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Abstract: This paper reflects on the methodological, academic, and ultimately personal
challenges involved in constructing the Find & Connect web resource, a public history
project funded by the Australian Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs in response to the 2009 apology to Forgotten Australians and
Former Child Migrants. Central to these challenges is the relationship between the
researchers and the key stakeholders: the Care Leavers and the organizations that ran
the institutions in which they spent their childhoods. The paper explores the use of
collaborative history in negotiating the conflicting hopes and expectations of the various
parties to the project.
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Introduction

WE LIVE, JEFFREY OLICK SUGGESTS, in an age of regret, as Western governments turn their
attention to addressing the errors of the past.! By 2009 the Australian Federal
Government had apologized to three separate groups of people who, as children, had
been separated from their families, and offered a reparation package to each.2 The
national Find & Connect web resource, almost certainly the largest nonmilitary public
history project in Australia to date, was funded by the Federal Department of Families,
Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA, now Department of
Social Services) as part of the reparation package offered to two of those groups:
Forgotten Australians, the estimated 500,000 people who experienced institutional or
other out-of-home care as children in the last century, and the Former Child Migrants
brought to Australia from Britain and Malta during the same period. An apology, with its
own reparations package, had been made in the previous year to the Stolen Generations,
indigenous people who, as children, had been removed from their families.3 The 2009
apology was in response to two inquiries conducted by the Australian Senate that
disclosed widespread abuse and neglect in both government and nongovernment out-
of-home care facilities, and documented its harmful legacies in individual lives.*

Three major public history projects were funded in response to the apology. The
first, the exhibition Inside—Life in Children’'s Homes,, was shown at the National Museum
in Canberra from 2011-12, and has since toured to the states of Victoria and Western
Australia.> The second was an oral history project that collected the testimonies of over
two hundred former residents and staff of children's institutions. Stored in the National

Library of Australia (NLA) the collection is now accessible through the library’s



website.® The third, a web resource, part of a suite of services designed to provide
counseling and family tracing services to people who spent time as children in out-of-
home care (known as Care Leavers)”’ grouped under the label of Find & Connect, was
charged with developing a "single online access point" to information about former care
providers and their records holdings.2 The contract to develop the web resource was
awarded to a multidisciplinary group comprising research archivists from the
eScholarship Research Centre at the University of Melbourne,? an academic from the
Department of Social Work at that university, and historians from Australian Catholic
University, who had over the previous three years developed Pathways, a web resource
relating to the state of Victoria, which FaHCSIA judged as providing a suitable
prototype.10

The Victorian Pathways web resource provided a gateway to connect people who
had experienced institutional and out-of-home "care" as children to information and
resources aimed at helping them make sense of the past, and to see where their own
story fit into the broader social and historical context. Central to the methodology
which the team applied was the concept of the Knowledge Diamond.!! Recognizing that
knowledge was held in multiple locations, this concept encouraged researchers to see
practitioners, policy makers, and Care Leavers as well as archivists and historians as co-
researchers, using mechanisms such as workshops, website usability testing, targeted
feedback, and evaluation to engage them in the project.1? Historians may recognize this
approach as an application of the concept of shared authority developed particularly in
relation to oral history projects.!3 By applying this principle to the construction of a
national web resource, Find & Connect constitutes a major experiment in writing

history in the digital domain.



The FaHCSIA funding has allowed the research team to implement the
methodology used for the construction of Pathways on a national scale. In addition to
the archival, editorial, and technical team at the eScholarship Research Centre, the
project provided for a full-time public historian in each of Australia's eight states and
territories. The decision to approve this allocation of resources is evidence that,
although Find & Connect is not described as a public history project on the funding
body's website, it was funded to function as such. In Australia out-of-home care has
always been a state rather than a federal responsibility, provided through a mix of
government and nongovernment organizations distinctive to each jurisdiction. Working
individually the role of the state-based historians was to liaise with Care Leavers and
their support groups, records holders, former care providers, and government
departments to construct a web resource specific to the location in which they were
working, and to respond to queries that come through the site. The aim, by the end of
the three year contract, was to have an entry for every organization which had provided
care in Australia since the colonial period (1788-1900) with links to its predecessor and
successor organizations, legislation governing child removal and placement, and
importantly, listings of its records holdings and links to the organizations controlling
records access.

Although this scope may appear to be wider than that required by the project's
immediate target group of Care Leavers, it replicated the original Pathways model. This
model was developed in response to the demands of Care Leavers to be given access to
resources which both explained the long histories of the institutions within which they
lived and the information through which they could explore their own family histories,
which often involve multigenerational experiences of removal. Given the absence of
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needed to undertake a considerable amount of original historical research. Under the
terms of the contract, the web resource, based on pre-existing print and online
directories, went live in November 2011, three months after the historians were
appointed. Since that time they have been conducting their research and writing very
much in a living and responsive public domain.1* Because the site is public these
responses are not restricted to members of formal stakeholder groups, but rather draw
on a wide range of Care Leavers and their families, as well as people who managed or
worked in the homes and members of the communities in which they were located, each
of whom brings a different notion of history. This article explores the challenges both

professional and personal that such a very public form of public history involves.

Working in the digital domain

As Deborah Lines Andersen has observed, what is different in digital history
from traditional historical scholarship "is not the sources but the way that digital
scholars do their work."> Working on a continually developing and changing web
resource brings opportunities as well as challenges. The major challenge lies in the
nature of the target audience, the Care Leavers, many of whom are not regular web
users. The user feedback and accessibility testing built into the project has shown that
many also struggle with low levels of literacy because of the disrupted and often low
quality education they received while in care.1® To be of value the site has to be simple
to navigate, avoid the use of complex language, and convey as much information as is
possible in a visual form. Writing for a steadily evolving web resource is also a challenge
for historians, who traditionally are used to carefully crafting their work, ensuring it is
peer reviewed, and then sending it out, as an article or a book, to a small readership. By
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quite naked at times—their mistakes and misunderstandings are very visible and open
to immediate critique both through the website and in the course of their regular
stakeholder interactions at the workshops and the public information sessions they
attend.

An example of this vulnerability occurred early in the project in relation to the
entry for the Pirra Girls' Home in Victoria. Official departmental sources provided a very
positive story of a mansion in the country where young girls were able to participate in
rural community life, an image which respondents through the website were quick to
contest. The current entry reflects a long process of both negotiation and research,
using the voices of former residents and staff, accessed through evidence presented to a
range of inquiries, unpublished reminiscences, and published autobiographies as well as
feedback to the website. It acknowledges both the contradictions and coalescences
between these various accounts as evidence that there is no single way in which Pirra
can be remembered.1”

Such challenges also provided the project's greatest opportunity. The data
reproduced when the resource went live in 2011 was dated, and often inaccurate,
drawn from existing print and online state-based guides that varied widely in quality.18
Most of these guides have since been withdrawn from circulation but their contribution
is in all cases acknowledged. The advantage of launching the web resource at this point
was that the project was able to draw on knowledge and expertise already existing in
the community. The site has a feedback form, which invites comments, questions,
stories, facts, and, vitally, corrections, and each email received galvanized the relevant
state-based historian to go in pursuit of the answer. In this sense we are taking a small
step in the direction of what Web 2.0 theorists have labeled "radical trust," ceding

control of content and welcoming collaboration with users, although not without an



awareness of its limitations.1® With Find & Connect, the historians did not set
themselves up as experts, controlling the information or its release, but rather as
mediators, especially of the information flow. As mediators they did, however, move
beyond the role of collection and curating, bringing their critical faculties to bear on the
task of making meaning of the past, but did this is in a collaborative and open manner.
The biggest opportunity provided by an online presence was the ability to
"crowdsource" information, both using the site itself and reaching out with social media
such as Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, and History Pin, drawing on specialist knowledge to
answer specific questions, a process which proved particularly fruitful in relation to the
dating of pictorial material.? This project was developed at an exciting time in the
digital world, with the NLA's Trove project making a wide range of newspapers and
magazines available and searchable online.?! State and federal archival repositories
were also moving into the online world, providing ready access to material that could
then be linked to the web resource.

Problems of sustainability have haunted many digital history projects, but the
networked digital environment also provides the means through which these challenges
can be addressed. Although the continuance of maintenance and development funding
beyond the three years of the current agreement will be dependent on the ability of the
official stakeholder group, which includes representatives of care leaver organizations,
records holders, and the Find & Connect support services to persuade government that
the web resource is serving its purpose, the NLA's Pandora project guarantees to
preserve (but not continue to develop) such web sites into the future.?2 The Find &
Connect web resource has been constructed in line with the principles established for

public knowledge spaces, and its underlying system, the Online Heritage Resource



Manager (OHRM) ensures that the information is standards-based, resilient, and

persistent with the goal of remaining meaningful across time.23

Writing Collaborative History

The model of collaboration that this project uses forces historians to leave aside
the assumption that their role is to evaluate all of the available evidence and determine
the best way of conveying the story. Rather, they are challenged to consider the
perspectives of those who experienced life in an institution, in contrast to those who
administered them, and to balance the various viewpoints. The technology means that
there can be no core narrative. People enter the site in many different ways and the
paths that they follow are determined by the questions they bring with them, and the
links that they identify as relevant. This means that history is being conveyed in pieces
that each individual uses to construct or fill in their own narrative. This concept is
particularly apparent in the ways in which Care Leavers and their descendants are
using the web resource to assist in their genealogical research. Victorian care leaver
Frank Golding, for example, is compiling the story of the thirty three members of his
family institutionalized over the last 150 years, using the resources available on Find &
Connect to provide context for the individual case files he has been able to locate, in
order to document the history of one family's extended interactions with child welfare
authorities.?*

Even at the level of each individual page, there is a challenge in working out the
most effective ways to convey information. A scholar commissioned to write the history
of an orphanage or children's home would usually study the available sources and then
make decisions about which pieces of evidence should be crafted together in order to

construct a coherent narrative. However, such an approach leaves little space for the



contestation that marks memories of out-of-home care. Here the idea of contrapuntal
history informed our thinking.2> The larger "truth" about an individual orphanage flows
from the range of available perspectives that we tried to capture by presenting many
voices: the good, the bad, the personal, and the institutional. Where these contributions
contradicted each other we stepped back and allowed the various voices to speak, an
approach which allowed us to build strong collaborative relationships across our range
of stakeholders. Steven Noll has argued that "history, memory, remembrance and
function stand side by side" in the telling of institutional history.2é The contrapuntal
approach allows all of these narrative threads to be visible, while admitting that they

may never be reconciled.?”

Conflicting Hopes and Expectations

Each of our stakeholder groups brings different hopes and expectations to the
site. Individual Care Leavers experienced "care" in different ways and the site needs to
honor and reflect that diversity. Former care providers bring distinctive perspectives as
well and the project needs their collaboration if it is to achieve its goal of making
records more accessible. An organization's past does not reflect its present attitudes or
practices, and often the degree of internal historical knowledge is limited. The archival
records that survive commonly reflect a single viewpoint, usually adulatory, whereas
the experiences of Care Leavers recounted to government inquiries and oral history
programs tend to emphasize the negative impact of their institutionalization. The case
records to which they have access further complicate the situation. Written from the
point of view of someone in authority, and often focused on the negative, they distort
life as those who lived it remember it.?28 In order to navigate this contested domain,

state-based historians built strong collaborative relationships both with record holders,



many of who are former care providers, and Care Leavers, both individually and
through their representative organizations.

A key task for the Find & Connect web resource was to develop archival listings
of surviving records, accompanied by details of the records holder and conditions of
access. The task was made more complex by the fact that the records are scattered and
have rarely been subject to professional or consistent archiving. The records of an
institution can be divided between private and public repositories, and exist under
government and nongovernment control. In addition, the records relating to an
individual resident are likely to extend well beyond whatever file was held in their
name. The quality of government records varies between jurisdictions, with the states
that have had inquiries and/or redress schemes (Queensland, South Australia, Western
Australia and Tasmania), having a clearer sense of their holdings and better-established
access pathways. The two largest states (New South Wales and Victoria) continue to
struggle with the magnitude of their records holdings, many of which remain
inaccessible to care leavers, although the recent establishment of a Royal Commission
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse with strong investigatory powers has
led to some improvement in these areas. In the two territories (Australian Capital
Territory and the Northern Territory) the situation is made more complex by the fact
that, in the absence of substantial institutions for much of their history, most children
were placed outside the jurisdiction, and hence are even more likely to have scattered
records and to find it difficult to establish the process by which they were moved across
state lines.

The archival resources held in the nongovernment sector can be more
problematic, often relying on an enthusiastic volunteer for their survival, organization,

and access. Although in most states nongovernment organizations provided the bulk of
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the care, the quality of the material that has been preserved varies, and much of the
contextual information a care leaver requires will need to be found elsewhere. Some of
these institutional records have found their way into public repositories, but others
remain in the custody of organizations strapped for space and resources. A major
component of the Find & Connect Project is to work with such records holders in order
to improve the ordering and accessibility of their collections and to alert them to other
locations in which relevant records may be found. Newspaper reports, local histories,
memoirs, and autobiographies all have the potential to enrich a Care Leaver's
knowledge about the past, as do the submissions to past inquiries and the oral histories
recorded through the National Library project. Linking all of these resources to
organizational entries on the web resource extends the knowledge of both the Care

Leaver and the records holder.

Working with Care Leavers

There are a range of organizations representing and providing support to
Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants—national, state, and international
organizations, as well as those with a more specific agenda, such as associations for
former residents of a particular institution. These organizations, big and small, have
played an important role both in campaigning for the Senate inquiries and in shaping
the federal government's policy response to their reports. For many of these
organizations, history and heritage are almost as important as their advocacy and
support work. Like many similar groups, "rehabilitating their past is part and parcel of
reaffirming their identity."2° There are tensions between and within the various
organizations that support Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants and the

federal government's determination to see them as one "community," with one
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allocation of funding, has often served to highlight the differences between the two
groups, rather than the many experiences and characteristics that they do share.

In some ways, the politics and contestation in this space mirrors the inherent
tensions between personal and collective memory. The concept of "collective memory"
was discussed in the first half of the twentieth century,3? but "memory studies" as a
discipline did not emerge until the 1980s. Its arrival coincided with the rise of new
forms of history, as a result of the identity politics of previous decades.3! The discourse
of memory studies explores the uneasy if not contradictory relationships between
"memory" and "history."32 In constructing the collective identity that has been central to
their campaign for recognition and justice, Care Leavers have had to develop a narrative
of the past that is based in history but does not transgress or devalue individual
memories. Joy Damousi has observed that "for many marginalized groups, grief and
injury have become the ‘very condition’ of their politics."33 For Care Leaver
organizations a victim/survivor identity provides the best model for conceptualizing
their lived experience, but not all Care Leavers see themselves in this way.34 The
challenge for Find & Connect is to construct a historical fabric that is consonant with the
growing collective memory but not captive to it, pointing users both to the many
sources which validate experiences of abuse in care and to those which focus on less
negative elements.

The delicate nature of this process was particularly apparent when state-based
historians were working with individual Care Leavers. The web resource invites
questions and feedback, and over six hundred people chose to respond in its first six
months of operation. Care Leavers formed the largest single group of respondents. The
fact that people disagreed with our description of an institution was both challenging

and enriching. For the most part, however, it was not a disagreement with the
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information presented on Find & Connect, but rather a lack of information, that brought
about the contact. In such circumstances we were sometimes able to engage the
respondents as co-researchers, contributing what they know to the building of the
resource. Care Leavers want to tell their stories and they want to be believed. By
engaging them in the process of constructing the web resource we were able to both
benefit from the memories they brought, and help them place those experiences into a
broader historical context. An example of this approach can be seen in the entry for
Hopewood, New South Wales, a unique institution established by Leslie Owen Bailey in
1944 who took responsibility for a group of children of single mothers in order to test
his theories of child rearing. The subject of much positive publicity at the time, the
legacy of this institution is mixed, with some former residents retaining and celebrating
the sense of family that they felt the institution had provided, whereas others bore
witness to horrifying examples of abuse. By practicing a shared, but not completely
ceded, authority, the state-based historian has been able to produce a multilayered
entry which invites users to explore and develop their own conclusions rather than

have a definitive interpretation imposed upon them.35

Implications for Historians

The historians working on the Find & Connect project are, by definition, multi-
taskers. As well as researching, writing and editing the web resource, they are engaged
in stakeholder relations on multiple fronts, often with people with a heavy investment
in the final product. They are at the very forefront of the task of making history, in
Damousi's words, "messy and emotional."3¢ But with that challenge comes risk, for each
reacted to the challenges they encountered and the distressing stories they heard or

read not only as historians but as human beings with their own emotional baggage and
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reasons for working in this area. Canadian historian Michael Marrus writes of
responding to the history of the Holocaust as an historian but also "as Canadian, as Jew,
as spouse, as father."37 Our historians too react as professionals, as parents, as children,
as spouses, and as people with a social conscience and an idealistic desire to change the
world. There is a need, however, to step away and to find a place beyond all these
reactions and to try, as an historian, to "get it right."

"Getting it right" is not about finding the truth because the truth is a different
story for everyone, and even more so for each person who has been part of the history
of child welfare in Australia. It is about finding a way to research and write accessible
history within all the constraints of a national, time limited, digitally based project. It is
about finding the "right" voice to present history from multiple viewpoints in a way that
can be easily understood and accepted by stakeholders but can also be something that
as historians we can feel comfortable putting our names to. This process does not come
without cost. Historians have been slow to address the risk of secondary or vicarious
trauma. For too long Jo Stanley's plea to fellow oral historians to discuss "aftercare for
the bruised one who has heard histories that were buried for good reason, who wants to
help their interviewee cope with the uncovered hurt and who wants to cope with their
own despair or rage about the injustice they have heard" was cited but ignored, or
buried by claims that it was both unhelpful and unprofessional to become emotionally
involved.38

However, more recently it has been recognized that the impact of working in this
area is cumulative; views can become skewed and sensitivities heightened. There is a
need to admit these realities, take time out to recuperate, and seek support from
colleagues or external professionals where necessary. The recent NLA oral history

projects built debriefing and access to counseling into the project plans. Find & Connect,
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where isolated state-based historians were exposed to potentially distressing material
over a three-year period rather than a series of one-off interviews, provided such
services where necessary. Primarily, however, it focused on developing a virtual peer-
based network in which vulnerabilities could be shared and participants could support
each other by discussing techniques for coping with stress and ways in which feelings
could be mobilized to bring about change, techniques shown in the psychological

literature to minimize the risk of long term damage from vicarious trauma.3?

Conclusion

John Tosh and Ludmilla Jordanova have independently asserted that public
history is at its best when it eschews the comfortable, retaining its critical edge and
upsetting the assumptions of popular memory. 40 Such assertions provide an apt
categorization for the Find & Connect project. Operating on the principle of shared
authority in a highly contested terrain, it is an experiment in publicly funded digital
history. This article has sought to explore the methodological and academic challenges
of working this space, and to acknowledge the impact on the historians who are
undertaking this role.

Such concerns, however, are secondary to the project's main purpose. Forgotten
Australians and Former Child Migrants live with the aftermath of their childhood
experiences. The search for answers is an integral part of who they are. The Find &
Connect project is playing a key role in articulating the ways in which the history of
child welfare in Australia will be remembered and interpreted. If this task is done well,
the act of remembering and reinterpreting this history may bring some closure for

children of the past and influence future policy and practice for children in care today.
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