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Dear VANISH members and friends,  
 
Welcome to the winter edition of VOICE. I hope you 
have been managing to stay warm in this cold 
weather if you are here in Victoria, but at least we 
have turned the corner and the days are gradually 
beginning to get longer again.  

Since our last edition, we have employed a new 
Search and Support Worker, Patricia Navaretti. 
Patricia is well qualified for the role and brings a 
wealth of experience including eight years working 
at the Salvation Army Family Tracing Service. We are 
delighted that she has joined the VANISH team and 
look forward to working with her.  We have also 
been very fortunate to have Hana Crisp join us on a 
short term contract while we recruit a new 
Administrator. Hana has contributed a beautifully 
written piece to this edition of VOICE which I am 
sure you will appreciate. 

Earlier this month I went to Montre al, Canada to 
attend the Sixth International Conference on 
Adoption Research (ICAR6), which was an excellent 
opportunity to hear about adoption research 
findings from all around the world. It seems likely 
that Canada will be the next country to apologise for 
past adoptions, following the senate report 
mentioned on the next page.  

Over the past few months the VANISH Committee of 
Management and staff team have been engaged in 
strategic planning for the future. This has involved  

 

considering how the context we work in has changed 
over the past five years, and thinking about our 
vision and goals for the short and long-term future. 
We have been very fortunate to be generously 
supported by consultant Chris Gillies who has 
expertly guided us through the steps. Once we have 
our final plan ready it will be published on our 
website.  

In this edition of VOICE you will find the invitation to 
our Annual General Meeting. We do hope you can 
come along and hear our guest speaker Pauline Ley,  
whom many of you will know. The event will be held 
at a new location this year so please check the 
invitation on the back page for details.  

Thank you to our service users who recently sent us 
their completed feedback forms. We were delighted 
to receive 10/10 scores for overall ratings of 
VANISH, your experience of feeling respected and 
supported, and meeting your expectations.  
Service user Gail (name and feedback printed with 
permission) said that “the search assistance that I 
received has been amazing” and “the kindness and 
understanding especially” stood out. We are 
continually striving to improve our services so we 
always welcome your feedback, whether it is a 
compliment or a suggestion for how we can improve.  
 
Warm regards,  
Charlotte Smith, Manager 

 

The VANISH Team: 
 

Charlotte Smith                                                           

Manager  

Elizabeth Tomlinson                                                

Counsellor and Search & Support Coordinator  

Mary Rawson, Gail Holstock, SallyRose 

Carbines, Julie Gomez and Patricia Navaretti                                                

Search & Support Workers  

Dr Jenny Conrick                                                

Associate Counsellor 

Hana Crisp                                                 

Receptionist/Administrator  

Adam D’Arcy                                                       

Quality & Compliance Officer 

Barbara Burns                                             

Accountant (Volunteer)  

Video Recording of the VANISH/ARMS Event for the Fifth 

Anniversary of the National Apology 

If you were unable to attend the VANISH/ARMS Commemorative Event for 

the Fifth Anniversary for the National Apology for Forced Adoptions, held 

on 22nd March 2018, you can now watch all four speakers (VANISH 

Manager Charlotte Smith, Jo Fraser, Marie Meggitt, and the Hon Nahum 

Mushin AM) on the ARMS website: http://www.armsvic.org.au/blog/

anniversary-of-the-federal-apology-for-forced-adoptions 

Thank you to ARMS (Vic) for taking the initiative to record the event. 

From the Manager’s Desk 

Adjunct Professor Hon. Nahum Mushin 

http://www.armsvic.org.au/blog/anniversary-of-the-federal-apology-for-forced-adoptions
http://www.armsvic.org.au/blog/anniversary-of-the-federal-apology-for-forced-adoptions
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UK Mothers Finally Supported by 

MPs for National Apology  

Motivated by the Australian state and federal 
apologies, mothers in the UK have been campaigning 
since 2010 to obtain a similar apology for past 
adoption practices. 

As reported in The Guardian, over 500,000 British 
children were separated from their mothers through 
adoption. Much like in Australia, unmarried mothers 
often faced rejection from their families, society, and 
the religious agencies who generally arranged the 
adoptions. The ongoing impact on mothers has been 
devastating, with many women reporting a profound 
sense of loss, distress and mental health issues. 

Although the British government rejected the call for 
a public inquiry into past adoption practices last year, 
pressure is now mounting within parliament, with 
support for an apology from more than 20 MPs from 
various political parties. 

To read the full article from The Guardian, including 
three personal stories from mothers, visit:                 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/
jun/10/mps-demand-apology-for-unmarried-
mothers-forced-to-give-up-children 

If you would like to support this campaign or share an 
adoption experience that occurred in the UK, please 
visit the Movement for and Adoption Apology (MAA) 
website:                                                                            

https://movementforanadoptionapology.org/ 

 

My Invisible Mother: Pascal 
Huỳnh’s Short Film Featuring 
William Hammersley 

Canadian artist and filmmaker Pascal Huy nh has 
released his short documentary film “My Invisible 
Mother” for free viewing online:                              

http://cargocollective.com/pascalhuynh/My-
Invisible-Mother 

The film won “Best Documentary” at the Canberra 
Short Film Festival. Using a creative mix of stop-
motion animation and live-action documentary, the 
film features Victorian adopted person William 
Hammersley, who recalls the social realities that 
forced his mother to put him up for adoption. William 
was filmed only shortly after discovering this 
personal information.  

According to Pascal, although the film is only three 
minutes long, it achieves two important things:        

(1) adoption is not told from the adopter’s 
perspective and (2) adoption is not advertised as a 
happy-forever fairytale. Pascal also wants the film to 
ask the question: “Why, in the media, don’t we 
portray mothers who have to surrender their children 
because of social injustice? Why are they often left out 
and minimised?”  

Although Pascal does not have a personal experience 
of adoption, he is a passionate ally and advocate for 
those affected by adoption. Pascal is currently 
working on another documentary project with fellow 
filmmaker Colin Scheyen, about the dark history of 
adoption in Canada, which affected up to 450,000 
single mothers and their children. To learn more, 
visit the film’s website: 
www.mumsthewordthefilm.com/ 

Furthermore, as reported in the last edition of VOICE, 
the Senate of Canada has now released the report and 
recommendations from their national inquiry into 
post-war adoption practices. The primary 
recommendation is that the Government of Canada 
issue a formal apology on behalf of all Canadians to 
the mothers and their children who were affected. 
You can read the full report, entitled The Shame is 
Ours, on the Senate of Canada website:                  
https://sencanada.ca/en/info-page/parl-42-1/soci-
adoption-mandate/ 

News & Events 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jun/10/mps-demand-apology-for-unmarried-mothers-forced-to-give-up-children
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jun/10/mps-demand-apology-for-unmarried-mothers-forced-to-give-up-children
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jun/10/mps-demand-apology-for-unmarried-mothers-forced-to-give-up-children
https://movementforanadoptionapology.org/
http://cargocollective.com/pascalhuynh/My-Invisible-Mother
http://cargocollective.com/pascalhuynh/My-Invisible-Mother
https://www.mumsthewordthefilm.com/
https://sencanada.ca/en/info-page/parl-42-1/soci-adoption-mandate/
https://sencanada.ca/en/info-page/parl-42-1/soci-adoption-mandate/
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VANISH is delighted that Pauline Ley has been 
awarded a Medal of the Order of Australia in the 
Queen’s Birthday 2018 Honours List for service to 
people affected by adoption and reproductive 
technology. We are so proud of Pauline’s 
achievements and the resulting outcomes for our 
community. 
 
Beginnings 
Pauline was born in Perth in 1945 to a 22-year-old 
single mother. She was soon adopted by a Melbourne 
couple, who did not tell Pauline that she was adopted 
until she was 16. At the age of 25 after a difficult 
search, Pauline finally met her birth mother, followed 
by her two half-sisters and her grandmother. 
Throughout the search, Pauline felt very alone. The 
Western Australian legal system denied her access to 
her birth records, and there was nowhere for Pauline 
to go for support or information, and very little 
understanding of the complexity of adoption amongst 
professionals and the general community.   
 
Building the adoption community 
Pauline always had a unique ability to recognise, 
befriend and provide counsel to all those affected by 
adoption. From the late 1960s, Pauline developed a 
network of people in the Geelong area who would 
meet informally and support each other. In 1982, the 
“Geelong Adoption Program” (GAP) was formally 
established with a mission to provide adoption 
education and a safe, supportive meeting place for 
those with an adoption experience. People came from 
all over Victoria for advice and counselling. Referrals 
came from community centres, doctors, hospitals, 
schools, prisons and drug dependency services. 
 
Adoption law reform and VANISH 
In the 1970s and early 80s, adoption law reform was 

fiercely resisted, but Pauline advocated tirelessly. In 
1984, Victoria became the first Australian state, and 
one of the first common law jurisdictions in the world, 
to grant adult adopted persons the right to access 
their identifying information. In 1992, Pauline 
presented the keynote address at the American 
Adoption International Conference in Philadelphia, 
entitled “Adoption Law in Australia: From Darkness to 
Light”. To this day, only one third of American States 
have opened their adoption records. 
 
Thousands of Victorians could finally access their 
adoption records. The Department of Community 
Services, where Pauline worked as a counsellor, was 
deluged with applications for adoption information. In 
response to this demand, in 1989, Pauline played a 
pivotal role in the establishment of VANISH. Since 
then, Pauline has been actively involved as a 
counsellor, group facilitator, advocate and friend. 
 
Donor conception advocacy 
Pauline became aware that parallel issues were 
arising in donor conception, as it increasingly came to 
replace adoption as a response to infertility. Parents 
of donor conceived children were advised to hide the 
truth from their children, as adoptive parents had 
often done in the past. Those affected by donor 
conception were experiencing similar issues to those 
faced in adoption: secrecy, shame, feelings of loss, lack 
of access to family history and personal records, and 
no emotional support.  

In 1979, Pauline and Meredith Lenne, a fellow 
adoptee, wrote a ground-breaking open letter to the 
three Victorian hospital fertility clinics calling for 
donor conceived persons to have the right to 
information about their genetic history, for the 
maintenance of comprehensive records, and for 
counselling of donors and parents. During the 
protracted and contested political process that 
followed, Pauline was a leading advocate for donor 
conception law reform and the co-founder of 
advocacy group Tangled Webs . 

Finally, in 2016, the Victorian Government became 
the first government worldwide to grant 
retrospective rights to those conceived by donor 
conception to access information about their 
biological heritage. This amendment was named 
‘Narelle’s Law’ in honour of Narelle Grech, a young 
donor conceived adult and friend of Pauline’s, who 
desperately sought her father before her impending 
death from a hereditary form of cancer. 
 
Conclusion 
Upon receiving this award, Pauline said: “This award 
is shared with others from the Australian adoption/

VANISH Founding Member Pauline Ley Awarded Order of Australia 

Medal (OAM) in Queen’s Birthday Honours List 
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donor conception community who have made a 
heroic contribution to our cause.  We seek to raise 
awareness in the Australian community that identity 
loss and familial disconnection cause distress in the 
lives of many people.  It is a human rights issue that 
requires vigilant and constant recognition.” 
 
Pauline is a compassionate and courageous leader 
who inspired and empowered so many others, both 
directly and through her involvement in the 
establishment of a number of highly successful 
organisations. Almost all of Pauline’s work has been 
done on a voluntary basis and she remains active in 
the adoption and donor conception communities. 
Pauline will reflect on her life’s work and what the 
future may hold in her speech at the VANISH AGM.  
 
 
 

Inquiry into Local Adoption: 
Public Hearing in Canberra 

VANISH participated in a public hearing held at 
Parliament House in Canberra on 19 June 2018 in 
relation to the Federal Inquiry into Local Adoption, 
which is currently being conducted by the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Social Policy 
and Legal Affairs “on approaches to a nationally 
consistent framework for local adoption in Australia, 
with specific reference to: 
 

1. stability and permanency for children in out-of-
home care with local adoption as a viable option; and 
2. appropriate guiding principles for a national 
framework or code for local adoptions within 
Australia.” 
 
Penny Mackieson, Chair of VANISH Inc., Dr Trevor 
Jordan, President of Jigsaw Queensland Inc., and 
Nikki Hartmann, Manager of Post Adoption and 
Forced Adoption Support Services SA, responded to 
questions from members of the Standing Committee 
raised in response to the written submissions made 
by the three post-adoption organisations 
represented. This resulted in a stimulating, although 
at times somewhat challenging discussion.  
 
It was encouraging that the Standing Committee was 
concerned about the permanent legal erasure of an 
adoptee’s identity through the cancellation of their 
original birth certificate and replacement with a new 
birth certificate, and with the permanent legal 
severing of relationships between the adoptee and 
their parents and extended family members. Indeed, 
Committee Chair, Julia Banks MP, opened with a 
question on this topic, indicating a willingness to 
learn from these concerns associated with past 
adoptions. 
 
However, it was disappointing that VANISH, Jigsaw 
and PASS were referred to as “adoptee support 
groups”, rather than recognising that all three 
organisations are long-established post-adoption 
support services for all people affected by past and 
forced adoptions, including natural mothers and 
fathers. 
 
It was also discouraging that some Standing 
Committee members seemed to have already formed 
the view that adoption from out-of-home care was 
the only solution to the increasing numbers of 
children spending extended periods in out-of-home 
care. Yet, adoption, with or without parental consent, 
will do nothing to prevent the child maltreatment 
that leads to children being removed from their 
parents in the first place, nor will it support families 
to improve their circumstances and enable the return 
of their children from out-of-home placement. 
 
Please refer to the Inquiry’s website for full details, 
including the 16-page written transcript 
(bit.ly/19JuneTranscript) and audio download 
(bit.ly/19JuneAudio) from the public hearing held on 
19 June 2018; and for VANISH’s written submission 
to the Inquiry, Submission No. 56 (bit.ly/
locadoptsub). 

http://bit.ly/19JuneTranscript
http://bit.ly/19JuneAudio
http://bit.ly/locadoptsub
http://bit.ly/locadoptsub
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Lemn giving the keynote address at 
the Our Call event. 

This month Australia has been fortunate enough to 
host renowned UK poet and broadcaster Lemn Sissay 
MBE, who has been touring the writers festivals in 
Byron Bay, Newcastle and Bendigo. He was also the 
keynote speaker at Our Call, an event organised by 
the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare, 
where young people from out-of-home care shared 
their experiences and perspectives.  
 

Lemn began writing poetry at the age of 12.  Now, at 
51, he has an impressive catalogue of 
accomplishments – an MBE for services to literature, 
Chancellor of Manchester University, Honorary 
Doctor of Letters from the University of Huddersfield, 
official poet for the London 2012 Olympics, nine 
published books, sold-out theatre productions, and 
the list goes on. He is also on the Board of Trustees of 
the Foundling Museum in London. When he talks 
about these accomplishments he is clearly excited 
and proud yet they are not his measure of his success. 
For Lemn, being able to look in the mirror each day 
and say “I’m okay” is success. Stopping drinking is 
success. In 2016 he blogged, “Some years ago I 
stopped drinking and started living.  Stopping 
drinking and starting living is the best thing I have 
done in my adult life. I don’t know if you’ll 
understand this but… I got Lemn back.” His mantra: 
one day at a time. 
 

In his Our Call keynote address, Sissay traversed a 
range of topics, including what makes a functioning 
family (dysfunction), how the child welfare system 
has attachment disorder, his own experience of being 
separated from his young mother and being raised in 
“care”, and the impact of not having family.  His key 
messages seemed to be that what he experienced was 
not care, that vulnerable children who become wards 
of the state need and deserve better, that what occurs 
in our childhood affects us in adulthood, and that 
creativity is a powerful way to shine a light on the 
past and to inspire and be inspired. In a recent 
interview in Newcastle, Lemn said, “I found that 
writing and reading poetry and articulating my 
experience through the lens of creativity allowed me 
to see and analyse what was happening to me.” 
 

Lemn invites and provokes deeper thinking, 
dismissing perspectives and positions that are ‘too 
easy’. He is also the master of humour, cleverly 
tricking his audiences with his quirky, expressive 
delivery into laughing at jokes that, when you think 
about it, might not be funny. He jokes about his 
grandparents from the Scottish Highlands who have 
“never seen one (an African child) before”, then 
imitates them in a Scottish accent saying, “What is it?” 
Some audience members laugh, some squirm, some 
laugh then squirm. This clever and sometimes self-
deprecating humour lightens up otherwise 
challenging conversations and undoubtedly endears 

him to his audience. In his recent interview with 
Richard Fidler for ABC radio Conversations , 
Lemn talks about being nick-named Chalky White as 
an adolescent, saying that he was proving his 
character by showing that he could take a joke. 
At one point during Our Call, Lemn got on a roll, 
teasing the child welfare sector for their propensity 
for breaking into groups, running workshops, 
averting risk and tailoring activities to funding 
criteria. At this point, the audience shows it can take a 
joke too and laughs along.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Towards the end of his presentation he shared his 
story. His mother was from Ethiopia, visiting England 
to study. Young, unmarried and pregnant, she was 
sent from Berkshire to Northern England to a mother 
and baby home. She told the social worker she 
wanted her son to be fostered for a short time so she 
could complete her studies before taking him home to 
Ethiopia. She did not know there was an 
institutionalised system of removing infants for 
adoption.  
 

On handing Lemn to the foster couple, the social 
worker Norman Goldthorpe told them to treat it like 
an adoption – ‘he’s yours forever’. He also told them 
to call him Norman, after himself. So Lemn became 
Norman and lived with his foster parents and siblings 
until he was 12, at which point his foster parents sent 
him away, telling him he had the devil in him. Lemn 
described his devilish crimes to be taking biscuits 
from the tin without saying please or thank you, 
staying out late with his friends, and smoking 
cigarettes. From that point on, he lived in four 
different ‘homes’ for kids which were cold and 
punitive. “All I wanted was a hug,” he said. The last 
‘home’ was for adolescents on remand. He wasn’t on 
remand but he had no family to protest on his behalf. 
He says it was like a prison.  
 

At 18 Lemn was given his original birth certificate 
and for the first time saw his name, Lemn Sissay. The 

Lemn Sissay: Inspire and Be Inspired 
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name Lemn in Amharic means “Why?”. He was also 
given letters his mother had written to the social 
worker, begging for him to be returned so that she 
could take him with her to his homeland, and the 
reply from the social worker telling his mother that 
Lemn is doing well with his foster family, he is 
healthy.  
 

In the interview with Richard Fidler, Lemn recounts 
the moment he was collected from his foster family by 
a social worker who had regularly visited the home. 
Sitting in the car, Lemn said that he knew it was his 
fault and that he would pray to God to help him do 
better. The social worker pulled over and told him – 
it’s not your fault, none of this is your fault. Lemn has 
said, “The worst thing that happens to people who 
suffer from trauma is in some way they feel it may 
have been their fault – it doesn’t matter  
how much evidence there is that it wasn’t.” 
 

In his performances and interviews, Lemn repeatedly 
emphasises that what he is sharing is the truth and 
that he has documented evidence for all of it. He has 
spent his life researching these facts, in some 
instances while being filmed for BBC documentaries, 
with the viewer as his witness because he has no 
family to testify for him. Further, he has successfully 
sued Wigan council for his mistreatment as a child in 
care and received a formal apology and 
compensation.  
 

Lemn did meet his mother, travelling to West Africa 
where she worked for the UN. He believes it was a 
shock for her that he looked the same as his father 
had when she last saw him. He thinks many mothers 
experience that shock in reunion. The adoptee comes 
back to find the mother. The mother has had to bury 
the greatest secret that has ever happened to her on 
that tender bridge between child and adult. It was 
difficult he says, “She couldn’t give me what I wanted 
because I didn’t even know what I wanted”.  
 

Lemn is a truly courageous figure, who became a 
writer “in spite of his incredible life story not because 
of it.” His poetry and performances continue to 
inspire audiences throughout the world. 
 
 
For more on and by Lemn Sissay:  
 
http://lemnsissay.com/ 
 
http://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/
conversations/conversations-lemn-sissay/10063632 
 
https://www.theherald.com.au/story/5569271/poet
-lemn-sissay-speaks-in-newcastle-about-channelling-
pain-into-art-and-activism/ 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/
apr/28/lemn-sissay-life-in-care-almost-broke-me 

Gold from the Stone  
by Lemn Sissay 
 
Water cupped in hands 
Taken from the stream, 
Brought upon a laughing land 
Through the mouth of a scream. 
 

Gold from the stone,  
Oil from the earth, 
I yearned for my home  
From the time of my birth. 
 

Strength of a mother's whisper  
Shall carry me until  
The hand of my lost sister  
Joins on to my will. 
 

Root to the earth,  
Blood from the heart,  
Could never from birth  
Be broken apart. 
 

Food from the platter,  
Water from the rain,  
The subject and the matter,  
I'm going home again. 
 

Can't sell a leaf to a tree, 
Nor the wind to the atmosphere.  
I know where I am meant to be  
And I can't be satisfied here. 
 

Can't give light to the moon, 
Nor mist to the drifting cloud,  
I shall be leaving here soon,  
Costumed, cultured and crowned. 
 

Can't give light to the sun,  
Nor a drink to the sea,  
The earth I must stand upon  
I shall kiss with my history. 
 

Sugar from the cane,  
Coal from the wood,  
Water from the rain,  
Life from the blood. 
 

Gold from the stone,  
Oil from the earth,  
I yearned for my home  
Ever since my birth. 
 

Food from the platter,  
Water from the rain,  
The subject and the matter,  
I'm going home again.  
 
First published in Tender Fingers in a Clenched Fist 
(1988), which was dedicated to Lemn’s mother.           
Re-printed here with permission.  

http://lemnsissay.com/
http://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/conversations/conversations-lemn-sissay/10063632
http://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/conversations/conversations-lemn-sissay/10063632
https://www.theherald.com.au/story/5569271/poet-lemn-sissay-speaks-in-newcastle-about-channelling-pain-into-art-and-activism/
https://www.theherald.com.au/story/5569271/poet-lemn-sissay-speaks-in-newcastle-about-channelling-pain-into-art-and-activism/
https://www.theherald.com.au/story/5569271/poet-lemn-sissay-speaks-in-newcastle-about-channelling-pain-into-art-and-activism/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/apr/28/lemn-sissay-life-in-care-almost-broke-me
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/apr/28/lemn-sissay-life-in-care-almost-broke-me
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Wild Geese: Reverse Migration 
and Finding Belonging  
by Hana Lee Crisp 
 
Hana was born in Jeonju, South Korea in 1984 and 
adopted to Australia in 1988. She first returned to 
Korea in 2010, as part of the GOA’L First Trip Home 
program. During this trip, she discovered that her 
adoption records were falsified and she reunited with 
her Korean birth family. Back in Australia, she founded 
the Korean Adoptees in Australia Network. Over the 
years, she has advocated for adoptee rights and 
Korean birth family preservation, with organisations 
including Koroot, TRACK, and SPEAK. She has 
performed as a singer at events such as the annual 
Single Moms Day conference and earlier this year, at 
the press conference and memorial service for fellow 
adoptee Jan Sørskog. She lived in Seoul for one year 
from 2017-2018. 
 
 
“I learn by going where I have to go” 

 – Theodore Roethke 

My first migration was at the age of four when my 
great uncle left me at an adoption agency in Seoul. 
“Imo haraboji (great uncle)”, I begged, distraught, 
“Don't leave me here – I’ll be a good girl.” Six months 
later, I found myself across the equator in a small 
town in Tasmania, Australia.  
 

I don’t tell that story to be dramatic or to incite pity, 
but because that’s basically where my story starts. 
From the earlier years of my life I have a handful of 
second-hand memories - tidbits since heard from my 
Korean relatives, but I can never really know if they 
are true. My uncle told the rest of the family that he 
will never forget that day and nor can I. The fear of 
abandonment lives deep in my body and 
reverberates still, 30 years later.   
 
 
By 2017, I had already visited Korea seven times. 
Seven whirlwind trips, followed by the inevitable 
“post-Korea depression”, well known to so many 
adoptees, upon returning and readjusting to life in 
Australia. On some trips, although I’d stayed for a 
couple of months I felt like I’d only scratched the 
surface. Pandora’s Box had been opened and my 
curiosity about life in Korea persisted in the back of 
my mind until I finally decided to move there. 
Ostensibly, I was only moving for a year to study 
Korean language, but part of me wondered if I could 
stay indefinitely if things worked out. 
 

It took me eight years to make the move. I had been 
thinking about it and making excuses about why I 

couldn’t do it for eight years . Why? Partly because I 
had internalised the expectation that I should be 
happy in Australia. I was adopted into a loving family 
and received a good education, opportunities to 
travel overseas, et cetera, et cetera. And despite 
everything, something felt missing and disconnected 
within me, and moving to Korea felt like some kind of 
admission that my adopted life in Australia had 
failed. That despite my desperate attempts to 
assimilate and fit in and “be happy”, on some level I 
had failed.  
 

So part of me was hoping that I would hate the 
experience and “get it out of my system”. To be able 
to move on from Korea, my birth family, and my 
adoption issues in some way. To find something akin 
to closure. I did not find these – if only such things 
existed – but eventually I would find so much more. 
 
 
In the beginning it was tough. Of course, I am a 
Korean with the language abilities of a three-year old. 
I would wait for the routine shock and then recovery 
on the faces of Koreans during my daily interactions 
as soon as I started to speak. It was a strange reversal 
of life as an intercountry, transracial adoptee in 
Australia, where I don’t fully pass for the local I am.  
 

For four hours every day I struggled to keep up in a 
Korean class for “foreigners” – defined by Koreans as 
anyone who is not 100% ethnically and culturally 
Korean. The syllables rolled around in my mouth 
clumsily like oversized candy. Most of the other 
students were either young people from China, 
Vietnam, and Mongolia, or Westerners married to 
Koreans. The approach at Yonsei University was rote 
learning, repetition, and cramming for tests. I heard it 
was typical Korean style. It was probably the least 
enjoyable, and to me, least effective educational 
experience of my life. “You’re getting an insight into 
the Korean education system and that will help you 
understand Koreans more,” another adoptee advised. 
Thanks, I thought to myself, but I just want to learn 
this damned language.  
 

Sometimes I’d feel subtle waves of anger as I walked 
down the street or jostled my way onto the subway, 
and at first I wondered where it came from. Oh yeah. 
You were rejected and sold for thousands of dollars 
by your own country, in lieu of implementing social 
welfare, and now you are facing that society every 
day. But I found comfort in conversations with 
adoptee friends who knew the same feeling. 
Everyday Koreans have nothing to do with your 
adoption, we reminded ourselves. You can’t take out 
your anger on all Koreans.  
 
When asked, I would freely tell Koreans that I was 

Special Feature: Donor-Conceived Activism Feature Story 
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adopted, as both the fastest way to explain my 
Korean appearance and rudimentary language 
skills, and out of curiosity for how Koreans might 
respond. Sometimes their faces would fall and they 
would go quiet, sometimes they would say sorry, 
sometimes they would offer to give me something 
(like the ajeosshi at the MISSHA cosmetics counter 
who gave me extra samples), and sometimes they 
would completely ignore what I had just said.  
 

I found the latter experience the most puzzling: 
Middle-aged shopkeeper, bluntly: You look Korean. 
Where are you from?  
Me, in simple Korean: I’m from Australia. I was 
adopted from Korea.  
Shopkeeper: Oh my son/daughter is living in 
Australia! He/she’s a successful lawyer/doctor/
accountant now.  
Me: That’s nice.  
 

I wondered what on earth I 
was doing there. I called my 
best friend, multiple times, and 
asked him what on earth I was 
doing there. At night I watched 
English-speaking tv shows on 
Netflix and ate chocolate corn 
snacks from the convenience 
store alone (whilst bemoaning 
the lack of decent chocolate in 
Korea). I even considered 
coming back early. But I took 
the advice of my adoptive 
parents and recommitted to 
the full year, with a renewed 
attitude to treat it like a 
holiday and appreciate what I 
could.   
 
 
As all adoptees in Korea would 
know, there are Good Korea 
Days and Bad Korea Days. On 
the good days I would feel daring! and independent! 
– navigating the bus system like a local and asking 
for something obscure from the pharmacist. On Bad 
Korea Days, I would get lost, no one would 
understand my Korean, and I felt like such a 
helpless foreigner.   
 

But gradually, imperceptibly, things were getting 
better. At some point I reached the absolute 
minimum level of Korean language required to buy 
things and get around. (Enough to order what I 
wanted to eat, but not enough to ask further 
questions about the menu.) I could put my head 
down and quietly pass for a local amongst the 
masses of Seoul. The anonymity of being just 
another Korean face, in a sea of people too busy and 
too distracted by their phones to notice anyway, felt 
wonderful. 

Eventually I had less need to attend random meet-
up groups for expats because I was starting to make 
actual friends. Most of them were fellow adoptees 
from the US and Europe, some of whom I had met 
years ago on previous trips. Some were fairly new to 
Korea like me, while others had been living in Korea 
for 10+ years. We were all individuals and our 
adoption experiences differed wildly, but we also 
had so much in common. We all had a deeper 
curiosity about Korea compared to adoptees who 
only visit, or who never visit at all.  
 

In some ways I felt closer to the adoptees in Seoul 
than with those back in Australia. We could talk 
about so many things and we shared so many big 
belly laughs. Among my friends, many of us were 
navigating relationships with our Korean families 

and were involved with adoptee 
advocacy initiatives. It was as 
though we’d all taken the lid off 
the Korean adoption system 
and our whitewashed Western 
upbringings, to grapple with the 
failings and falsehoods. Did that 
make us happier? Not 
necessarily (ignorance is bliss) 
but at least we were no longer 
in denial.  
 

I joined an adoptee running 
group and we would run along 
the Han river or the 
Cheonggyecheon stream and 
then eat at Korean BBQ 
restaurants, because they could 
always accommodate large 
tables. At one point, sitting 
together at a BBQ place late at 
night, I realised that I felt a deep 
sense of belonging and my 
heart felt light. A new feeling. In 
the words of Korean American 
writer E. Alex Jung, “How can I 

describe what it feels like to be in a place where you 
belong? It sounds like a sigh. It tastes like electricity.” 
 

Community. Group Advocacy. Belonging. I had never 
truly experienced these things and I lapped it up like 
someone who had been starving. Living in Korea 
had allowed me to be myself, my authentic self, in a 
way that I had never quite managed to be before. 
Physically blending in amongst Koreans, the 
experience of clothes and even furniture just fitting 
my body, finding affinity with fellow adoptees who 
were similarly exploring Korea and themselves…I 
had become relaxed enough, and felt safe enough, to 
drop my usual cloak of self-consciousness, to reveal 
a lighter way of moving through this world. At risk 
of sounding cliche d I would even call it a kind of 
spiritual awakening. At the same time, this new way 
of being exposed the high functioning yet basic 

From the "Adoptees Speak: 1988-2018" Instagram 

campaign, coinciding with the 2018 Pyeongchang Winter 

Olympics.  Photo: Shane Bolen  
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survival mode that I had operated within formerly 
and I mourned the recognition of how limited and 
burdened that life had been.  
 
 
After about a year, I returned to Australia to save 
money and re-evaluate my plans during Korea’s then 
tense political situation. The transition was difficult. 
In a strange way, the emotional experience of 
returning seemed to trigger the trauma of my forced 
migration as a four-year-old. I didn’t want to leave 
Korea and yet I felt that I had to. I missed Korea and 
the adoptee community – my community – there. In 
Australia, I do not fall neatly into one of the existing 
migrant groups. I am neither a well-assimilated 
intercountry adoptee “Aussie” and I’ll never be a well
-assimilated second generation Korean Australian. If 
anything, I have partially de-assimilated back to 
Korean culture, if that is even possible, and I question 
where I fit exactly within Australian society.  
 

Despite Australia’s growing multiculturalism, at an 
AFL game with my adoptive Dad or at the local gym 
or the farmers market, I am often one of the only 
Asians. After having a lovely year’s break from racial 
micro-aggressions while in Korea, I realised that now 
I have to face them again on a regular basis. I do not 
relish the experience of people confusing me with the 
other young Asian woman in the room (who, 
otherwise, looks and sounds nothing like me), or 
when strangers start to speak more slowly or employ 
hand gestures in case I might not speak fluent 
English. However the real pain is having a lack of 
friends and family members here who understand.  
 

But despite the layers of marginalisation – female, 
Asian, adoptee, inferior Korean – I will not apologise 
for who I am. A Korean who can’t speak Korean, an 
adoptee who loves Australia but feels more 
comfortable in some ways in Korea, who reunited 
with Korean family but found it wasn’t a fairy tale, 
who has good adoptive parents but no longer tries to 
force relationships or gratitude. I will keep getting up 
again when my adoption trauma is triggered, I will 

keep moving between Korea and Australia, I will 
keep speaking out about race, and I will continue to 
share my story.  
 
 
Looking back, I may never be able to fully articulate 
or explain why I became happier in Korea, what it 
was precisely within me that blossomed. The easy 
answer, it would seem, would be to return to Korea 
immediately, and yes, I plan to live in Korea again. 
But ultimately what I seek is a sense of belonging 
within myself, anywhere on this earth. 
 
A note from Hana: The title of this article was 
borrowed from Mary Oliver’s poem “Wild 
Geese” (Dream Work, 1986). Originally I wanted to 
include the poem at the end of this article, but sadly 
the permission to reprint it is very expensive. Still, do 
yourself a favour and read the poem via this link, if you 
aren’t familiar with it: http://bit.ly/poemgeese 
 
 
 
 

How I Feel 

This is an edited version of an article sent to VANISH 
by a service user describing his strong feelings about 
being separated from his mother at birth, being lied to 
about his adopted status and being denied the 
opportunity for a reunion. Rarely do people writes so 
openly about the intense emotions that can occur in 
relation to separation and adoption – emotions that 
can become amplified when not acknowledged. Society 
often discourages us from expressing feelings that are 
deemed negative which can leave the individual feeling 
ashamed or disillusioned and alone. Yet all feelings are 
valid, and perhaps these emotions need to be felt 
rather than buried so that we might come to terms 
with our experiences and find peace.   

How I feel. I feel just like a piece of trash as if I was 
thrown away at birth, discarded, unwanted and 
abandoned from all I had ever known. The safety I 
had known for nine months was gone, the warm 
blood was gone, the sound of a familiar heartbeat 
was gone, replaced by a nothingness, a void that can 
never be filled, damaged at the start of life, and for 
what??? - I had done nothing wrong, except it seems 
to be born. People are under the impression that a 
newborn baby is too young to know and feel the 
abandonment, and the immense feeling of loss, but 
how could it not?  

How could I not miss all I have ever known, my tiny 
heart has been removed from the only life force it has 
ever known, every cell in my fragile body has been 
taken away from its creator. So of course we know, 
however we are too helpless to do anything about it 
but cry and cry. We are just a newborn not even two 
minutes old but now damaged for life and totally 
alone in a way that only we can understand. I have 
tried to understand and accept that times were 

With the Korean adoptee running group after completing the 2018 Yeouido 

Hangang Relay Marathon as a team. 

http://bit.ly/poemgeese
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different back then but to tell the truth I will never 
completely be able to truly accept it, and I am full of 
hurt and sadness.  

I hate that I have been lied to my whole life, never-
ending lies - being called “our son”, “his brother”, and 
“his cousin”. And let’s not forget my own name is also 
a lie.  

Even though I’ve had the feeling deep inside all my 
life that I did not belong, this was not confirmed to 
me until I was the age of 51 when I mentioned being 
adopted and these nine words were harshly spoken 
to me: “Oh, you know. Keep your mouth shut, you’re 
mine.” Then I was told not to say a word to my 
brothers. Since then my adoptive parents (or in their 
eyes my owners) are back at their favourite place - 
denial. So now I am more damaged than I was but at 
least I have my anger to keep me warm and to give 
me the determination to go on each day living and 
searching.  

Sometimes you can be so low it is hard to fight your 
way back up, so I am in no hurry to accept the 
situation or the actions of all those I thought I could 
trust. Tears seem to have become a constant in my 
life, as has the feeling of rejection, both at birth and 
when I found and contacted my birthmother who did 
not want anything to do with me and denies giving 
birth to me in the first place. So how does that make 
me feel you may ask? Well to be honest my feeling of 
hatred is so intense that it has grown to become its 
own entity, one that is my constant companion. It is 
so much a part of my life it has affected the way I see 
things and accept people into my life. This is me now 
- guarded, untrusting, uncaring.  

I really believe that the need for human connection, 
one that is blood, is an extremely strong need in one’s 
life. When you don’t have that you feel an emptiness 
and a feeling of aloneness that is like a shroud of 
dense fog that surrounds and penetrates your whole 
self. It severs you from everything, as if you don’t 
belong. My mind is full of confusion, thoughts of low 
self- esteem, anger and intense sadness. I feel I will 
have to try to come to terms with the realisation that 
I am destined to go through this life alone without 
any true blood family, and the knowledge that when I 
pass I will not be truly missed as only true family can 
be, which brings me to tears and is a hurt that cuts 
deep into my heart and my being. I feel this every day 
and it is a terrible sickening feeling that can 
overcome me at any time and for any reason. 

I don’t know what tomorrow will bring but I do know 
that if I am destined to walk this world alone I am 
going to do it on my terms and hopefully somewhere 
sometime I will find peace.      
     - Andrew   

“Anger signals that our basic needs are being violated 
and it give us the energy and strength to speak out, 
fight, or run” (John Bradshaw, Healing the Shame That 
Binds You, 1988). 

Have you heard about                      
My Health Record? 

One issue receiving a lot of media attention lately is 
the introduction of the controversial “My Health 
Record”, which highlights some very sensitive areas 
around privacy, personal health information and the 
use of technology.  

As some readers may already be aware, My Health 
Record, a new Australian Government initiative, is 
basically “an online summary of your key health 
information”.  It can be securely viewed on any 
device with an internet connection and will include 
information from health care professionals (e.g. 
medical conditions, treatments, medications, 
allergies, tests), information from Medicare or 
information you choose to upload.   You will be able 
to nominate who has access to your information, 
however doctors and specialists may be able to see 
the records in an emergency situation.   

According to the My Health Record website: 

 5.92 million individuals have already 
registered (24% of Australia’s population) 

 6.46 million clinical documents have been 
uploaded  

 22.1 million medication prescription and 
dispense records have been uploaded 

 12,939 healthcare professional organisations 
are connected                               

 

All individuals will have a My Health Record created 
for them, unless you advise the Government that you 
do not want one.  If you wish to opt out of the scheme 
you have until 15th October 2018. For more 
information or to opt out please visit 
www.myhealthrecord.gov.au or call the My Health 
Record Hotline on 1800 723 471. 

 

Upcoming Special Issue of 
Genealogy on Adoption  

An upcoming special issue of the academic journal 
Genealogy will feature essays on the topic of ‘Adoption 
Experiences and the Tracing and Narration of Family 
Genealogies’.  
 

 

 

 

Genealogy is an open-access journal so you will be 
able to read all of the articles for free: 
www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy/special_issues/
adoption 

 

http://www.myhealthrecord.gov.au
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy/special_issues/adoption
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy/special_issues/adoption
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1st Floor, 50 Howard Street, North Melbourne 3051  
Mail: PO Box 112, Carlton South 3053 Ph:   (03) 9328 8611 or  
Website: www.vanish.org.au            1300 826 474   
Email:   info@vanish.org.au  Fax:  (03) 9329 6527 
ABN 35 582 901 627 

Upcoming VANISH Support Group Dates 

Melbourne 
7.30-9.30 pm 
VANISH office 

Level 1, 50-52 Howard St 
North Melbourne 

 
(2nd Tuesday of each month) 

11th September MIXED 
9th October MIXED 

13th November MIXED 
11th December MIXED 

 
(4th Tuesday of each month) 

28th August ADOPTEES 
25th September ADOPTEES 
23rd October ADOPTEES 
27th November ADOPTEES 

 
 
 

Albury-Wodonga 
(2nd Saturday of each month) 

10.30am-12.30pm 
949 Burrows Rd, Glenroy, Albury 

 
8th September MIXED 
13th October MOTHERS 

10th November ADOPTEES 
8th December MIXED 

 
Bendigo 

(2nd Saturday of each month) 
2-4pm 

27 Myrtle St, Bendigo 
 

8th September MOTHERS 
13th October ADOPTEES 
10th November MOTHERS 
8th December ADOPTEES 

 

Ballarat 
(3rd Saturday of each month) 

2-4pm 
20 Eastwood St, Ballarat 

 
15th September MOTHERS 

20th October MIXED 
17th November ADOPTEES 
8th December MOTHERS 

 
Mildura* 

(Wednesdays/Thursdays) 
7-9pm 

159 Langtree Ave, Mildura 
 

*22nd August MOTHERS 
20th September ADOPTEES 

18th October MIXED 
*21st November MOTHERS 
20th December ADOPTEES 

For all enquiries please call VANISH on (03) 9328 8611 or 1300 826 474, or email info@vanish.org.au 

You are invited to our Annual General Meeting! 

Thursday 20th September at 6pm 

Featuring Guest Speaker Pauline Ley OAM: “Livin’ the Revolution!” 
Date:  Thursday 20th September 2018 

Time:  Doors open at 5.30pm for 6.00pm start.              

  Meeting will finish at 7.30pm, followed by refreshments. 

Where:  “Flagstaff 1” Room, Radisson on Flagstaff Gardens Hotel                

  380 William St, Melbourne CBD  

RSVP: By Thursday 13th September                                   

  Email info@vanish.org.au or phone (03) 9328 8611 

Parking: Metered street parking available on nearby A’Beckett,   

  Franklin, and William (north of Dudley) Streets 

Transport: Flagstaff train station and trams along William St and La Trobe St 

If you are a 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 COB on Thursday 

6th September 2018. 

If you wish to vote by proxy, please contact VANISH for proxy forms. 

*Please note that the Mothers Only Group in Mildura has changed to Wednesday evenings from 7-9pm. 

 


