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Epilogue: The researcher’s journey  

2007 

I began by asking G about any of Ada’s records or documents he knew about? He told me 

about the bundles of letters and cards Ada had sent to both her children from the 

institution over a twenty year period. This got my hopes up!  

G recalled the events leading up to discovering Ada and her letters. As a young married 

man in his twenties G was celebrating his birthday. He received a birthday card signed 

love from mum. G was outraged, and accused his cousin R of sending the card, as a bad 

practical joke. R denied it and suggested G had better talk to P about his mother’s 

whereabouts. P confessed and said yes, Ada was living in, and always has been, in a 

mental institution. P then produced, the bundle of cards and letters from Ada, and 

proceeded to burn them there and then in front G. I can sense that G experienced a great 

sense of betrayal and hurt. 

Between G and myself, we figured that prior to G moving towns, the local postmaster had 

been sending the letters from Ada, but P had been intercepting them. Once G moved 

house, as a newlywed, the post master simply forwarded the card onto G’s new address, 

as is the case in small towns. There began the process of rediscovery and re-connection 

with Ada. 

12 December 

I did some research online in an effort to find information about Ada. I found that the 

Public Records Victoria website held Beechworth female patient files up until 1912. But 

this was far too early a time period. I found that some files are closed for 75 years and 

requests can be made through the Freedom of Information Unit. I talked to G about 
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making the request for Ada’s files. He was okay with it, but didn’t want the files sent to 

him. 

28 December  

I purchased both Ada’s marriage and death certificates, from Victoria’s Registry of 

Births, Deaths and Marriages. Her occupation on the 1934 wedding certificate said 

‘comptometer operator’ and Ada was twenty-four when she married. I have no idea what 

a comptometer is and will need to research that later. 

I recall some of the family stories I heard growing up that Ada’s condition was connected 

to her periods. I’m not sure what effect this had on me as a young girl or whether I knew 

what menstrual cycles were. I remember someone in the family saying that when Ada 

became unwell she would be put into hospital for rest and that she was well for three 

weeks out of the month. As a child I remember thinking that being sick one every month 

was very often. 

2008 

17 May  

G had reconnected with Ada in the 1960s, when she was living at Carmel house. They 

met once a week in the city and had lunch together. From these chats, G knew Ada had 

worked in the boss of the institutions’ home, at Beechworth, Victoria.  

With the details from Ada’s marriage certificate, like her date of birth and correct spelling 

of her maiden name, I filled out the forms for the FOI request, with as much information 

as I could. I requested her mental patient files from Beechworth and any other institutions 

she had possibly been in. A phone call from FOI said they could not release Ada’s files to 

me as I hadn’t proved I was her next of kin. I spoke to G and he signed the permission 
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request. G also verified with FOI, that Ada’s files were to be sent to me, as G didn’t want 

to see them. Quite a process. Within three months, Ada’s files arrived 

10 July  

I received Ada’s records from Freedom of Information Unit, Melbourne by post. The 

records are A4 photocopies, not in chronological order and the hand-writing is difficult to 

read. Her first committal was to Royal Park Receiving House in 1936. No diagnosis on 

committal certificates. One of the early doctor’s entries stated ‘puerperal insanity’. 

I searched online for the meaning of ‘puerperal insanity’ and found several publications 

by Hilary Marland. Marland’s focus was on puerperal insanity in nineteenth-century in 

Britain and explained that it was insanity caused by recent childbirth. This led me back to 

check Ada’s files. Her most recent birth was two weeks before her committal. Which 

means G was a newborn baby. I was very saddened by this. It’s hard to express how 

devastating it is to find that G lost his mother so soon after being born.  

I went to the last section in Marland’s book Dangerous Motherhood searching for 

information on the condition in the twentieth century. Marland argued puerperal insanity 

began to be written out of psychiatric textbooks and out of asylum records from the late 

nineteenth century onwards. I was disappointed there was little information beyond the 

nineteenth century. It did give me the beginnings of my thesis argument. Ada’s files 

illustrated the diagnosis of puerperal insanity was still in use in Australia in the twentieth 

century. 

August 

I’ve started to transcribe Ada’s files into a word document, attempting to place transfers 

to other institutions in chronological order. This immersed me deeply in her institutional 
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life. Ada was only twenty-four years old when she was first committed. She was just so 

young. 

I’m struck by the voice of Ada’s husband as prominent in her committal certificates. I am 

also struck by the photograph of Ada, a small black and white portrait pasted into the first 

page of her clinical notes. Her physical resemblance to myself is strong. Small eyes, fair 

skin and wavy hair. The wavy hair is such a signature feature in the whole family. Ada is 

looking away from the camera and smiling. 

While transcribing I found Dr Booth notes on Ada undergoing a therapeutic abortion and 

sterilisation. It is shocking and I am very saddened that Ada had been through such an 

ordeal. I wondered if this was standard procedure for all mothers in the institutions. The 

understanding that Ada had become unwell following her second birth, was a very 

different illness to the one the family had thought that was connected to her periods. Yet 

both scenarios were related to her reproductive functions and somehow the link to her 

womanhood was made. 

July 

I made contact with supervisor C, having purchased her book Madness in Australia. 

There were no references to puerperal insanity, unfortunately. C is keen to supervise my 

PhD. I then searched SCU academic register, and found supervisor A and made 

arrangements to meet. I told A about Ada’s records, and about my discussions with C and 

her interest in supervising my PhD. 

I started writing the research proposal for enrolment. Good feedback from both 

supervisors. But they critiqued my use of old refs such as Ann Summers and Miriam 

Dixson. I like them as they talk about women and mothers as victims, within Australian 
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masculine society, which I perceived relevant to Ada‘s life. The argument has moved on 

and I needed more current references. 

October 

I submitted my applications for APA Scholarship. Fingers crossed. 

15 December 

Good news. I received an offer from SCU for admission into PhD. Then I arranged 

meeting with A this week to sign Supervisor/Candidate Agreement form. 

16 December 

More good news. After a day of moving house, and relaxing with friends at my new place 

surrounded in boxes I opened the mail. Wow, I received notice that I have been granted 

the APA scholarship commencing early in the 2009. 

2009 

January 

I met with supervisor A, who suggested I undertake the Research Methods unit offered in 

the Honours program in this first semester. She felt it would be useful as I am jumping 

disciplines, from my media Honours to history PhD. A friend of mine thought it was 

insulting to be put in with the Honours group as a PhD. I did not feel this way at all. 

February 

I attended the two day Postgraduate Orientation for research students. I really enjoyed 

meeting the group of candidates across all the disciplines. One presentation on the 

importance of study groups got me networking with T and M. We exchanged contact 
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information, formed a study group together, and planned to meet once a month in the 

University library. 

February 

I enrolled in the PhD program and started attending the Research Methods class every 

Monday morning. It was great. I loved being a student again and attending class. There 

were no other social science or history students, unfortunately. The class are mainly 

creative students, painters and writers, who were struggling with the idea of writing an 

exegesis. I well understood their frustrations, as I had done creative work and exegesis for 

my Honours. 

There is no history major or history undergraduate degree taught at SCU. There are only 

two history units offered within the Bachelor of Arts. Other PhD students may relocate or 

enrol in another University to be supervised by an expert in their field of study. I chose to 

enrol in SCU, the university in my home town. This allowed my son to continue high 

school without the disruption of relocating, and it also avoided the expense of regular 

travel to receive supervision. 

May  

I completed all assessments for Research Methods unit okay. The last assessment was a 

6,000 word research proposal that included methodology, and methods etc. I am aiming 

to do Ada’s biography, set in context to the rich tradition of women’s madness. 

July 

I attended the Fifth Australian International Academic Conference on Motherhood. 

Titled: The Mother and History: Past and Present, at University of Queensland in 

Brisbane. A wonderful conference, and attended by some prominent international 
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motherhood researchers including Andrea O’Reilly. Andrea runs the MIRCI 

(Motherhood Initiative for Research and Community Involvement) out of University of 

York, Canada. MIRCI publish a Journal of Motherhood (JMI) and Demeter Press. I found 

MIRCI website, and became a member, and started to receive call for papers etc. 

August 

I submitted an abstract to call for book chapters from Demeter Press, Canada found 

through MIRCI. Abstract based on drawing from Ada’s files. Book title: Mom’s Gone 

Mad: Motherhood and Madness, Oppression and Resistance. 

October 

I presented at the Praxis conference, an internal SCU conference for postgraduate 

students, at the Coffs Harbour campus. In the discussion that followed my presentation a 

senior academic told the group about her mother’s committal in NSW following the birth 

of eighth or ninth child. We later had an email exchange concerning how she could access 

her mother’s files, like I had done.  

While in Coffs Harbour I visited Aunty Val, G’s cousin. Val was great, very interested in 

my project, and had some recollections. She recalled her parents talking with P, when she 

was a child, that he should visit Ada more often in the institution. 

October-November 

I did three weeks casual teaching in Tianjin, China as unit assessor and lecturer with tutor 

and fellow PhD buddy T. I read Matthews, Garton and Coleborne books and took copious 

notes while away. 
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December 

I took my son with me to China and taught at Shanghai. I wrote the Demeter press book 

chapter before the teaching day began. Very busy.  

Back in Australia, I talked to a family member, K, a trained as a nurse and midwife, about 

Ada’s files and whether they could assist me in understanding some of the medical terms.  

K is interested and agreed to assist. Within the same month, G complained to me, that an 

old family friend and local shop retailer, talked to him and knew I had Ada’s files and 

was working on them as a PhD project. He was very upset that this information was 

leaked from K to the local community. I was told in very certain terms not to talk to K 

about Ada, or the project, as they were a ‘gossip’. I then refrained from sharing any 

further information with that first K. I raised this family upset with my supervisor. 

2010 

January 

I finished and sent 5, 500 word book chapter to Demeter Press: I wrote it with a particular 

emphasis on blaming men, Ada’s husband, and her psychiatrists. I felt very outraged and 

indignant that so many awful things had happened to Ada. 

Watts, Alison, 'Fractured Motherhood: The Insanity of Reproduction in Australia in the 

1930s', in Moms Gone Mad: Motherhood and Madness, Oppression and Resistance, ed. 

by Wong, Gina (Toronto: Demeter Press, 2012). 

22 March  

I talked to several family members who were keen to be interviewed and be involved in 

the project. I worked hard with both supervisors to write and complete the full NEAF 

Ethics application to do interviews with family members. It was tough writing it. It 
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included the outline of research design, interview design and questions, and informed 

consent forms and information sheet for participants. 

10 April 

I presented my Confirmation presentation to the School, as per requirements at the end of 

the first year of candidature. It was attended by both Supervisors, C on the phone, Head 

of School, several senior academics and a couple of friends of mine in support. One year 

has passed already. 

16 April 

I received response from HREC on NEAF App. They’ve queried six points concerning 

the interviews with family members. I felt frustrated after working hard on it, but it still 

needed more work.  

15 July 

I worked with supervisor A on responses to HREC and re-submitted it today. I addressed 

the issues HREC raised concerning risk to myself and family members, how these risks 

would be managed, ensuring anonymity of family members. It was intense and gruelling 

work. 

19 August 

Both supervisor A and I were asked to meet with the Chair of HREC (Human Research 

Ethics Committee) to discuss ethical issues of family interviews in NEAF Application. 

He was generous with his time, and spent about an hour and a half with us. The Chair 

suggested I needed to provide stronger evidence that demonstrates awareness of the risks 

to myself and outline strategies for my emotional management. He recommended I 

needed to read up on insider research, as a family member and researcher. We talked 
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about accessing further mental patient files, which C had recommended, and we agreed 

was possible. The Chair recommended I could do a phased approach with the methods, 

and ethics applications. To start with applying for further files, and if family interviews 

were still important to do a Full NEAF App for family interviews at a later stage. The 

Chair asked that I withdraw or put a hold on NEAF app, for now. There was something 

said about problems with a previous family research project. Then I was asked to leave 

the room so the Chair and A could talk privately.  

After all the hard work I had put into the NEAF application, the Chair was asking me to 

put the interviews on hold. I was confused, disappointed and frustrated as to why this was 

seen to be the best approach. I began writing my reflective journal to record my 

achievements, disappointments and reflections.  

25 August 

I met with both supervisors with C on Skype. There was much discussion about the shock 

and surprise in not getting ethical approval to interview family members. It had me 

spinning. Supervisor A said it would make a good journal article one day, on issues of 

family research and the concerns of university ethics committees. Supervisor C said her 

University had approved a candidate’s work with their own Mauri family. Whether that 

project was a more sensitive family project than my own is hard to say.  

I felt my thesis title was enough to scare the Ethics committee: Releasing the Unreleased: 

An historical study of mothers’ insanity in Victoria Australia: 1920-1936. In placing both 

‘insanity’ and ‘mother’ together in the title may have conjured a social taboo and proved 

too much of a risk for the Ethics committee. I have spent the last six months on the NEAF 

application. I felt I did not have much to show for eighteen months of study.  
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The discussion with my supervisors returned to collecting further files. Supervisor C had 

raised this method earlier this year. I felt that my unique access to Ada’ files, within the 

closed file embargo of 75 years, meant that I had effectively excluded myself from 

accessing any more files in the same time period. I felt I had backed myself into a corner 

methods wise. Supervisor C was encouraging, and said I might be surprised and approval 

may be possible. We planned the strategy to request further files by applying to the 

Health Minister, Victoria and request change of protocol from SCU Ethics committee 

first. 

5 September 

Despite several family members being on board to participate, I advised both of my 

supervisors I would not pursue interviews with my family members. I submitted the 

Expedited Ethics application outlining my request to collect further mental patient files 

from Victoria. I also made it clear I did not intend to pursue family interviews in this 

application. It has been far too stressful and difficult. This change to the data collection 

would allow me to progress the research and avoid further delays. But I now had a fear of 

the Ethics committee and was very worried about this application, however low-risk and 

straight forward, I feared it too would be rejected. I began to see ethical dilemmas 

everywhere, and it highlighted the problems in doing family research and protecting 

family identities. 

15 September  

I received notification from Division of Research that I had formerly progressed my 

candidature, following my confirmation presentation. It took five months from my 

presentation in April to received notice. I hope that if I had not progressed, I would have 
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received notice far earlier. There were no issues raised at my confirmation presentation 

concerning the ethical issues in interviewing family members. 

13 October 

Good news. The Expedited Ethics Application was approved to access thirty files  

15 October 

I presented at the annual SCU postgraduate conference Praxis: Fractured Motherhood 

based on Ada her files. I feel my presentation style is poor. Even though I have been 

teaching undergraduate students for a couple of years now, I just simply read from my 

notes when presenting my research. The information in Ada’s files are distressing and it 

is compounded by my family’s secrecy concerning her whereabouts, I get emotional 

when presenting Ada’s story. The audience are supportive, thank goodness and the 

following discussion was very stimulating. During the lunch break a senior academic 

confesses to me that his mother was committed to a mental institution in New Zealand 

years ago. 

30 October 

I sent the request letter sent to the Health Minister of Victoria Hon. Daniel Andrews to 

access further files, with support letters. I am worried that Victoria is in the middle of 

state elections, and could delay the decision about my request until new government had 

taken office. A friend advised me that my application had little political motivation or 

ramification, and if rejected it would not be due to change in government. 

24 November  

I presented to the School’s Annual Colloquium, along with my PhD peers. Titled: 

Fractured Motherhood based on Ada’s story. It was a full room of academic staff and 
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PhD candidates. My presentation style continues to be poor in my eyes, and as usual I just 

read from my notes. I get all wobbly, and a shaky voice when presenting my research. It’s 

such a painful story, and extremely difficult to tell. It did stimulate interesting questions 

and discussion, the audience seem to be carried by the story. But frankly, I am a mess 

during it and afterwards. This is the third presentation this year and it does not get any 

easier. Too sad, too personal, too hard.  

It is the talking of Ada’s story out loud in formal settings that I become a little 

emotionally unsteady. There is something about verbalising the story that the impact of 

her life really hits me. I can only hope the audience sees my emotional connection to the 

research as a positive thing. After my presentation, a staff member confided in me that 

their mother had periods of time in a mental institution. This is happening very often. 

People are willing to disclose to me about their own family members committed to 

mental institutions. By presenting Ada’s story it seems to give people permission to 

reflect on the circumstances of their own relatives committals. Perhaps my presentations 

removes or, at least, lessens the social taboo and provides a space to air the issue of 

committed family members, previously only talked about in hushed tones and behind 

closed doors. People’s disclosures gave me an understanding that insanity affected many 

families, other than my own. 

November  

Supervisor A received a phone call from the Victorian State Psychiatrist, who received 

my request that had been forwarded on from the Health Minister’s Office. The discussion 

concerned how much work was involved for Dept. of Human Services, Victoria, where 

the files are held. I think the department were worried that by giving me access it would 
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add to the department staff workloads. It was made clear, once access was approved, I 

would attend the office of the DHS and undertake the work of collecting the files.  

December  

Supervisor A received approval from Chief Psychiatrist Victoria to access mental health 

records. I then had an email exchange with the Manager of Information & Records 

Services (Dept. of Human Services, Vic) in Lonsdale St, Melbourne to arrange my visit 

to their office in January 2011. I booked my flights for January 2011. 

2011 

11-28 January  

I travelled to Melbourne to work in the DHS archives and collect further mothers’ patient 

files. The staff were very helpful and gave me a desk and computer. I started working 

through the Admission books for Royal Park Receiving House and was given white cloth 

gloves and a nose/mouth guard to protect me from the dust.  

I totally underestimated the time needed to collect thirty files. I booked four days 

accommodation in Melbourne CBD, and optimistically thought I could spend the rest of 

the time with family and continue to work on the project. I soon realised I needed more 

time in the archive and rebooked new accom for another week. 

From the admission books, I took notes of patient names who were committed with birth-

related insanities. There were so many terms used: puerperal, parturition, childbirth, and 

post-partum. I had collected over fifty patient names from the admission books. Next, I 

found forty-four patients index cards, and photocopied them. The information on the 
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index cards provided the last institution the patients resided, which then lead to finding 

the full patients clinical notes. 

The archive itself was the size of a huge aircraft hangar with compactor shelves on 

rollers. A staff member showed me the filing system and the protocol necessary before 

one starts to move and roll a row of shelves. Which is to call out ‘moving row L’ for 

example, and waiting to see if anyone hollers back. Fortunately, I did not squash anyone.  

The moment of discovering a file was exciting. I had to tag the place where the file was 

removed and return the box to the shelf. Then leave the archive to photocopy the file in 

the office area, and then return the file to its rightful place. As paper files, I photocopied 

them all at their original, which fitted nicely on A3 size paper. They were far easier to 

read at this size than Ada’s, which had been reduced to A4 by FOI. 

All the index cards were held in this archive, but not all the patient files were held there. 

For patients that were transferred to Kew their files were ordered from the Public Records 

Office, with the help of the staff. I optimistically bought 30 A3 plastic covers for each to 

get them home safely. A very helpful staff member offered to scan all the photocopies to 

pdf, and then save them to my USB. It was simply a terrific backup to the paper versions. 

I had trouble finding the minimum of thirty files and spent a hurried day at Public 

Records Victoria, where some files are open to the public. 

I had too little time with family. I did manage time to have lunch and a few hours with G, 

who caught the train into the city to meet me. He was concerned the project had moved 

away from the focus on Ada. I tried to explain why I needed further thirty files, as it was 

basically a way to sure up the thesis, now that interviews of family members had gone. It 
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is not easy to explain the decisions of University Ethics committee to those outside the 

university system. 

21-24 January 

I travelled to Beechworth, about a three hour drive from Melbourne, in country Victoria. I 

visited the Mayday Hills Mental Hospital where Ada had spent eight years in the 1950s 

and 1960s. It is a very eerie place. I walked around the grounds, and took many 

photographs. I looked for the Superintendent’s residence, where Ada worked as a 

domestic servant, but I could not find it. Some of the buildings serve as La Trobe 

University’s Beechworth campus, while the rest appears abandoned. I was advised by 

Beechworth historical society of a Book available on the mental hospital The Lion of 

Beechworth by D.A. Craig and purchased it.  

I had a sleepless night, felt flat, sad and bereft and I chose not to return to the Institution 

the next day. I contacted the tour guide who ran Ghost Tours through the mental hospital. 

I did not want to do the tour, I thought it far too creepy. Instead, I thought they might 

know some information about superintendent’s residence. The tour guide was away at the 

time of my visit, and a later email exchange confirmed the superintendent’s residence had 

been demolished in the 1970s. 
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Figure 16: Various photographs of the grounds and buildings at Mayday Hills Mental Hospital, 

Beechworth, Victoria. Photographed by the researcher 
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25-27 January 

In my last few days in Melbourne, I found the Melbourne Health Science Library, 

situated in the Royal Melbourne Hospital, but unfortunately, it was closed due to 

renovations. So I then headed to the Ballieu Library, at the University of Melbourne. 

There I found volumes parliamentary papers, and spent a day photocopying the Annual 

Reports from psychiatrists. I located the former Royal Park Mental Hospital, now 

converted to luxury apartments known as the ‘Parkville Gardens’ housing estate, which 

was refurbished as accommodation for the Commonwealth Games Athletes Village, 

2004. I also located the Cunningham Dax Centre in Parkville that houses thousands of 

psychiatric patient’s art, which has since been relocated to the University of Melbourne. 

 

 

February 

Back home I began collating the files I had collected and realised I was still a few short of 

thirty. I contacted a private historian to collect two more files from PROV, and they 

arrived by post on CD disk. 

 

Figure 17: The Cunningham Dax collection located in Parkville.  

Photographed by the researcher 
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March  

I presented at the school’s Annual School of Arts and Social Sciences Colloquium, which 

was tele-conferenced across all three SCU campuses. The title is: 'Mother's interrupted: 

puerperal insanity in early twentieth century Australia'. It focused less on Ada and 

incorporated some information from the other mother’s files. This approach worked for 

me, as I was less emotional and shaky, and a little more confident in my presentation 

style. I used it as a practice run for next month’s international conference. It was well 

attended by PhD students and academic staff, and an interesting discussion followed 

which provided some good feedback to rework the presentation for next month’s 

conference. 

27-30 April 

I travelled to Brisbane and presented at my first International Conference: Mothers at the 

Margins, the Sixth International Conference on Motherhood at The University of 

Queensland in Brisbane. My title is: 'Mother's interrupted: puerperal insanity in early 

twentieth century Australia'. It drew from both Ada and the further files collected. The 

presentation before mine was about the bad mother in Japanese fiction and referred to 

specific Japanese authors and their texts. The audience was predominantly Japanese. I 

was then introduced and got up to do my presentation. There was no discussion and no 

questions asked from the audience. I think they were mystified about my topic. I ran off 

with my tail between my legs. I cheered myself up by purchasing many finding Hecate 

Journals from the campus bookshop.  

I figured that by bringing in the further files, and not concentrating on Ada’s story, I 

would be more confident and less wobbly and emotional. I started to refer to Ada as a 

female relative. This worked for me personally, but of course I was delivering to the 
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wrong audience. Back in Lismore and discussed the conference with supervisor A. I 

figured by putting ‘puerperal insanity’ in the title must have confused the organisers as to 

know where to place me in their sessions. Supervisor A encouraged me that in the future, 

scrutinise the program beforehand and argue to be better placed in an appropriate session. 

Such is the benefit of hindsight. 

29 September 

I flew to Sydney to attend a one day symposium: Histories of Motherhood in Australia 

held at the NSW State Library, hosted by Macquarie University. Some excellent 

presentations from Australian feminist luminaries. I tried to circulate and chat with 

presenters at morning tea, lunch and afternoon tea. It was hard to break the ice and join 

the conversations. I lurched in and introduced myself and felt I was politely tolerated. I 

had the same ‘outsider’ feeling at the meet and greet drinks that evening. I suppose I need 

to submit and publish and earn my stripes as a researcher. It does beg the question why I 

think I need to attend conferences, especially when it feels there is a lack of 

inclusiveness. 

2012 

March  

My three years of APA Scholarship is finished. I applied for six months extension to the 

scholarship citing the protracted NEAF process, which resulted in changes to 

methodology, methods, and considerable revision to draft chapters. I argued that 

conducting interviews with my family members was an approach that was not questioned 

in my confirmation documents and presentation. The Full NEAF Application in 2010 was 

a stressful process, the concerns of the Chair of HREC were unforeseen and considering 

the fraught nature of the process it was unlikely to achieve approval for the full NEAF 
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application to interview family members quickly. Supervisor C wrote a very strong letter 

of support to extend the scholarship. 

7 March 

Good news. The six month APA scholarship extension was approved. I continued to 

write the thesis chapters. I completely revised the chapter on puerperal insanity in the 

nineteenth century. It felt like every sentence typed in that chapter needed to be 

referenced, as there is so much research material on the topic to understand, incorporate 

and acknowledge.  

16 August 

The APA scholarship extension is finished. This which prompted me to change my 

enrolment to part time and self fund the remainder of my PhD studies through casual 

teaching. 

October  

I had my lap top stolen from home! There was much confusion over who was the last to 

leave and didn’t lock the backdoor! Thank goodness for regular back-ups to external hard 

drive. I lost about three weeks of thesis writing. Bought a cheap Toshiba laptop. 

November 

G had been reminding me about whether I had found anything about the Donnan’s and 

Ada’s work with their family at Beechworth. This curiosity had stemmed from Ada’s 

stories she told him on their weekly catch-ups in the 1960s. But the files said so little 

about this time. I decided to join ancestory.com to see if I could find anyone from the 

Donnan family. It cost $21.99 per month to be a paying member, which allowed a deeper 
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level of access, including the ability to email other members. I decided I would give it a 

go for a limited time of three months paid membership. 

December 

I just received my two copies of book from Demeter Press: Moms Gone Mad: 

Motherhood and Madness, Oppression and Resistance.  Here’s the timeline: I wrote it in 

2009, peer reviewed in 2010 and 2011, final edits completed in late 2011. Published with 

printing errors in 2012 (not my chapter). Republished (without typos) in late 2012. What's 

the lesson? Publish journal articles, as they are the same university bonus payment, but a 

much quicker publishing process.  

Some reflections on writing the Book Chapter: 

The book chapter was drawn from Ada’s files, before I obtained the remainder of mental 

patient files. In Ada files, the voice of her husband’s testimony, the doctor’s notes and 

treatments illustrated to me how men had dominated her life. Upon reflection, this book 

chapter focused on her powerlessness and subordination by all kinds of patriarchal power. 

The radical feminist writers were so enchanting and deliciously appealing to me, strident 

in their smashing of patriarchy. I felt it was true that Ada was a victim to all kinds of male 

power, and my feminist outrage seeped into the text. 

After the book chapter was published, I was disappointed to read feminists have argued 

against research that posited women as victims. Feminists argue the field of scholarship 

needs more positive stories about women’s roles in history. But what if the data, like 

mine, doesn’t show the key points of the women’s liberation movement of female 

agency, emancipation, liberation or empowerment? Most of the files are sad stories. The 

empowerment element in this research, may not be for the women in the files themselves, 
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but for women of today. Western Women who have managed to access education, health 

care, employment, and good ante and postnatal care may see this research as a lens into 

the historical treatment of women and mothers and reflect on how far women have come. 

2013 

January  

On ancestory.com I found there was a Donnan family tree posted online and I made 

contact through the site. They confirmed that their relative was Dr Donnan who had been 

Superintendent Psychiatrist at Beechworth. This family member facilitated my contact 

with other family members. Sally emailed me her telephone number if I wanted to call 

her and chat further. My first telephone call with Sally was extremely rewarding. Sally 

talked easily and openly about Ada’s appearance, her work and general family life. It was 

this kind of personal element I had been hoping for. I informed Sally the work was part of 

my PhD research and she was happy to participate. 

4 February 

A change of protocol and low-risk ethic application was submitted to HREC to interview 

Sally was approved. Sally and I talked on the phone several times and exchanged emails 

regularly. We talked about my visiting her in Melbourne, and Sally invited me to stay 

with her at her home. We started to plan a time towards the end of the year that would 

best suit us both. 

April 

I registered my book chapter publication with SCU, applied for the publication bonus and 

obtained a Researcher Profile page at http://works.bepress.com/alison_watts/ 

 

http://works.bepress.com/alison_watts/
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September 

I received my first publication bonus of $600 from the Demeter Press book chapter. This 

money would assist in the travel costs to visit Sally in Melbourne and interview her in 

person.  

18-28 November 

I travelled to Melbourne and stayed in the CBD. The first week I spent every day at the 

Health Sciences Library, situated within the Royal Melbourne Hospital. On my last visit 

the library was closed for renovations, and as they do not allow requests or interlibrary 

loans, it was excellent to be finally here. I collected loads of references written by Ellery, 

Cunningham Dax, and volumes of Medical Journal of Australia. 

On Friday I travelled by train to stay with Sally. She met me at the train station and took 

me to her lovely home. We talked all weekend and I took copious notes. Together we had 

coffee by the sea and walked along the beach. I found that her father Dr Donnan had 

worked at Mont Park first, following the family’s migration from England. It was at Mont 

Park Sally first met Ada. I didn’t know this before. Somehow I thought Ada was 

transferred to Beechworth independently from the family. Instead, the Donnan family 

took Ada with them, travelled in their car and no doubt helped Mrs Donnan set up the 

house for the family. The transfer documents in Ada’s files match the dates of Dr 

Donnan’s new position as Superintendent Psychiatrist at Mayday Hills, Beechworth. 

Sally was very open and generous and together we looked through her family photo 

albums. She told me about her brother’s wedding at their home in Beechworth. This 

matched Ada’s anecdotes with G, who said Ada spoke of the excitement of a wedding. G 

also knew of the Donnan’s transfer to Warnambool from these chats with Ada, which 
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Sally was able to confirm. 

 

It was arranged for G to collect me from Sally’s home on Sunday and stay with him for 

the remainder of my trip. G was anxious and did not want to meet Sally. G and I checked 

in with each other a couple of times over the weekend, and I tried to assure him Sally was 

a gentle person and she invited him to come in and have morning tea. Sally was a bit 

confused as to whether she would get to meet G or not. It required a fair bit of emotional 

labour from me to put both Sally and G at ease. I decide it was best not to have any 

expectations, and that either way would be okay and I would let G decide.  

 

As Sally and I set the table for morning tea I reminded her G was probably nervous 

because Sally had childhood experiences with Ada, whereas G was deprived of Ada’s 

mothering from birth. She understood his sensitivity. Morning tea was ready and we still 

unsure whether G would toot the horn from the driveway or come in. We were all 

nervous. G arrived and he was happy to come in and met Sally and together we had 

morning tea. I was much relived. I left them together briefly as I went to collect my bags 

and their conversation lightly touched on Ada and our physical resemblance to her. As we 

were preparing to leave G thanked Sally sincerely for helping with my research.  

 

The next day G and I drove to a family lunch. On the way, G wanted to drop into Sally’s 

and give her a gift. She was home and was visibly moved by G’s present. Sally said we 

were like lost family arriving. We took photos together in Sally’s front garden, then we 

left for lunch. 
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The whole experience was so powerful, deeply moving and healing. All three of us had 

parts of Ada within us. The lived experience of childhood memories, adult reconnections 

and anecdotes and the family likeness. We attended the lunch with the family. H and G, 

brother and sister, and were happy to share their recollections of growing up. There was a 

gorgeous interaction between them. Both, in their mid to late 70s, sharp minded and 

quick witted. Sometimes they had conflicting memories, other times they shared a laugh. 

2014 

January 

I have about 70,000 words for the thesis, but much refining is needed. My candidature 

ends in August this year and I will need to go into lapse to get it ready for submission. 

2 May 

I was invited to present at the Psychology Colloquium, at SCU Coffs Harbor campus. In 

my role as both president and secretary of the Southern Cross Postgraduate Association 

over the years, I met many students from the large cohort of higher degree psychology 

students studying at Coffs Harbour campus at our social functions. One of these students 

recommended to their convenor I present my research at their weekly colloquium. The 

title: Insane mothers: an historical approach. It was recorded and can be viewed on the 

internet at: http://scu.edu.au/health-sciences/index.php/163 

Following the presentation, one of the students asked whether I had sought redress and 

reparation for wrongful committal. I hadn’t thought of this before. It did get me thinking 

about the parallels to the three royal commissions into historical child welfare practices 

and their approaches to restorative justice and reparation. The recording of my 

http://scu.edu.au/health-sciences/index.php/163
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presentation served as a very useful tool for reflecting on the quality of my presentation 

style and content, which I think has much improved. 

7-11 July 

I presented at the Australian Women's History Network Symposium as part of the 

Australian Historical Association 33rd Annual Conference. It was held at the University 

of Queensland, St Lucia campus. The title of my presentation: Unfit Mothers in the 

Archive: Female Insanity in Twentieth Century Australian Mental Institutions. The 

presentation went well and a very good discussion followed. 

30 July 

My candidature has gone into lapse, which means my end date is now 30 July 2015. 

2015 

Thesis title change to: Maternal Insanity in Victoria, Australia: 1920-1973  

As I work through the final editing of this thesis, I recognise the difficult journey I have 

travelled. When I began this project, I did not realise I would spend six years on very sad 

stories, particularly Ada’s. The work has haunting qualities as I came to terms with my 

legacy as Ada’s descendant and attempted to face our family’s past. I have mourned and 

grieved the circumstances of Ada’s life, the effects upon her children and the 

disempowerment that leapt out from the other mother’s files. My family’s secrets and 

lies, once necessary to protect Ada’s children from the truth of their mother’s 

whereabouts and mental illness, now have been revealed and released. Its power lies in its 

redemptive qualities, where any unconscious trauma that may have passed down the 

generations has dispersed. Ada is no longer locked in the attic of my psychic life, but has 

joined her rightful place as my materfamilias.
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