
     

 

 

 

 
 IN THIS EDITION: 
 
 Personal Stories about Fathers    New Books 
  
 Guest writer: Zara Phillips      News and Events 
 
 Invitation to VANISH AGM     Support Groups 

         August 2016 
Victorian Adoption Network 
for Information and Self Help 

 VOICE 

 



     

 

Dear VANISH members and friends,  
 
Welcome to the winter edition of VOICE.  In May I 
was appointed Manager of VANISH and I am 
absolutely delighted to have been given the 
opportunity to head up the team here. For the past 
three years I have worked with VANISH coordinating 
regional outreach and support groups. This gave me 
the opportunity to meet many of our members and 
service users across Victoria and hear about their 
experiences and their support needs, if any. It also 
allowed me the opportunity to witness the wonderful 
work of our Search and Support specialists and 
Counsellor, all of whom I hold in high regard.   
 
Since autumn we have farewelled some important 
contributors to the work of VANISH. Coleen Clare, 
who led the organisation for the past five years, 
retired from VANISH in May.  I would like to 
acknowledge the extraordinary skills and experience 
Coleen brought to the organisation and the 
significant contribution she made during what was 
an exciting and challenging period.  The staff team 
and Committee of Management all felt extremely 
privileged to work with her. Coleen will continue to 
share her expertise with the sector through 
consultancy work, while also spending more time 
with her family. 
 
We also farewelled Jenny Conrick, our Counselling 
Coordinator.  Jenny’s extensive knowledge, many 
years of experience and empathetic nature meant 
her work was highly valued by those she supported 
and her colleagues.  Jenny has taken up an 
Assistant Lecturer role at Monash University and is 
also finalising her PhD which is about adopted 
women as parents.  Congratulations to Elizabeth 
Tomlinson who has taken up this role. Liz has 
provided counselling at VANISH for the past three 
years and has now been appointed Counselling 
Coordinator and will also continue as the Search & 
Support Coordinator.  
 
Our other staff farewell was to Lisa Murden who left 
us to continue her studies. Lisa took on the near 
impossible task of filling the shoes of Diane 
Jacobson as Receptionist/Administrator and she did 
a very fine job. Lisa warmly welcomed visitors and 
callers and undertook a broad range of 
administration tasks - always with a smile. We will all 
miss her.  We warmly welcome Karen Francis who 
has taken up this role and will now be your first point 
of contact at VANISH.  
 
Our saddest farewell of all was in April, when our 
long-serving and warmly regarded Committee of 
Management member Anne Sullivan passed away 
after a short illness. Anne had a way of letting every 
person she engaged with know that they matter. 
She was a colleague and friend to so many in our 
community and her passing is a huge loss. We pass  

our sincere condolences to her family and friends. In 
this edition of VOICE we share with you the obituary 
for Anne published in The Age. 
 
Also in this edition we have lots of news and events 
to share with you, including an invitation to our AGM 
on the 16th September and an update on the review 
of the Adoption Act 1984 being undertaken by the 
Victorian Law Reform Commission.  This is an 
important review so please take the time to 
contribute in writing and/or participate in the 
consultations as it is important that it responds 
appropriately to the needs of the people it affects. 
Your voice matters. 
 
There has been some media interest recently in 
fathers whose daughters or sons were adopted, with 
an ABC radio program and then on SBS Insight. 
Articles submitted by members and guests reflect 
this theme and provide a range of unique 
experiences and perspectives. The experiences 
they write about and the views they share might be 
different to your own experiences or those you have 
read about and heard about. It is not always 
possible to publish stories about the full range of 
experiences of past adoptions as we might not 
receive submissions that resonate with everyone. 
What we do know though is that most of us are not 
alone in what we have been through and how we 
feel about our experiences.  
 
We are delighted to feature an article by Zara 
Phillips, author, singer-songwriter, playwright, 
adoptee rights advocate, and community educator. 
Zara shares how DNA testing changed her life.  
 
We always welcome your feedback about our 
publications and services, so if you have anything 
you would like to say to us please feel free to 
contact us.   
 
Warmest regards,  
 
Charlotte Smith, Manager 

 
Penny Mackieson, Coleen Clare, Jo Fraser, Charlotte 
Smith and Jenny Conrick at the 3

rd
 Anniversary of the 

National Apology for Forced Adoptions. 



     

 

NEWS AND EVENTS 

ADOPTION ACT REVIEW 
 

In December 2015 the Attorney-General asked the 
Victorian Law Reform Commission to provide 
recommendations to government on the 
modernisation of Victoria's adoption laws.  The 
Commission will publish a consultation paper on 10th 
August 2016, which will provide background 
information about the operation of adoption law in 
Victoria.  The consultation paper will ask questions 
and invite the public to respond.   
 
Matters under review include 
• Ensuring children’s best interests and rights are 
the main considerations 
• Eligibility to adopt and the application process 
• Access to adoption information 
• Birth certificates of adopted people. 
 
Consultations will be as will be held in Melbourne 
(17th & 26th August),  Bendigo (23rd August), 
Bairnsdale (2nd September), Geelong (6th 
September), Shepparton (13th September) and 
Mildura (15th September). 
 
To register your interest call 03 8606 7802 or email 
law.reform@lawreform.vic.gov.au or register through 
the VLRC website at   
http://www.lawreform.vic.gov.au/all-projects/
adoption-act 
If you wish to discuss the review with us please call 
the Manager at VANISH on (03) 9328 8611. 

A STUDY ON THE EFFECTS OF DONOR 
CONCEPTION.  
 
Little is known about how it feels to be donor 
conceived, and even less is known about the effects 
of donor conception. New research by Macquarie 
University plans to investigate what, if any, effect 
anonymous donor conception, or secrecy 
surrounding the practice, has had on persons born 
as a result. 
 
If you are an Australian Donor Conceived adult and 
would like to participate in the research please 
complete the survey by using the link below.   
Participation involves completing a questionnaire 
online, estimated to take 60 minutes.  All 
information supplied will be confidential; any 
identifying information that is presented will be de-
identified.  
 
For more information contact Caitlin Macmillan 
at caitlin.macmillan@hdr.mq.edu.au 
 
To complete the survey go to https://
mqedu.qualtrics.com/SE/?ID=SV_9ZyzilK6XXttNTn 

INQUIRY INTO DONOR CONCEPTION 
PRACTICES IN TASMANIA 
 
The Standing Committee on Community 
Development has invited submissions to its Inquiry 
into Donor Conception Practices in Tasmania. The 
Committee Chair, Guy Barnett MP has said “The 
Committee would like to hear from people and 
organisations that have evidence or a particular 
perspective on making available identifying 
information of donors and donor conceived 
individuals in Tasmania."  The closing date for 
submissions is Friday, 26 August 2016 with 
hearings to commence in October.  Enquiries and 
submissions should be directed to Todd Buttsworth, 
Secretary (03) 6212 2220 or email:  
 
todd.buttsworth@parliament.tas.gov.au 

AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF ADOPTION 
 
Prompted by the National Library of Australia’s 
(NLA) decision to cease hosting its fleet of online 
journals, the Australian Journal of Adoption (AJA)
has published its last edition and now closed to new 
material. All past editions and content remains 
accessible online via Pandora, the NLA web 
archive. 

 
Editor Thomas Graham has now established a new 
website called Ipsify which offers articles, policy 
assessment, book reviews and personal interviews 
relating to adoption, donor conception and 
surrogacy. The name was created using ‘ipse’ – 
Latin for ‘self’ – and ‘ipseity’ the associated noun for 
selfhood or individual identity. To read more go to 
ipsify.com 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

SMALL GRANTS 
 
We are pleased to inform you that VANISH has 
received two small grants through COMPASS 
Forced Adoptions Service, funded by the Australian 
Government Department for Social Services. One 
grant is for community awareness raising and to 
strengthen support groups in Ballarat and Traralgon, 
in partnership with ARMS. 
 
The other is to provide outreach support to North-
West Victoria including establishing a new support 
group in Mildura, and a public information session in 
Horsham. The grant also covers publishing and 
distributing the VANISH booklet ‘Supporting those 
affected by Past Adoption Practices”.  

mailto:law.reform@lawreform.vic.gov.au
http://www.lawreform.vic.gov.au/all-projects/adoption-act
http://www.lawreform.vic.gov.au/all-projects/adoption-act
mailto:caitlin.macmillan@hdr.mq.edu.au
https://mqedu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9ZyzilK6XXttNTn
https://mqedu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9ZyzilK6XXttNTn
mailto:todd.buttsworth@parliament.tas.gov.au
http://www.ipsify.com/


     

 

 
 

FATHERS   

NSW BIRTH FATHERS OF ADOPTED CHILDREN 
RESEARCH STUDY UPDATE 
 
Following ABC Life Matters ‘The Forgotten Fathers’ 
and SBS Insight programme ‘Forgotten Fathers’ 
broadcast on the 28th June 2016, ‘birth fathers’ have 
been brought into the current national public domain.   
 
The ongoing challenge is to encourage more men to 
come forward to discuss this issue – ‘they just don’t 
want to talk about it’. Data collected so far indicate 
consistent themes of significant pain, loss, stigma, 
disenfranchisement and distress in the form of denied 
relationships. 
 
Please contact Paul Cornefert on (02) 9385 1877 or at 
p-a.cornefert@unsw.edu.au 

For more information go to 
www.birthfathers.unsw.edu.au 

HOW CAN I BLAME HIM? 
 
I found out I was adopted when I was 40 years old. I met 
my birth Mum a few years later. She told me who my 
father was and that when he found out she was 
pregnant  he said “bye bye”.  I was VERY, VERY angry, 
and told him so - even though I didn’t know if he was 
alive or dead or where he was. Eventually I traced his 
sister and received some information and a photo from 
her.  When I looked at it he was in Army uniform. He 
was about 22-23 but he looked about 14 years old. How 
could I blame him for not hanging around? He was just a 
kid, back from the war and all mixed up mentally. I then 
started thinking “why did you have to die when I was 16 
years old?” (I am now 68 years old). I would like to have 
met him and talked to him. As far as I am aware I am his 
only child. I have done his ancestry so I can feel more in 
contact with him. It has helped me deal with him not 
being around.   
Frances 

You may have seen the recent Insight program called ‘Forgotten Fathers’ which focussed on fathers whose daughter 
and/or son was adopted. It is evident from past research and confirmed during the Insight program that many fathers 
experience a keen sense of loss following the adoption of their daughter and/or son and feel a strong desire to know 
something about them and to possibly meet.  
 
It is also well documented that many daughters and sons experience a keen sense of loss for their father as they do 
their mother whom they have been separated from by adoption and have a strong desire to learn something about their 
father as much as their mother. For adopted individuals, knowing who their father is is an important part of their identity, 
the other half of who they are; those who have met their father emphasise the importance of their relationship and say 
that knowing their father helps to fill in the gaps and better understand their own personality and traits.    
 
Although the greater percentage of requests for search assistance made to VANISH by adopted people has historically 
been for mothers, the smaller number of search requests for fathers does not necessarily reflect the number of 
individuals who wish to find their father and have gone on to do so themselves using information contained in their 
adoption records or with assistance from their mother. Nor does it reflect the number of fathers who would like to search 
for their now adult daughter and/or son as was pointed out in the Insight program and reported in past research

1
 where 

fathers felt they had no say in the adoption and would have liked to be involved and would like to find their daughter or 
son.  
 
Unfortunately many adopted people and mothers and fathers may never have the opportunity to find each other for a 
number of reasons but in most cases there is not enough identifying information recorded at the time of the adoption, 
particularly relating to fathers. However, it should be noted that the absence of the father’s name in records may 
represent his exclusion by others from the adoption process rather than how he felt at the time about the mother and 
their child. Further, it cannot be assumed that 1) the mother did not know who the father was 2) the father did not care 
enough to ensure that his name appeared on the record or 3) that he does not wish to meet and to know his daughter/
son

2
.  

 
There are cases where the only person who could provide identifying information about a father is the adopted person’s 
mother and sometimes for her own reasons a mother does not disclose the father’s identity, or she has already passed 
away and with the passing, identifying information is lost. As part of our search work, VANISH does offer to extend a 
search and look for the nearest living relative of a deceased person in the hope that the relative may be able to provide 
some details, such as identifying information, the circumstances around the adoption and some medical/family history.  
 
If you have a question or any concerns about searching for or making contact with your mother and/or father,  or your 
daughter and/or son who was adopted, or require further information, please contact VANISH and ask to speak with a 
member of our Search and Support Team or see our Search Guide http://vanish.org.au/services/search-and-support.  
We also hold several publications in our library which may be interest, please make enquiries by phone (03) 9328 8611 
or email info@vanish.org.au. 

___________________________ 
1 Past adoption experiences: National Research Study on the Service Response to Past Adoption Practices Executive Summary, Kenny, P. Higgins, 
D. Soloff, C and Sweid, R. August 2012.                                 
2 Gary, ‘Exclusion Zone’ National Archives Australia Forced Adoptions website  

mailto:p-a.cornefert@unsw.edu.au
http://vanish.org.au/services/search-and-support
mailto:info@vanish.org.au


     

 

WHEN THE IMPOSSIBLE BECAME 
POSSIBLE by Zara Phillips  

 

A year ago I 
decided to do a 
DNA test, to find 
out more about 
my Father’s 
side. I had no 
thought in my 
mind that I might 
actually find 
anything, I was 
more curious to 
see what I was 
made up of.        
I had met my Birthmother twenty six years 
previously, she had given me little information on my 
birth father, a first name only, that he was Italian from 
Rome, a vague description of how he looked, a story 
of how they met on Wardour Street in this little club 
in London that the Italians went to and that was all I 
had to go on. It felt impossible to think I would ever 
find someone with just a first name. 
 
I spent time walking around Soho. In my mind I 
would try to imagine who this young man was. I 
made several attempts to find him, one time going to 
an Italian festival in London, handing out flyers to see 
if anyone might remember him. I had the flyer 
translated into Italian and used the same one a few 
years later on Facebook which was shared. I knew 
the chances were slim and I would let the search go 
sometimes years at a time, but whenever there was 
a chance that I could get the word out that I was 
looking, I did. I always had this feeling that one never 
knew what could happen. I needed this piece 
sometimes craving it, I didn’t understand why but the 
need to know never really left, I had just learnt how 
to live with it.   
 
A year ago I was at an adoption conference when I 
heard more about DNA testing and how Adopted 
people were finding relatives this way. I was told that 
mainly Americans did the test and very few 
Europeans, so not to get my hopes up.  I took the 
test anyway and would check my page occasionally. 
 

On the day before Father’s day this year I had 
noticed that there was a lot of talk on Facebook 
about adopted people finding matches and I decided 
to check my ancestry page as I had not been on it in 
a long while.  I was surprised to see a close match of 
a first cousin, noting they shared the Italian part of 
my ancestry and that they had sent a message.  
“Hello it seems that we are related.” 
 
Not really sure what it all meant I told my friend, a 
DNA search angel (yes there are now such angels!) 
and after looking at it she said “Well if it isn’t your 
Birthmother’s daughter - your sister then I am 85%  

sure it's a half sibling by your Father’s side.” I was 
stunned and I immediately messaged my sister in 
London. I knew really that she hadn’t done the test 
but I wanted to be absolutely sure. 
 
I barely slept that night waiting for her message, 
calculating the time between New Jersey and 
London to see when she would be awake. As I 
wandered about my bedroom in the dark unable to 
settle, I had a very strong feeling come over me and 
heard a voice that said “It’s all part of a bigger plan, 
the timing of this” and I felt comforted that all the 
years of waiting and not knowing were for a reason.      
 
When my sister’s message came in it was the early 
morning of Father’s day “No I did not take the test” 
she had written.  I responded to the unknown relative 
and asked her to email me. I waited two more long 
days before she did and she was just as eager as 
me to talk on the phone.  A few hours later she 
called.  “I am adopted too, I met my Birthmother five 
years ago and my Birthfather two years ago, and his 
name is Vittorio.”   
 
And in that moment everything changed. She 
immediately gave me all the information and sent me 
photographs of him. I found myself doing the same 
thing I had done when I had first received my 
birthmothers photo’s - taking them into the light 
studying each part of his face. Did he look like me? I 
wasn’t sure but I saw someone familiar especially 
when I looked into his eyes. 
 
“Ready for this part?” my sister said. “He lives in New 
Jersey - he moved there two years ago from Las 
Vegas”.  My sister also lived in California, she was 
American.  I could barely take it in, I had an 
American sister and I had lived in Los Angeles for 
years!  I had this sense come over me that moving to 
America had all been part of a much greater plan, 
yes I had got married and had my children but it had 
even been bigger than that and I could never have 
predicted what would unfold.  I now had family in 
every place I had ever lived - London, LA and New 
Jersey.  I had not been happy moving to New Jersey, 
feeling it was a sacrifice I had to make for my (now 
ex) husband, but now I knew it was about me too, I 
just hadn't trusted the Universe and how one’s life 
unfolds. 
  
The next day after our conversation my sister called 
Vittorio. He was, of course, surprised as he had not 
known about me, and he needed time to take in the 
news.  After all he had only met my sister two years 
previously. 
 
A few days ago Vittorio called me, his thick Italian 
accent filling my ear with emotion - such a contrast to 
my adopted father’s British well-spoken, reserved 
manner.  

 



     

 

___________________________________ 

We are planning on meeting soon. 
 
People keep asking me “how do you feel? Are you 
complete now?” How can one explain what it’s like to 
be adopted, to spend your whole life searching and 
then to suddenly have all your pieces overnight?  I 
have cried a lot this past week, a familiar grief that I 
have always carried, but I have found myself smiling 
too, my heart feeling as though it will burst. 
 
Do I feel complete?  Time will tell, but I admit that 
even in the last few days I feel a sort of settling 
inside that something has shifted and clicked into 
place.  

FROM FANTASY TO REALITY 
 
Sam (not his real name) and I started going out 
together when I was 16 and he was 20. My parents 
didn’t approve of him very much - I think they had 
higher aspirations for me! I don’t remember actually 
telling him that I was pregnant, but I do remember the 
fantasy land we were in before anyone else found 
out. We went to a doctor in the Melbourne CBD 
together to have my pregnancy confirmed and I was 
very upset, but then a couple of months later I would 
show him how I could no longer do up my pants and 
had to use a safety pin and we would smile about it! I 
don’t remember us talking about what we were going 
to do. We weren’t thinking logically at all or with any 
reality of the seriousness of the situation. Then my 
mother found out. She said someone had rung her 
and told her. My father told me he was disgusted with 
me. 
 

Sam was banished and I never spoke to him again. I 
overheard a phone call between my mother and his, 
and mum saying “of course they can’t get married – 
they’re too young. Jo’s still at school.” Sam was an 
assistant golf pro at a Melbourne golf club and had 
registered to play the golf circuit in Britain and 
Europe, where he went in May 1971. Michael 
(original name) was born on 28th July that year, and a 
few weeks after he was born mum gave me three 
letters Sam had sent me from Europe. She hadn’t 
given them to me while I was pregnant because she 
“didn’t want to upset” me. He told me what he was 
doing and how it was all going and asked if I had had 
the baby yet. I wish I had kept them. 
 

He returned to Melbourne in September and as far as 
I know never tried to contact me again. 
 

I made contact with Michael in 1990, when he was 19 
and we are very fortunate to still have a loving 
relationship. 
 

I put an ad in Desperately Seeking in the Herald Sun 

in August 2014 and Sam emailed me the next day! I 

asked him to answer a few questions for me to make  

__________________________________

KING TONY 
 
As I write this, in a motel room in Christchurch, I am 
reminded of my visit, in May 2014, when I met my 
birth-father, Tony, for the first time - it was bitterly 
cold then too!    
 
I'm a '69 model, a 'Mainlander', and back in the day, 
well, you know...Tony knew of his girlfriends' 
pregnancy, but sadly for him, his efforts to formalise 
their relationship, wasn't to be - and he was left 
heartbroken.  His details were not recorded on my 
original birth certificate, but both birth-parents were 
interviewed after my birth for the 'Department of 
Education, Child Welfare Division'.  That day was the 
last my birth parents saw of each other. 
 
Tony was pretty easy to find - he'd only moved a 
couple of times over the forty-odd years.  So, 
together with information from my birth-mother and 
the electoral roll, I found him, still in Christchurch.  
Likewise with my birth-mother, I wrote him a letter.  
What followed was a delightful email back, via his 
other son Shane - my brother from another mother.   
 
Tony had a daughter too, but sadly lost her in a 
vehicle accident, only a week before my thirtieth 
birthday - he was heard to say: "Oh, now I've lost two 
children...".  Several years ago, while chatting to a 
friend in a car yard, watching idly, cars go into an 
underground car park across the street, the ground 
shook, the building collapsed in front of his eyes...  
And no one came out.  That was the Christchurch 
earthquake.   
 
Yep, Tony is a remarkable man - in that for all he has 
seen, and experienced - he's still standing.  
 
As in with meeting my birth-mother, meeting Tony 
was invaluable to me in many ways, in particular, 
discovery of identity. There are many stories, but one 
sticks-out in my mind - Tony and I were sitting on a 
large couch; some distance apart; his wife, Bev,  
came in and mock-scolded him about something.   

sure I had the right person, which he did. I spoke to  
Michael about it as I didn’t want to do anything that 
he was not happy with, and he said that he doesn’t 
want to meet Sam. He said it wasn’t easy coming to 
terms with having two families in his life, let alone 
three. He may change his mind sometime in the 
future. 
 

So I have done nothing further to contact Sam. And 
he has not contacted me again, which I find rather 
strange: I know if it had been the other way round I 
would have emailed again after a while asking if he 
had received my email and if the answers were 
correct. I am not making any judgement here - we all 
know the intricacies of the world of adoption! 
Jo Fraser 



     

 

Everyone sitting opposite suddenly burst-out 
laughing 
- neither Tony, nor I understood this until we turned 
to face each other 
- we both had the same scolded-child-dropped-
bottom-lip look on our faces! 
 
This visit will mark our sixth meet.  For all, but our 
first meet two years ago, I've stayed with Tony, and 
his lovely wife Bev;  visited the graveside of my lost 
half-sister a number of times.  On my first visit, I 
brought a small rock from Warrandyte (where I live), 
which rests upon her headstone. 
 
I would like to add, that, in so many ways, I have 
been very fortunate in my discoveries.  And, with all 
due respect to my loving (adoptive) family, I am now 
complete; at peace. 
 
I look forward to this, as indeed, all meets with Tony, 
et al.  The next meet begins tomorrow… 
Jason 

Fred came to see me soon after I returned home, 
begging me to get our baby back....I had been told that I 
had 6 weeks in which to change my mind about the 
adoption, but interestingly, I found out from Rodney’s 
adoptive father that he and his wife took Rodney from 
the Queen Victoria Hospital when he was just 3 days 
old!!! I will never forget Fred crying at our back door and 
saying, ‘They can’t have him, he’s ours, Mum and Dad 
will take us to Melbourne to get him.’ I then remember 
my mother coming out and telling him to go away, and 
to stay away from me! 
 
On Rodney’s first birthday Fred came into the shop 
where I was working, he just stood looking at me with 
tears running down his face, and said, ‘I still don’t know 
how you could have done that.’ I did not see him again 
for 27 years. 
 
At first Rodney was not interested in meeting his father, 
and I have to admit that I was disappointed, as I really 
did want to know what had happened to him, and if the 
years had been kind to him. So, I just told Rodney that 
Fred was a beautiful boy, and that I was sure he would 
now be a nice man, hoping that one day he would 
change his mind. 
 
Three months later Rodney did change his mind, so I 
made a few phone calls and located Fred, now living in 
Melbourne. Rodney rang him straight away, and they 
met that night, a meeting which I am happy to say went 
very well. When Rodney said who he was, Fred’s 
response was, HOLY.  He told me later that he had 
given up hope of meeting our son, and that when he 
opened the door he thought he was looking at himself. 
 
Rodney’s first child, Harrison was born on March the 
25th, 1992, and Fred and I arrived at the hospital at the 
same time, this was not arranged, it just happened. 
Rodney’s wife, Linda took a beautiful photo, which 
Rodney calls, ‘The photo I never thought I would have.’ 
It shows Fred holding Harrison, with Rodney and me 
sitting either side of him. I treasure this photo. 
 
Fred and I had met at a few family occasions over the 
years, birthday parties etc. and then last year he phoned 
to ask if he could come and see me. We spent a day 
together, talking about what had happened, he told me 
that he had always felt guilty for not standing up to my 
parents, and taking my hand and running....we were 16 
and 17 years old!  My parents did not force me to give 
our baby up,  I made that decision myself, and have had 
to live with it for 54 years. That day, I finally admitted to 
Fred why I did what I did, and he put his arms around 
me, and we both cried for what might have been. Sadly, 
Fred’s parents did not get to meet Rodney, and I really 
regret that, because if anyone deserved to meet him, 
they did.  
 
On my 70th birthday last year, which fell on Mother’s 
Day, Fred sent me a beautiful box of flowers, with a card 
which read, ‘For the good times.’  I feel truly blessed 
that this man is the father of my first born.... 
Shirley Corin 

__________________________________

FOR THE GOOD TIMES 
 
On April the 10th, 1990 I was re-united with the son I 
had relinquished to adoption in 1962, and I have to 
admit that one of my first thoughts was, ‘I wonder what 
happened to Fred!’ Fred being my son’s father, or birth 
father, or biological father, as most people refer to 
these boys, now men, who in most cases had no say in 
what happened to the children they fathered. 
 
I don’t remember telling Fred that I was pregnant, but I 
do remember that he wanted to marry me and keep our 
baby, but I had already made up my mind to give our 
baby up for adoption. At the time, I did not tell him why. 
 
Fred gave me 5 pounds, approx. $10, every week once 
I had to leave my job, and this continued until after the 
baby was born, and I returned to work. We wrote to 
each other every few days while I was at Kedesh, a 

home for un-married mothers in Kew, Melbourne, run 
by The Mission of St. James and St. John, now 
Anglicare, and he chose the name Robert James for 
our baby, who is now named Rodney John. Fred was 
convinced that our baby would be a boy! 



     

 

RUN FOR YOUR LIFE, Jill Joliffe   
Melbourne: Affirm Press, 2014. 
 

RUN FOR YOUR LIFE is a large, riveting but 
emotionally challenging read.  It is part adoption 
memoir and also a political commentary of past 
adoption practices in Australia during the 
middle/ second half of the twentieth century. 
 
Jill Jolliffe was born in Melbourne 1945 and placed 
with her adoptive parents a few weeks later.    Her 
childhood experience as an adopted child growing 
up in Barwon Heads, Victoria was confusing, 
insecure and often unsafe.  Three siblings - Thais 
born 1943, and younger brothers David and 
Tony were also adopted. 
 
Jill was aware of her adoptive status from an early 
age.  Her relationship with her adoptive mother was 
conflicted and difficult.  Her adoptive father (a benign 
presence in her earliest years) died when she was a 
small child.  Her mother then met a man who 
became Jill's adoptive step father; his presence in 
the lives of Jill and Thais was manipulative and 
cruel.  The scars of that disturbed relationship during 
childhood are told with unrelenting honesty and pain. 
 
Despite the difficulties of her childhood, Jill was a 
resilient young woman whose intelligence and 
determination enabled her to establish herself as an 
independent young adult.  She became a 
passionate radical activist at Monash University in 
the early 1960s, embracing the culture and politics 
of her time.  She studied international politics and 
journalism which enabled her to pursue a successful 
(and sometimes high risk) career as a political 
journalist in South East Asia. 
 
Jill became a freelance writer who worked as a 
foreign correspondent for most of her career, best 
known for coverage of the 1975 invasion of the 
former Portuguese colony of East Timor. She lived 
in Portugal from 1978 until 1999 reporting on 
Portugal, Angola and other ex-Portuguese colonies.  
 
Jill explores the impact of being adopted into this 
dysfunctional family as it has affected not only 
herself but her three siblings.  Tragically Thais's life 
ended in suicide in 1995.  Thais was a creative 
beautiful woman (mother of two much loved young 
adult children) who was ultimately overwhelmed by 
the difficulties in her life. 
 
This is a heroic life story that deserves recognition 
for its courage and success.   
 
Pauline Ley 
(who knew and loved Thais Blyth) 

UPDATE: ADOPTION DECEPTION 
 

Penny Mackieson’s honest 
account of her personal and 
professional experience of 
adoption has now gone to a 
second print run. It is available 
the publisher Spinifex (also as 
an ebook) and in bookshops 
across Australia. It is also for 
sale in the UK through Gazelle, 
and the USA through IPG.   
 
Penny is generously donating all proceeds of 
Adoption Deception to VANISH. Copies will be 
available for sale at the VANISH AGM.  
 
For more information go to 
(http://spinifexpress.com.au/Bookstore/book/

id=283/);  
 
Adoption Deception is also available for loan from 
the VANISH library 

CLOSURE 
 
Hi my name is Andrew, I live in Rockhampton, Qld. 
 
In July 2010 I visited Family Information Networks 
and Discovery and met with a case worker who gave 
me all of my adoption file which included information 
about  my birth mother and my sisters.  
 
I didn’t think much about it because of my age but 
when my mother passed away the paperwork 
intrigued me so I started to investigate further.  I 
contacted VANISH and spoke with a lady called Liz 
who gave me some more information about my 
mother and some advice about searching.  I sort of 
left it for a while then in 2016 it got the better of me 
so I joined a Facebook group reuniting lost family. 
They found some more information on my mother’s 
family, a phone number and an address so I finally 
had a lead.  I actually spoke to the lady whose name 
was recorded in my paperwork only to find that she 
was my mother’s sister but she spoke to me about 
my family and told me how my mother had died 
under anaesthetic during an operation.  
 
My mother’s sister was happy to hear from me and 
she wants to meet me to give me some closure in my 
life, and also in her life as she was told about me 
years earlier. 
 
Without VANISH I would be none the wiser so here’s 
to all the people using VANISH cheers, heads up 
guys, you do a wonderful job, without you I would still 
be none the wiser.   
Andrew 

BOOK REVIEW 

 

http://spinifexpress.com.au/Bookstore/book/id=283/
http://spinifexpress.com.au/Bookstore/book/id=283/


     

 

Heartlines: The Year I Met My Other Mother 
Susannah McFarlane & Robin Leuba 

 
After nearly fifty years apart, 
a mother and daughter are 
reunited. But the path to a 
relationship is not smooth. 
Very few adoption reunions 
result in meaningful, long-
term reconnection. The fragile 
relationships stumble and fall 
under the weight of years of 
repressed anger, hurt, grief 
and loss, different beliefs and 
of whole lives spent apart. A 
feeling of connection isn’t 
enough. You have to fight for 
a relationship. 
 
This is the story of two women who did. The raw 
openness of their writing and the breakneck speed of 
their reconnection is compelling. Heartlines is at once 
both unique and universal. It’s a story of courage and 
what can happen when you open rather than close your 
heart; when you decide to stay just as every fearful 
instinct tells you to run away. 
 
Heartlines is about connection and reconnection and 
why relationships are worth the fight. It is a piercingly 
honest and often hilarious story of what it takes to 
reconnect - and stay there - after a lifetime apart. 
(Description from Amazon) 

 
Susannah McFarlane and Robin Leuba will be our 
guest speakers at this years Annual General Meeting. 
Copies of Heartlines will be available for sale.  

I Knew You’d Have Brown Eyes 
Mary Tennant 

 
A conservative Catholic family in 
Queensland in 1974 is no place 
to be a pregnant teenager. With 
an authoritarian mother and 
facing enormous societal 
pressures, Mary Tennant must 
make a decision to save her 
future … but it is one that will 
haunt her for the rest of her life. 
 
Spanning forty years and set 
against a backdrop of changing 
social attitudes in Australia, this is the story of a young 
girl searching for meaning, coming to terms with her 
guilt and grief, and learning that breaking the silence 
brings empowerment. 
(Description from Amazon) 

NEW BOOKS IN THE LIBRARY 

Relinquished, Returned, Rejected 
Jackee Ashwin 

 
From the 1950s through the 
1970s, thousands of newborn 
children in Australia were taken 
from their mothers simply because 
the women weren’t married. The 
children were placed in other 
families, the women ridiculed and 
shamed.  
 
Spanning forty years - this memoir 
shares Ashwin’s heartbreaking 
story of losing her son to adoption as part of the stolen 
white generation and the joys of holding him in her arms 
as a thirty-eight-year-old man.  
(Description from Readings Bookshop) 

 

 

The Girl Behind the Door: A Father’s Quest to 
Understand His Daughter’s Suicide 
John Brooks 
 

An adoptive father’s search for the truth about his 

teenage daughter’s suicide:  a look at 

the subjects of suicide, adoption, 

adolescence, and parenting.  

 

In The Girl Behind the Door, Brooks 

shares what he learned and asks 

“What did everyone miss? What could 

have been done differently?” He’d 

come to realize that Casey might have 

been helped if someone had 

recognized that she’d likely suffered an attachment 

disorder from her infancy - an affliction common among 

children who’ve been orphaned, neglected, and abused. 

This emotional deprivation in early childhood, from the 

lack of a secure attachment to a primary caregiver, can 

lead to a wide range of serious behavioural issues later 

in life.  
(Description from Amazon) 

 

Things My Mother Taught Me 
Claire Halliday 

 
How did you become the 
person you are today? 
Lessons learned from our 
mothers can set the course 
for the lives we will lead and 
the people we will become. A 
mother can be many things: 
generous, heroic, nurturing, 
inspiring, difficult; she guides 
us in our growth, she teaches 
us about the world. And all 
the while she is her own 
person.  
 
In Things My Mother Taught Me a diverse range of 
Australian identities share their personal stories. Within 
these pages are mature reflections on how a mother 
shapes, nurtures, and complicates a life. Reflections on 
how each of these prominent people would not be who 
they are today if it weren’t for this unique relationship. 
These are stories of fondness, gratitude, respect and 
regret. They are insights into an area of human 
experience where small moments can have a large and 
lasting impact.   
(Description from Amazon) 

 

 

http://www.readings.com.au/search/results?query=Susannah%20McFarlane%2C%20Robin%20Leuba&author=1&books=1&music=1&film=1
http://www.readings.com.au/search/results?query=Susannah%20McFarlane%2C%20Robin%20Leuba&author=1&books=1&music=1&film=1
http://www.readings.com.au/search/results?query=Mary%20Tennant&author=1&books=1&music=1&film=1
http://www.readings.com.au/search/results?query=Jackee%20Ashwin&author=1&books=1&music=1&film=1
http://www.readings.com.au/search/results?query=John%20Brooks&author=1&books=1&music=1&film=1
http://www.readings.com.au/search/results?query=Claire%20Halliday&author=1&books=1&music=1&film=1


     

 

In 1985 Anne gave birth and became a single 
mother to her adored son Rory and settled into her 
much-loved home in Highett. Thirty-one years later 
she died in her bedroom there, attended by Rory 
and Clare (her daughter with whom she had been 
reunited) and other close family members.  

A work colleague vividly remembers a day in the 
office in 1988 when Anne hung up the phone after a 
brief conversation, let out a long breath and turned 
to say that she had received wonderful news: she 
would soon meet her daughter.  

Anne had always been a very private person and 
she had rarely spoken of her grief at losing her 
daughter. Clare came back into her life, and when 
years later she in turn gave birth to Brooke and 
Shaylee, Anne had the joy of sharing in the lives of 
her two beautiful granddaughters.  

Anne became actively involved at VANISH – the 
Victorian Adoption Network for Information and Self 
Help. She was proud to be part of the adoption 
community and contributed to the 2012 Victorian 
Parliamentary Apology for Past Adoption Practices 
and the 2013 National Apology for Forced 
Adoptions; each historic and deeply significant 
milestones. Anne served on the committee of 
management at VANISH for many years.  

In her professional life, Anne did a great deal of 
individual and group work with students. Her work 
was varied, and sometimes took her away from 
home, such as when she went to Gippsland after 
Black Saturday and provided support with bushfire 
relief counselling. She also did a lot of counselling 
and support  in traumatic and grief situations  in 
schools. Eventually she suffered from the 
cumulative effect of this exposure, and in 2013 
found herself classified as having a workplace injury 
as she had developed post traumatic stress 
disorder.  

She worked reduced hours and duties through the 
Workcover program. She knew in her heart that she 
couldn't continue to be involved in grief and trauma 
counselling, but she wished to be able to again work 
in schools with social skills groups and the like.  

When her work with the department came to an end 
in December 2014, Anne's farewell email to 
personnel in the many schools she had worked in 
made the point that "it is the relationships that hold it 
all together, that give our working lives meaning". 
She received many lovely email responses, which 
she treasured. These thanked her for her support to 
students and staff alike, and for being “the caring, 
loving person that you are.   

On retirement, Anne was looking forward to a trip to 
England for her sister Pam's birthday in April 2016. 
It wasn't to be.  

OBITUARY - ANNE SULLIVAN 

 

Welfare worker and adoption campaigner 

knew the importance of good relationships 

ANNE SULLIVAN                22-7-1951 - 25-4-2016 
Welfare officer 
 

Anne Sullivan, who has died aged 64, brought 
personal experience to her deep commitment to 
ensuring that anyone in the community whose life 
had been affected by adoption was able to have 
access to professional, sensitive support services. 

Anne always appreciated that she was part of a 
close-knit family, and was conscious that not 
everyone was as fortunate as she had been in that 
respect.  

Anne Elizabeth Sullivan was the youngest  child of 
Basil and Hazel Sullivan, and her early life was 
spent in the East Bentleigh  house  built by her 
father. She had two older brothers, John and Brian 
(deceased), and a sister, Pam.  

Anne had a traditional Catholic education: primary 
school at St Peter's and then Our Lady of the 
Sacred Heart College in Bentleigh, where she made 
pals, or as she put it "partners in crime", who 
remained lifelong friends.  

Anne didn't particularly like school, left early and 
worked in receptionist positions.  

During her teens Anne gave birth to a daughter and 
was forced to give her up for adoption. Work then 
became very important in Anne's life: she had a 
career spanning 35 years, which she loved.  

Anne qualified as a welfare officer and worked from 
1979  with the Education Department. In 1995 her 
years of experience and high level of expertise were 
validated when  her position was reclassified to the 
equivalence of a social worker: a rare event in the 
department.  



     

 

In February Anne felt unwell, and had an ultrasound 
that showed some spots on her liver. Before the 
terrible final diagnosis of pancreatic cancer, she 
said: "You know, for a long time I've thought that 
something was going to prevent me from making 
that trip."  

There was a  glimmer of hope that some treatment 
might give Anne a little more time, but she chose 
quality of time over quantity. After taking  time for 
herself to learn from the Ian Gawler Foundation, she 
focused on her relationships with family and friends. 

Anne enjoyed music, including performances by kd 
lang and Leonard Cohen and last year's Victorian 
Opera season. She had been ready to blow her 
budget on the Rolling Stones at Hanging Rock, but 
asked: "How come you can't get tickets when you 
log on to the ticket-buying site exactly at the time it 
opens?"  

According to her wishes, her funeral service opened 
and closed with Neil Young, and was punctuated 
with kd lang, Nick Drake and Van Morrison. She 
enjoyed films, outings to cafes, the beach and art in 
its many forms. She nurtured her son Rory's artistic 
talents and her walls featured beautiful examples of 
his photography and drawings. She 
loved  decorative things, and her home is full of 
them.  

Probably what we all most loved about Anne was 
her caring attitude to everyone. It was evident in her 
family life, work life and friendships. Her ability to 
listen thoughtfully to others made her such a good 
mother and friend.  She was generally content with 
"her lot" in terms of material goods – she didn't have 
to "keep up with the Joneses".  

After her diagnosis, Anne was concerned about the 
impact on others. Less than 10 days before her 
death, she had a gathering at home and explained 
that she couldn't cope with any more visitors. She 
felt she needed to say that to everyone so no one 
felt that it was directed just at them.  

She went on to describe herself as having been 
fortunate in her life to have had the quality of the 
relationships she had with friends and family, 
and  very privileged to have met so many wonderful 
people.  

Anne was the embodiment of a way of life that 
shows us all (to quote Stephanie Dowrick) that we 
can give kindness, respect, attention, forgiveness 
and support to each other, for no other reason on 
earth except that we have the capacity to do so.  

By Alison Williams and Pauline Ley 
 
Published in The Age May 27 2016 

INDEPENDENT SUPPORT GROUP IN CARRUM 
 
 

A new Adoption peer support group called 
‘Understanding Adoption’ had it’s first meeting at 
Carrum Downs (near Frankston) in May.  The group 
will meet monthly, beginning with the Adoptees only 
group and extending to an additional Mixed group 
when numbers increase. The next meeting is on  
 

Tuesday 16th August at 7pm 
 

at the Lyrebird Community Centre 
 

 

Jodie and Lauren first spoke of starting the group 
two years ago. Lauren had sought counselling 
because of family issues, serendipitously Jodie her 
counsellor understood the impact ‘adoption’ had on 
Lauren’s situation. Jodie and Lauren were both 
adopted as babies.  Jodie had skills and knowledge 
that assisted Lauren in understanding her adoption 
more fully. Jodie had gained greater understanding 
of her adoption during training to become a 
counsellor.  
 
The group is made possible by a small grant from 
the Federal Government Forced Adoption funding; 
allocated through Relationships Australia. Funds 
will pay for a meeting venue and an adoption 
specific library of books for the use of members.  
 
All enquiries to Lauren Howe and Jodie Chambers 
Mobile: 0408 108 606.  



     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Victorian Adoption Network for Information and Self Help 
1st Floor, 50 Howard Street, North Melbourne 3051 
 
P.O. Box 112, Carlton South 3053 
 
P (03) 9328 8611 
F (03) 9329 6527 
E info@vanish.org.au 
W www.vanish.org.au 
 
ABN 35 582 901 627 

 
 

  
INVITATION 

Guest Speakers: 
Susannah McFarlane and Robin Leuba 

co-authors of    

“Heartlines”  

an honest account of a mother and daughter reunion  

Where:  

Centre for Excellence in Child & Family Welfare 

Level 5, 50 Market Street, Melbourne 

(near cnr Flinders Lane and Market Street) 

Please RSVP by Friday 9th September 

03 9328 8611 or 1300 826 474 

or info@vanish.org.au 

Refreshments will be served 

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 

 

Any member interested in joining the VANISH Committee of Management please contact the 
Manager, Charlotte Smith on (03) 9328 8611 or email manager@vanish.org.au 
 
Nominations must be delivered or posted to the Secretary at the VANISH office to be 
received no later than 4.30pm on Friday, 2 September 2016. 
 
If you wish to vote by proxy, please contact VANISH for Proxy forms to vote at the AGM 

Friday 16th September 2016 
 

5.30 pm for 6.00 pm start 


