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AUTHORS’ NOTE

In observance of cultural protocols, Aboriginal readers are advised this book contains the names and images of deceased people. This may cause sadness and distress to some. It is our intention to tell this story and to use imagery in good faith and with respect.

Some language and terminology used in the official correspondence reproduced in this book is considered racist and unacceptable by modern standards.

Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals and their families.

Copies of original government files and documents have been used wherever possible. Redacted documents have been transcribed for ease of reading.

Written on Bundjalung country in Ballina, New South Wales, Kalkadoon country, Mount Isa, Queensland and Whadjuk Noongar country in Perth, Western Australia.


FOREWORD

A Question of Colour, the autobiography of Patricia Lees and her family, is a truly Australian story. It reflects the history of Australia, a history that we should not always be proud of, but that we must acknowledge. It is a life story the whole nation is not familiar with but should be.

The removal of Pattie from her family at an early age and ultimate placement as a Ward under the State Children Act 1911 (Qld) on Palm Island is a story too familiar to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. No Aboriginal person, family, or community has been left untouched by the removal of children during the Stolen Generations. The ways in which families and children were treated is something we are only beginning to come to terms with. And the continuing impact of the legacy of the Stolen Generations on our Aboriginal brothers and sisters is a blemish on our nation’s history.

In February 2008, as my first parliamentary act as Prime Minister of this nation, I apologised to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of our land for the pain, suffering and hurt inflicted on the Stolen Generations, their descendants, and their families. On behalf of the nation, I said ‘sorry’.

Pattie was invited to attend the Apology at Parliament House in Canberra. She declined the invitation out of respect for those members of the Stolen Generations who were not invited. Pattie said at the time that she did not need an apology from the government to overcome the pain of being removed from her family, stating:

My closure came as a consequence of searching my soul, loving my family, things like that. It’s not depending on something external, it’s something within yourself. You know, it’s like conditional – that somehow I’m going to be well because the government said sorry to me – it’s futile.

Pattie also felt that the Apology would resurrect pain and anger about close family members who have not healed, accepted their loss, and moved on.

I respected her position then, and I continue to respect it today. Saying ‘sorry’ is only a step on the path to genuine healing and reconciliation that Australians need to travel along together. In isolation, it could never be a meaningful gesture. A future where we are all proud of our Indigenous languages and the achievements of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men and women, children and Elders, requires honesty about the history of treatment of the First Peoples of our land. To do this, we must listen to stories like Pattie’s, and we must respect the bravery that it takes for her to share her story with us.

Since the Apology, members of the Stolen Generation and their families have told me that the simple act of hearing a Prime Minister say ‘sorry’ offered a sense of healing, or the beginning of healing. To this day I get stopped for a cuddle with an Auntie, a moment of reflection with an Uncle, a thank you from a child or grandchild. These meetings are emotional, and always meaningful to both me and those who honour me with their sharing.

After the Apology, Pattie shared that she, like so many millions of people on that day in February 2008, became emotional watching from Townsville. She thought about what this would have meant to her mother and others who did not live to see and hear it for themselves.

Patricia Lees has made many people proud over the course of her life. Despite the difficulties she faced from a young age, she has shown tremendous strength and courage throughout her life. She learnt that closure is a personal experience and relied on herself to travel from being that tiny girl taken from her family, compelled to walk between two conflicting worlds during Queensland’s Aboriginal Protection and assimilationist policy eras, to a resilient woman proudly representing her people at the United Nations. Her story is the story of the Stolen Generations; but it is also unique to her. Through this story, we come to understand her search for identity, struggling to belong in either the Aboriginal or White Australian worlds, having the colour of her skin dictate how she was treated.

Pattie’s story is as relevant today as it was in 1958 when she was taken from her mother and siblings on the grounds of neglect. Today, the rapidly increasing numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the child protection system is disturbing. Since the release of the Bringing Them Home Report in 1997, the rate of Indigenous children in out-of-home care has only increased. While child neglect and the safety of all Australian children is paramount, we have to ask ourselves why the numbers of Indigenous children in care are increasing so dramatically. We have to realise that acknowledging the legacy of the Stolen Generations is a necessary part of breaking this cycle and is not something that our nation wishes to repeat. Over a decade after the Apology, progress is slow and there is still a long way to go.

But there are growing numbers of people walking on the path of reconciliation together. Australians from all walks of life are wanting to continue the process of healing, to listen to stories like Pattie’s. We still have a way to travel. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders remain unrecognised as the First Australians in our nation’s founding document – the Constitution. The celebration of Australia Day remains contentious and divisive, with prominent Indigenous leaders calling for the date to be changed. As with the Apology, these actions may only be symbolic, but symbolic acts remain important. They cannot reverse a history of pain and suffering, but they can acknowledge and respect it. As with the Apology, these actions must be underpinned with a commitment from our political leaders to continue work towards closing the gap in opportunities and outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

When Pattie’s story and the stories of other members of the Stolen Generations are known and respected as well as those of the Europeans who claimed these lands as their own, we will know that we have reached that point where we can say, yes, we are a reconciled Australia.

Kevin Rudd AC


PREFACE

It is much easier to read someone else’s autobiography than to write your own. The book you are holding in your hand, reading on your tablet or other electronic device, has been years, perhaps many lifetimes, in the making.

My story began as a tribute to my mother but morphed into a very personal account of my and my siblings’ removal and separation from her in 1958 on the grounds of neglect. This book recounts my journey back to those broken places of my formative years.

My story is as relevant today as it was in 1958. Much has been said and written in Australia in recent years about Aboriginal identity, particularly about ‘fair-skinned’ Indigenous Australians. Measured by breed, caste, fractions and perceived quantities of white versus black blood, my story takes you back to a time when the Queensland State Children’s Department and the Department of Native Affairs adjudged my welfare based on archaic definitions of colour and race. Government bureaucrats decided my ‘degree’ of Aboriginality based on their perceptions. I did not have the freedom to determine my own identity.

My family’s combined experiences as Wards of the State are still meaningful in the context of both current debates and the individual accounts that emerged during the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are still being removed in record numbers from their families 20 years after the release of the Bringing Them Home Report in 1997. My book is a counter response to both.

This autobiography is infused with memories of family, lifelong friends, mentors and former teachers, some of whom are now deceased. I have included some of their personal recollections, in their own words, to provide a more rounded, richer account of my experiences.

My story has also given voice to others who, for whatever reason, have not been able to tell their own. May this book provide some hope and encouragement to those who have suffered in silence as a result of their own dislocation from family and placement into foster care, orphanages and institutions.

Pattie Lees AM (née Janke)

Mount Isa, August 2020





A book is a version of the world. If you do not like it, ignore it; or offer your own version in return.

Salman Rushdie


1

NO POVERTY OF SPIRIT

The best years of my childhood were spent in an unremarkable two-storey timber house. Our family house at 31 Hartley Street was no different from any other high-set, flood-proof wooden house in 1950s Cairns. The interior was sparsely furnished. Our yard played host to a carnival of animals, including a dozen or so hand-fed chickens. Our ever-faithful dogs, Bjørn and Tige, were enclosed by the ramshackle, flaking picket fence, which surrounded the large block of land. Our three cats, Felix, Tom and Jerry, came and went at their leisure, behaving as though they owned the house, as cats tend to do.

Our family was closely bonded. I was the second of four children who called Hartley Street home. My brother Terry was born in April 1947. I followed in August 1948. Michael, whom we affectionately called Jumbo, was born in January 1951. Our little sister, Johanne, arrived in May 1952. As kids, the four of us shared the same bed. There was always giggling, then discomfort whenever Terry wet the bed – usually while the rest of us were asleep. Disturbed, we would rise as one from our slumber and bounce out of bed, in the process battering Terry about the head with our pillows. Joining forces, we turned the mattress over to the dry side and changed the sheets. When Terry’s bed wetting became a habit, we never let him sleep in the middle of the bed again.

Ours was a single-mother household during our formative years. By today’s standards, life was tough, both economically and socially, for sole parents in those days. Dad had a limited presence and a minimal interest in our upbringing. He never lived with us nor was he entirely detached. I often wondered how Mum became pregnant because Dad was never around. But our births occurred as a result of his irregular, clandestine visits. Dad provided the roof over our heads and usually stopped by on Friday afternoons to give us small amounts of pocket money. We became accustomed to not having him in our lives any more often.

Our childhoods brimmed with spirited exploits: playing pirates, laughing as the dogs chased Michael around, nipping at his skin and tearing the arse out of his pants as he tried to outrun them. Michael often dressed up in a red cape, which in reality was a red tablecloth. One day he gaily jumped out the window, believing he could fly like Superman. His brilliant adventure ended when he failed to achieve lift-off and required urgent medical treatment after ripping one of his testicles on the clothesline.

I was an inquisitive, circumspect child. Our house backed onto a brothel. Late afternoons, I would climb the tamarind tree, a fixture in the middle of the chicken coop, brush aside the leaves and peer over the fence, hoping to catch a glimpse of the lovely ladies and their activities next door. Usually, the only woman I saw was my rather irate mother bounding down the backyard, clutching her broom or a handful of pebbles and demanding I come down immediately.

When she wasn’t shouting at us, Mum was full of comforting platitudes. It was as if she’d swallowed a dictionary; regurgitating superior words helped soothe her verbal reflux. On most occasions, I never understood what her big words meant, but upon reflection, my life has been dotted with moments of realisation.

As much as Mum banned me from peeking over the back fence, she reminded me to always see the best in people.

‘Do not judge other people, Patsy. That should be left to God,’ she said. ‘We never know the unseen burdens those poor unfortunates are carrying,’ she added, nudging me indoors. Circumstances, Mum explained, often conspired to force some women into lifestyles and occupations they would ordinarily reject. In her later years, Mum often bemoaned the fact that some women sold themselves short by opting to remain in loveless marriages just to ensure a roof over their heads or to maintain a highfalutin public image.

‘Don’t try to keep up with the Joneses. It’s much cheaper to bring them down to your level,’ was one of Mum’s favourite sayings.

And we did.

We wore tattered tops and jeans out of necessity because new clothes and shoes were too expensive. Michael looked like the biggest vagabond. None of us wanted to exchange shorts with him because his had patches sewn onto the back. These days I find it curious that fashion designers command top dollar for ripped, torn and faded clothes. I remember Mum’s laughter one afternoon when I got home from school and told her I’d been teased for wearing worn-out shoes and a frayed dress.

‘Only poor people wear what you wear!’ were the cruel words hissed at me.

Mum always took a keen interest in our response to such situations.

‘Well, did you stand up for yourself?’ she enquired.

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ I reassured her. ‘I hunted them away. I told them that we were not poor. It was that we did not have any money.’

Our family struggled under the weight of poverty. Christmas was rarely celebrated in our home, and birthdays came and went unheralded as just another day on the calendar. We were the epitome of ‘Aussie battlers’. Us kids did not have many material possessions growing up, but there was an over-abundance of love, and no shortage of spirit or togetherness. The strength of our family bond enabled us to overcome the gravity of disadvantage. I never felt deprived or that I was missing out in any way, with the exception of skipping an occasional meal.

Terry did most of the cooking in our house. Potato chips with onion gravy was his signature dish; it formed the basis of our monotonous diet. I cannot recall a time when we sat around the table to partake of a family meal. A home-cooked Sunday roast or three square meals a day were non-existent. On special occasions, Mum prepared sabi sabi (Miriam Mir sabidsabid) chicken, a popular Torres Strait Islander coconut-based dish. She grated the soft coconut flesh on a hand-made metal madu (coconut scraper), wringing it through a cheesecloth or piece of nappy towelling to make creamy coconut milk. Fried scones served with generous dollops of butter and syrup were always an added treat.

In stark testimony to misplaced priorities, the fridge was usually empty, with the exception of cold beers. There were times when extreme hunger forced Terry, Michael and me into scavenging waif-like through the neighbourhood stores in search of cheap or ‘five-finger’ discounted food. Our need to survive often challenged Terry’s ingenuity. He distracted unsuspecting storekeepers by keeping them occupied at the counter while Michael and I quickly made off with a small supply of potatoes and onions, powdered milk, and several apples or oranges.

Confectionery was never among our grocery loot. Terry organised us so that we never took more than what we needed and this practice continued undetected. He told us that a couple of potatoes, onions, apples and oranges would not be missed from a big pile. This was similar to one of the insults Mum hurled at Dad: ‘A slice from a cut loaf is never missed!’

A highlight of living in Hartley Street was the day a confectionery truck overturned on the street corner, spilling its colourful load of boiled lollies all over the road. Children, intent on receiving their fair share of the loot, came running from every direction with big smiles on their faces.

Random acts of kindness also helped us to survive the hardships of those humble times. Mrs Harding, our next-door neighbour, had a habit of leaving hot meat pies and sponge cakes to cool on our adjoining fence. To our hungry tummies, these were an irresistible temptation. Cautiously looking about for any sign of Mrs Harding at the window, once certain that the coast was clear, we crouched by the fence and with outstretched hands delivered the goodies into our keep.

I never understood the folly of Mrs Harding continuing to leave her freshly-baked goods on the fence for us to steal week after week. She also regularly changed the selection. I don’t think Mum ever cottoned on to our opportunistic thieving; if she did, she chose to ignore it. Being proud, Mum was particular about charity and whom she would accept a helping hand from. In retrospect, I can only speculate that Mrs Harding’s furtive generosity was her way of preserving Mum’s dignity and helping out at the same time. As for Mrs Harding, I hope she reaped as much pleasure from her generous deeds as we did.

Terry was the ringleader of all our exploits. We scammed our way into the Tropical Picture Theatre under another of his devious schemes; he carefully wrapped a pile of brown penny and halfpenny coins with aluminium foil that he smoothed to the edges. Our fake silver coins always fooled the box office attendant, who could barely see through her thick, Coke-bottle-style glasses. For years we thought we had conned her. It never occurred to us that she would have felt the difference in the texture or noticed the discrepancy when she reconciled the daily takings. Perhaps the cashier rewarded our creativity by allowing the charade to continue. Otherwise, it too was an act of random kindness bestowed by someone who took pity on our impoverished plight.

Like any responsible parent, Mum worried herself sick when we were not home before dark. Fiercely protective of her brood, there were many standout moments of her motherly concern. In one instance, I almost drowned in a river at Kamerunga, near Cairns, during a family picnic. I was about eight years old at the time. Driven by curiosity, I ventured into the water, swimming from rock to rock, but was swept away by the strong undertow. When Mum jumped into the water to rescue me, with no regard for her own safety, we both got caught in the current. I reached out, wrapping my arms tightly around her throat as she piggybacked me through the water. Midstream, Mum clambered onto a large boulder, but the current was so strong it ripped our clothes off. What a sight to behold! Mum and her beloved daughter stark naked and stranded on a rock. My siblings looked on, helpless, as concerned bystanders broke a large branch from a tree and winched us to safety. Survival made modesty a secondary consideration as we were wrapped in picnic blankets. There was no embarrassment on my part, just an overwhelming sense of gratitude at Mum’s selfless act of heroism.

On another occasion, Mum defended me following a complaint by the Hartley Street corner store owner, Mr Ross. He accused me of sticking my finger through a pawpaw and damaging it. He demanded restitution and a heated confrontation ensued. Mum was so angry I thought she was going to slap him. She defiantly stood her ground, refusing to pay Mr Ross one penny. But to this day I have an aversion to pawpaw and refuse to eat it.

Terry’s and my schooling in Cairns was intermittent. We were shuffled from one school to another, including Saint Monica’s Catholic Primary School, Parramatta Park State School, Balaclava State School and, finally, Hambledon State School.

‘Patsy, if you want to get anywhere in life, you need an education,’ Mum used to say. ‘I never had the chance to finish my schooling so learn from my experience.’

Although Mum extolled the benefits of obtaining an education, her actions were sometimes at odds with her advice. She often kept me at home to assist with the household chores or babysit my younger siblings. Other times, Terry and I chose to skip school to engage in recreational exploits.

In view of our absenteeism, I believe Mum moved us around from one school to another to avoid regular scrutiny and intervention by the education and welfare authorities. She taught me how to read, despite my skipping school. A bel esprit, Mum was a prodigious reader, a self-styled ‘queen of quotes and quips’, often sharing humorous and witty anecdotes. Some of her favourite lines included:

Vote for the politicians who promise you the least. You will be the least disappointed;

Entering politics is the cheapest way to have your family tree examined;

In the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king; and

The only exercise some people get is jumping to conclusions, running down their friends, sidestepping responsibility and pushing their luck.

Mum’s example influenced my long-held passion for reading. I was literate from a young age and took a great interest in a wide cross-section of children’s books: Aesop’s Fables, the Little Golden Books and Grimm’s Fairy Tales were my favourites. I did not enjoy comics as much as Terry. He struggled with literacy and found it easier to study the illustrations. I was too analytical. The Disney character Donald Duck always mystified me. I never understood why in some scenes Donald Duck hopped out of the bath wrapped in a towel when his bottom half was always bare.
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