The best time I spent with the dog was when Dad took us both out through the gate for a walk. At first Dad would carry me but later he would allow me to walk a short way holding onto his hand and the dog’s lead.


Teaching me to use the toilet must have been a nightmare for Mum. At first she held me on the toilet, but this was unsuccessful as I moved around too much, trying to see what was happening and where the stuff went. No matter what Mum did, I would not do what she needed me to do; however Dad solved the problem by having the dog in the toilet with me and telling me if I did not do what Mum and he wanted they would take the dog away.


During this stay with the Daintys I learned so much: how to walk (in a fashion), how not to be scared of people, how to eat, and how my life was different to other children’s. Another memory of this time was how when I was out with Mum, people would often ask her which one I was. I didn’t like that.


A powerful memory was the day that Mum dressed me in a sailor suit and let the milkman take me for a ride on his milk float (before going to court). Both Dad and the others made a big fuss of me this day, and Mum was dressed differently, too. All I knew was that I was going to see a Mr Brown, who, I later found out, was in charge of Lancashire Social Services. I didn’t know what court was, but I sensed that this day was different: so different in fact that the memory of it gave me nightmares for many years.


When the car came for Mum and me it was bigger than normal, and it had the monster inside as well as Mr Brown and a driver. On the journey they talked quietly to each other but no one spoke to me. I did not understand what they were saying. When we arrived there were a lot of people waiting for us. Mum put the straps on me and I crawled up the steps into the building. Inside a room some doctors were waiting, including Dr Platt who I had seen before. A lot of talking followed, with one man in charge it seemed. After some time Mum also spoke and then she took me up to his desk. Mr Brown lifted me onto the desk and the man in charge then said to me that from now on my name was Michael and that my birthday was also the Queen’s birthday. This was all very well for them, but I had no idea what a birthday was or what or who the Queen was.


I was four years old at this time. In one way it was sad that I had no idea what a birthday was, or who the Queen was; in another, I had come a long way, but with no sense or understanding then of how far I still had to go to be so-called ‘normal’. In retrospect, this must have been when the authorities decided on which twin I was and what my birthdate would be, and is proof of all the problems that were associated with determining exactly who I was and when I was born. In any other circumstances, this should have been a good point in my life, and to a certain degree it was; yet no matter how good and determined Mum and Dad were, even they could not overcome the medical and welfare systems which were products of their time and social environment.


To this day, I believe that it is not the qualifications you hold or what you do in life; it is how you do things and the attitude you have. The people I met from here on in were a mixture of good and bad, and all of them contributed in both negative and positive ways to my future behaviour.





After this day, my life changed once more. Mum started taking me to a different set of doctors. One of them was an eye specialist and once again I spent various periods of time in the dark, with patches on my eyes. I found some of the eye visits very distressing because they held my head in a machine and flashed different sorts of cards in front of me. What really upset me was when they asked Mum what was the point of doing all of this for ‘the mongol’. Other doctors worked on my feet and legs, all the while encouraging me to walk as best I could, adjusting my callipers and trying to get my right foot to point straight. There were times when they would have Mum sit on a chair at a distance from me and have me walk towards her. As I did so they would use sticks to push my feet in, sometimes using them to strike my legs. Why did they think that this was the right way to get me to walk properly?
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