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Dear members and friends,  
 
I hope you have been I keeping well. Spring is in the air and we have been enjoying a few warmer days here in 
Melbourne. Spring is known as the season of hope and we are certainly in a state of anticipation as we await 
announcements from the Victorian Government regarding the implementation of the Inquiry recommendations, 
including a redress scheme for mothers and Integrated Birth Certificates for adoptees. We do not have any updates 
on these matters yet, but this newsletter is packed full of news, member contributions and upcoming events so I 
hope you enjoy reading it.  
 
Since our last newsletter we have had a lot of media coverage, particularly the ABC Compass program “Hidden 
Children” which I was interviewed for. It was about Brendan Watkins who discovered he is the son of a priest (see 
pages 3 and 6). Since the program aired we have received a lot of enquiries from adopted people who know or think 
they are children of priests, so the momentum is building and we hope they will receive acknowledgement and 
justice. VANISH is also featured in the new podcast on LiSTNR by journalist Amelia Oberhardt who interviews a range 
of people including Sue Green and me, as she takes a deep dive into past and forced adoptions (see p3).  
 
The VANISH AGM is on 22nd September (see p2) which fortunately coincides with Scottish mother and campaigner 
Jeannot Farmer being in Australia. Jeannot will present on how the Scottish apology came about and her hopes for 
the future. Jeannot will also attend the mothers art therapy course (see back cover) while she is here. There will also 
be a special resolution at our AGM to change the VANISH Rules. See page 13 for more information. 
 
Our other exciting announcement is that thanks to some funding from the Victorian Government, we are able to 
offer the VANISH Training for Professionals again. This is a one-day training for health, mental health and allied 
health workers, and a two-day training for counsellors. There are 10 subsidised spaces on offer for counsellors who 
are eligible and available to join our counsellor register so if you are interested, get in quick! 
 
As always, we welcome your feedback about this newsletter and our services and also your contributions for our next 
edition in December. If we have any updates before then we will put out a bulletin.  
 
All the best,  
 
Charlotte Smith  
 
CEO 
 

Message from Charlotte 

 

The VANISH Team 
 

Charlotte Smith  
Chief Executive Officer 

 
Gail Holstock 

Support Services Coordinator 
 

Patricia Navaretti 
Tracey Hudson 

SallyRose Carbines 
Adelaide Tapper  

Search & Support Workers 
 

Lorna Sleightholm 
Administrator 

 
Hana Crisp 

 Program Support Officer 

 

Dates for Your Calendar 
 

VANISH Annual General Meeting  
Friday 22nd September (see p2) 

 
Mothers Art Therapy Course  

5th October to 9th November (see back cover) 
 

Commemoration of the Anniversary of the Victorian 
Parliamentary Apology for Past Adoption Practices:  

Saturday 21st October (see p13) 
 

VANISH training for Professionals  
13th & 14th November (see p12) 

 
Support group dates can be found on the back page 
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Author Interview 

 

As most VANISH members would 
know, searching for one’s natural 
parents can be a long and difficult 
process, with unexpected revelations 
along the way. But when Brendan 
Watkins started his search 30 years 
ago, no one could have predicted 
what he would ultimately discover: 
his parents were a Catholic priest 
and nun. 
 
Brendan arrives early for our 
interview at the VANISH office, a tall, 
striking figure dressed in Melbourne 
black. It’s two days after the release 
of his memoir Tell No One, which he 
celebrated with a book launch at a 
pub in Richmond, around the corner 
from where he grew up with his 
adoptive parents, Roy and Bet, and 
brother Damien. How does he feel 
now that the book is out? “I don’t 
know,” he says. “I feel as though my 
feet haven't touched the ground 
since.” 
 
Adopted in 1961, Brendan’s search 
was initially motivated by a desire to 

know his medical history, prompted 
by plans to start a family with his 
partner Kate, who had inherited a 
rare medical disorder. After applying 
to Community Services Victoria, he 
was directed to the Catholic Family 
Welfare Bureau, who, as Brendan 
has since learned, “saw itself as the 
protector of the mother from the 
child.” Brendan’s social worker, cold 
and foreboding, reluctantly 
contacted his mother on his behalf 
after Brendan’s insistence. Several 
weeks later, Brendan rushed back to 
her office, only to be told: “You'll 
never see or talk to your mother. Go 
home, forget about it forever.” In a 
recent interview for ABC Compass, 
Brendan said: “It’s the most 
wounding, impactful trauma of my 
life. I’ve only just realised that.” 
 
After his dealings with the Catholic 
Family Welfare Bureau, Brendan 
turned to VANISH. “VANISH was just 
fantastic. It was a beacon of light in 
all of this secret, controlling sense of 
the church,” he says. “Everyone [at 

VANISH] was busy and run off their 
feet, but it was all about, So what do 
you need? What do you need to 
‘close the book’?” 
 
With some encouragement from 
VANISH, Brendan wrote to his 
mother directly, but she replied 
saying that they would never meet 
in person, rejecting him for a second 
time. For the next thirty years, 
Brendan had limited 
communication with his mother and 
knew nothing about his father—
until, in 2018, a DNA test led him to 
the truth: he was the son of a 
celebrated outback missionary 
priest, Father Vin Shiel.  
 
Brendan points out that the actual 
search process was long and 
exhausting, unlike the somewhat 
compressed version in the book. “I 
kept wanting to go back to the well, 
but there were long gaps, you know, 
like years. And you just eventually hit 
a wall. You know, a dead end.”  
 

Brendan with VANISH staff member Hana 

“People need to know about it”: 
Author and adoptee Brendan Watkins calls for a national inquiry into 
the hidden children of priests 
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Ultimately, Brendan may never 
have found both of his parents, nor 
maintained contact with his 
mother, without the help of his 
partner Kate – who Brendan calls 
"the true hero of the story.”  
 
“There were lots of times when she 
was just so exhausted by it. And she 
was running into brick walls and 
dead ends along the way, and she’d 
put it down and walk away from it, 
but because of all the bits she'd 
found – with my mother, she had 
sort of found all these electoral roll 
records and addresses and all this 
stuff that I thought was totally 
irrelevant, but it ended up being 
critical to finding her.” 
 
After finding the identity of his 
father, who had since passed away, 
Brendan quit his job and devoted 
the next five years to researching 
his father’s life and talking to other 
children of priests and mothers of 
the children of priests, as well as 
lawyers, psychologists, barristers, 
professors, and social workers. He 
was driven to both piece together 
the truth of his ancestry and expose 
the secrecy and abuse of the 
church. “I felt as though I couldn't 
really rest until I understood, or at 
least imagined [everything that 
happened],” Brendan says. “The 
book was about gathering every 
conceivable bit of information 
together and laying it out and 
trying to understand what 
happened.” 
 
The result, Tell No One, is a 
compelling read – eloquently 
crafted, insightful, and surprisingly 
humorous at times. During the 
writing process, his lifelong 
journalling practice came in handy, 
both in developing writing skills and 
providing accurate details of 
significant events. “Virtually every 
bit of that book has been in journals, 
and because you see all the twists 
and turns, I was able to go back and 
pull out things that have 
happened.” 
 
The process of research and writing 
also enabled Brendan to become 
closer to both of his natural parents. 
The more he learned about mothers 
of the children of priests, he was 
struck by their common 
circumstances: often a much 
younger woman with no financial 
resources, limited education and 
career opportunities, and no family 
support. In other words, someone 

with no choices. Further, the 
women were often parishioners 
who saw priests as the embodiment 
of God on earth, sworn to secrecy. 
 
Eventually, Brendan discovered that 
his natural parents were actually 
living together when he first 
contacted his mother 30 years ago. 
He writes openly about the pain of 
her initial rejections and the lies 
(including a false name for his 
father that sent him on a two-year 
wild goose chase), but with 
compassion. “I think I say it in the 
book: You know, I can't ever love 
her. But I can forgive her. And I feel 
enormous sympathy for her,” he 
says. “And in truth, I probably would 
have done the same thing, had it 
been me. So, I get it.” 
 
His father, Father Vin Shiel, is also 
portrayed with compassion and 
nuance. Thanks to a progressive 
archbishop, Brendan obtained his 
father’s file, containing hundreds of 
letters written and received by Vin. 
“I heard his voice,” Brendan says. 
“You sort of hear between the 
lines—his attitudes and his inklings 
and his thinking, and it allowed me 
the opportunity to sort of create in 
my mind those chapters that were 
through Vin's eyes or viewing Vin.” 
 
Poring over the letters was a 
cathartic process for Brendan, 
allowing some insight into the 
complex man who was a builder, a 
Bondi Lifesaver, and a trophy-
winning ballroom dancer before 
becoming a priest and touring the 
world. But Brendan is the only child 
of a priest that he knows of who has 
been given his father’s file. “It only 
infuriates me more to know that I've 
got it,” says Brendan. “And there's 
thousands of children and priests 
around the world that the church 
still won't recognize, even though 
they've got a whole bunch of 
evidence [of paternity]. They're just 
at arm's length. And they have 
similar information about their 
fathers.” 
  
This is Brendan’s real mission in 
publishing this book: to shine a light 
on the issue of hidden children of 
priests and expose the hypocrisy of 
the church. In one study, former 
priest and researcher Richard Sipe 
reported that less than half of a 
sample of 1,500 Catholic priests in 
the US attempt celibacy. Given that 
there are 450,000 Catholic priests 
around the world, it is estimated 

that they have fathered at least 
20,000 children.  
 
Both the children (only some of 
whom are adopted) and mothers 
suffer severe psychological 
consequences, burdened by shame 
and church silencing. In one survey 
of 100 children of priests, 56% of 
participants had either attempted 
suicide or had suicidal ideation. Of 
further concern, there is nowhere 
for these people to go. “This is a 
really specific, niche group,” says 
Brendan. 
 
Now Brendan is calling for an 
independent, secular inquiry from 
the federal government. He hopes 
that the book and his decision to go 
public with his story will help the 
issue gain traction, but he’s also 
aware of the difficulty for other 
victims in coming forward—
particularly for believers—and the 
fickle, fast-paced media cycle. “It 
might all go away [in the 
media] ...but if there's a couple of 
other people that read it, and 
they're the mother or they're the 
child, and it starts a conversation, 
and someone hears the truth...they 
might turn the corner,” he says. 
 
"If it does something good, it does 
something good. Certainly not 
going to get rich writing a book,” 
Brendan laughs. “But I'm glad I've 
told my story.” 
 
_ _ _ 
 
Brendan’s book Tell No One is 
published by Allen & Unwin and 
available from all good retailers. 

For a list of associations & agencies 
for children of priests and their 
mothers, visit Brendan’s website: 
www.brendanwatkins.com.au/
children-of-priests 

Brendan will be speaking at a free 
author talk hosted by the Monash 
Public Library Service. 

When: Thursday 2 November 2023, 
from 7 to 8pm 

Where: Wheelers Hill Library, 860 
Ferntree Gully Rd, Wheelers Hill VIC 

Register here: 
www.trybooking.com/CJYDE 

https://www.brendanwatkins.com.au/tell-no-one
https://www.brendanwatkins.com.au/children-of-priests
https://www.brendanwatkins.com.au/children-of-priests
http://www.trybooking.com/CJYDE

