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Abstract. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the last of the mission dormitories in 
Aboriginal communities closed. After decades of experiencing institutional care, children 
were returned to the responsibility of their parents and families. 

In 2000, the Senate referred an inquiry to its Legal and Constitutional References 
Committee in relation to the recommendations of the Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission Report, Bringing Them Home. The Senate asked the Committee 
to investigate ‘the adequacy and effectiveness of the Government’s response to the 
recommendations of the report’.  

In reference to those children who were grown up in mission or community dormitories 
the Government submitted that such children ‘were not distanced from their families and 
grew up in full knowledge of their backgrounds’. 

In this paper the author, present when one mission dormitory closed in 1973, describes 
some of the background to the establishing of these dormitories and their later 
dismantling. He argues for greater consideration of those who grew up in these 
dormitories and deeper appreciation of the generational implications for people’s health 
and wellbeing.  

 

Introduction 

In March 2000 Senator John Herron presented a submission to the Senate Legal and 
Constitutional References Committee on behalf of the Federal Government.1 It was titled: 
“Inquiry into the Stolen Generation”. In its critique of the report, Bringing Them Home, the 
submission proposed that those children who were placed in dormitory accommodation ‘were 
not distanced from their families and grew up in full knowledge of their backgrounds’.2 
Because ‘further contact between the child and his or her parents was not precluded’, the 
submission argued, such children could not be counted  among those of ‘the stolen generation’.3  

In this paper, I wish to give attention to those Aboriginal children who grew up in 
government and mission dormitories, spending large parts of their early lives separated from the 
care and attention of their parents and other family members. 4 I will focus specifically on one 
particular mission, Balgo Mission (WA), and briefly say something of its boys’ and girls’ 
dormitories. This will provide a context for examining some of the social and generational 
health effects of this particular form of separation.5 



While the Bringing Them Home report largely focused on those Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children who were separated and taken away for the purposes of assimilation, 
little attention since then has been given to those who were placed in dormitories where both 
children and their families lived in the same community. In suggesting that the children who 
grew up in dormitories were also ‘separated’, I am not suggesting that their experiences were 
the same as those who were separated and relocated away from any contact with their families. 
As I hope to show in this paper, while there would appear to be some similarities, there are also 
significant differences. 

Balgo Mission 

In 1950, missionary and Catholic priest, Fr Alphonse Bleischwitz, described the aims of Balgo 
mission:  

The principal aim of the Mission, as of all religious missions to the primitive people, is to help 
these people become ideal Christians. The secondary, but important, aim is to endeavour to give 
them any positive good which our modern civilization is able to give them, and they on their side 
are able to absorb to the benefit of their general wellbeing … We hope in the near future to have 
a school for the children, where they will be educated, both in religious and secular matters. 
Further, we intend to build dormitories for the girls and the boys.6 

For the missionaries of those times, administering and maintaining a mission in a very 
remote and physically demanding semi-desert region of the Kimberley remained their first 
priority. While they differed in the emphasis they gave to adult Christian conversion, they were 
agreed on one thing: the importance of education and the training of the children. 

Ronald and Catherine Berndt, who had contact with Balgo Mission from as early as 1957, 
noted ‘two comments that came into circulation early in the history of Aboriginal-European 
contact’: 

“You can’t do much with the adults, you just have to concentrate on the children”; and, “the only 
way to do anything with the children is to get them away from the adults.”7 

As the Berndts pointed out, not all dormitories in Aboriginal missions and settlements at 
that time were the same.8 Some missions had chosen not to use them and preferred to work 
through families, while others focussed on the girls, protecting them ‘from cradle marriages’ 
and from getting pregnant.9 While the missionaries maintained that local marriage laws were 
‘carefully observed’, they sought to remove the right of older men to marry young girls.10 
Hence, at old Balgo Mission,  

Children remained with their parents until they were five or six years of age. When they began 
school … they moved into dormitories and lived in the dormitories right through their school age 
and afterwards until they married.11  

By 1951 a girls’ dormitory had been established, and a boys’ dormitory by 1960.12  

At Balgo Mission, and more so when it move to the present site of Wirrimanu in 1965, 
there was a clear social and physical separation of the dormitories from the camp where parents, 
grandparents and younger siblings (too young to enter the dormitories) lived. This did not 
prevent families from coming up to the central playground and meeting their children. After 
dinner at night, during film nights (projected onto a large outdoor screen), at church, and on 
other social occasions, children could have contact with their families. However, such contact 
was brief. Children were not fed, taught or nurtured by their families and older relations. They 
returned to sleep in the dormitories each night.  

The Berndts noted that, 
In the late 1950’s [Balgo] had no boys’ dormitory, and the girls’ dormitory was not rigidly 
policed but worked on an honour system: girls could come and go quite freely in the early 
evening, and on hot nights slept in the open beside the dormitories, looked after by the sisters in 
charge. Today [1972] both dormitories are operating, but only the boys are allowed to visit the 
Aboriginal camp; the girls meet their parents and other relatives in the central area in and around 
the church and the main institution buildings.13 



In April 1973, and in the early months of my first time living at Balgo Mission, the 
dormitories were closed, and parents were told to resume responsibility for the care of their 
children.14 For more than twenty years they had been told that non-Aboriginal people would 
take responsibility for them as the mission had arrogated to itself an authority and responsibility 
over the lives of their children. Today, most Wirrimanu adults, now in their 40s, 50s and 60s, 
spent a large part of their lives growing up in the Balgo Mission dormitories.15  

The Effects of Separation 

The memories and effects of the dormitory experience have varied across families and 
communities. While it is not uncommon to hear people describe the dormitories as ‘prisons’, 
where they remember being locked in and ‘weren’t really free’, people also perceive there were 
benefits. While some have talked about the value of learning English and relating with non-
Aboriginal people, others remember their separation from their families and how, if they tried to 
run away, they would be caught and sent back. One of the particular effects of the dormitory 
experience was its impact on key social and intra and intergenerational relationships.16  

At the heart of key social relationships within desert communities lie values relating to 
ngurra (land), walytja (family), tjukurrpa (ancestral dreamtime). These values are gathered 
together, strengthened and passed onto later generations through a social process named as 
kanyirninpa (holding). This polysematic desert word and symbol captures the many ways in 
which critically important relationships are developed within and across generations, and also 
with deeply embedded land, family and the ancestral dreamtime meanings.17 

Clearly, the dormitory system provided an alternative and different experience of growing 
up, of kanyirninpa, being held. Not only did it separate young children from their mothers, but it 
also prevented both parents from feeding and caring for their children. It prevented them from 
‘looking after’, teaching and ‘growing them up’. While it can be argued that the mission 
assumed a new holding relationship for the children, in that it took the responsibility to feed, 
clothe, house and educate them, it can also be argued that it violently interfered with a 
fundamentally important relationship that lay at the heart of Desert life, identity, health and 
wellbeing.  

While Desert people, today, do not use the term ‘trauma’ to describe the dormitory 
experience, the description of their experience points to the various ways in which key 
relationships across and within generations have been seriously wounded. A married man, now 
around fifty-five years old and with four adult children, holds mixed views on his dormitory 
experience. He believed that he learned a lot during that period of time and that he experienced 
‘good and strict laws’. He can now speak English, and has confidence to mix and work with 
non-Aboriginal people. While he has learned many skills in order to understand and live in a 
non-Aboriginal world, he recognised that what he missed most when he was in the dormitory 
was the company and support of his family.  

I supposed to be learning from my father when I was ten… or nine… or eight… during the 
ceremonies they had in the camp with women folks and all. Well the man that do their dancing, 
well you’ll see the one little fella behind… that was when women do their dancing… same 
time… well I missed out that one. 

His example is particularly revealing. He did not describe stories that his father might have 
told him, or songs he might have taught him. Instead, he described an embodied form of 
knowledge that he could only receive in the physical and social company of his father and older 
men. Dancing upon the land, using his body, being in the company of others, men and women, 
all provided an important social and cultural context for learning about himself, his culture and 
heritage. This was an important means of discovering and strengthening his identity. Here were 
important foundations for cultural knowledge that was gendered, relational and 
intergenerational. Now, as an older man, he is looked on to lead and guide the community 
through difficult decisions and Law ceremonies, but such leadership and responsibility he can 
find difficult to sustain. There are times when he is very aware of his lack of critically important 
cultural knowledge. 



What this man’s story reveals is the importance and context of cultural knowledge that is 
handed down in the company of older others, from one generation to the next, but which also 
links together other key values around family, land and spirituality. While the content of this 
knowledge is important, equally important is the context by which this knowledge is obtained, 
and how it is then passed onto following generations. 

When the dormitory system separated young people from the holding relationships of older 
people, it separated them from values and knowledge that were critical if they were to grow into 
the responsibilities that accompanied cultural identity. The dormitory system acted to 
undermine and erode critically important ‘stabilising influences’ within families, particularly 
described by the relationships and social meanings of kanyirninpa.18 It provided its own 
particular form of intra and intergenerational trauma. 

Conclusion 

When Senator Herron submitted to the Senate Committee that dormitory children ‘were not 
distanced from their families and grew up in full knowledge of their backgrounds’, he was 
likely articulating what many Australians have now come to believe: forcible separation did not 
have serious generational or health implications for those children who grew up in community 
and mission dormitories. 

This ‘belief’ has been reinforced in several ways: The Bringing Them Home report largely 
focused on those Aboriginal children who were geographically separated away from their 
families and for the purposes of assimilation.19 Since the publication of that report apologies for 
the removal of children have generally not referred to those who were separated from their 
families through their experience of living in dormitories.20  

In addition, programs that have been developed to support those who were removed from 
their families have not included these dormitory children. The Urbis Keys Young Evaluation of 
the Bringing Them Home and Indigenous Mental Health Programs, for example, has noted that 
‘Link-Up services are for Aboriginal people who were ‘separated from their families and 
communities’, and Bringing Them Home services are for those ‘who have been affected either 
directly or indirectly; by those practices’.21 However, it makes no mention of those who also 
experienced separation through the dormitory experience and the effect of that experience upon 
their health and wellbeing. 

While the Federal Government sought to challenge claims within the Bringing Them Home 
report, particularly whether the number of children separated was ever more than 10 percent, it 
is worth noting that the number, if it is to include those who grew up in dormitories, is possibly 
much larger than has been suggested.22 There is some evidence, for example, that the WA child 
health survey may have actually underestimated the number of carers of 4-17 year olds who had 
been ‘forcibly separated from their natural family’.23 At the same time, it is important to 
remember the survey’s findings. There continue to be serious intergenerational health 
implications for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children whose carers experienced 
separation from their families.24  

What can be problematic in these discussions around child separation is an implication or 
suggestion that there might be some similarity of experience between those who grew up in the 
mission dormitories and those taken away to other families, institutions and communities. It is 
important to stress that both situations cannot be simply considered as equivalent. While in both 
cases children experienced a wide range of family and cultural ‘loss’, at Balgo Mission, for 
example, parents and their children were always visible to each other, despite the presence and 
influence of social and physical ‘fences’ that served to separate them.  

However, it does seem that the separation caused by the dormitory experience provided its 
own particular form of trauma. Not only did the early intervention by the Mission into the social 
fabric of Desert people reshape key marriage and family relationships, but it also affected key 
foundations upon which health, wellbeing and the social reproduction of a society were based. 
While children could see their families, and have some contact with them, that critical 



relationship that held and nurtured both young and old became critically undermined and 
eroded. While present generations of adults believe that important elements of their culture have 
not been passed onto them, it is also important to remember that older generations have also 
suffered. 

While this group of older people was not separated from their parents and families, they 
were prevented from growing up their children and grandchildren according to the values that 
had sustained them and earlier generations. It is likely that the return of their children to their 
care heightened more than a sense of loss. It reinforced what had been denied them. For decades 
they had been prevented from providing what was culturally important for their families, and to 
ensure the life and wellbeing of their children. They had received a very clear message from 
both Mission and Government that they were incapable of doing so. It is difficult to imagine 
how this generation coped with the sudden return of children to their care. Equally, it is difficult 
to imagine that their confidence or capability to grow up their children, particularly in the 
rapidly changing social world of the 1970s, was in any way enhanced by that process. 

While the deliberations and final report of the 2000 Senate Committee did not 
acknowledge the generational implications of those who had been forcibly separated and ‘grown 
up’ in mission and government dormitories, it would seem that the health needs of this group, 
their parents and their children, now require more serious understanding and attention. 
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