
Water babies, climbing boys and pikinini: exploring child health nursing across time and 
places 

Charles Kingsley wrote The Water Babies in 1862-3, as a satire against child labour. At that time, 
children were sent down mines, up chimneys and as convicts to Australia. Nursing as we know it today 
was unknown, but the work of Catherine McAuley in Dublin and Florence Nightingale in England was 
soon to change all that.  

The Quakers, and in particular Elizabeth Fry, provided health and social care for the poor of Great 
Britain, and this movement spread out around the world. Missionaries of many faiths took health care 
to undeveloped countries, and many of these gave nursing care, including the care of infants and 
children. 

This paper will explore the early development of nursing in relation to the welfare of children from a 
range of perspectives, including a walk through time and the emergence of child welfare and child 
health nursing.  
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“To Save the Stricken Multitude” 
Dr Wilton love, 1907. 

Advocacy for the reduction of Infant Mortality in Queensland. 

                                                                                 ------- 

In the first decade of the twentieth century, one in every nine Queensland infants died in the first year 
of life. Disastrous as this was, in 1876, one baby in every four had perished before his or her first 
birthday. Advocacy by women’s organizations and the medical profession found a sympathetic ear in 
the Labor Government (1915-1918) of the middle years of the First World War. This social pressure 
led to the establishment of Maternal and Child Health Clinics. In 1918, the Government appointed Miss 
Florence Chatfield as Supervisor of a new Infant Welfare Service. In March of that year (1918), four 
Clinics were opened in underprivileged areas in Brisbane, in Fortitude Valley, Woolloongabba, West 
End and Spring Hill. A pioneering Australian paediatrician. Dr Alfred Jefferis Turner, was the unofficial 
advisor to the Service throughout its first four years, until his formal appointment as Honorary 
Medical Officer to the Fortitude Valley Clinic in 1922.  

Training courses for nurses were established, and the Alfred Street (Fortitude Valley) Clinic was 
renamed the Fortitude Valley Baby Clinic and Nurse Training Centre. (This building was entered on 
the State’s Heritage Register on 12 August 2011). The first Country Clinic was opened in Rockhampton 
in 1923. The name of the Service was changed to the Maternal and Child Welfare Service.  From its 
inception, the Service had two terms of reference—the reduction of infant mortality; and the reduction 
of maternal mortality. In spite of these innovations, in 1930 still only one in every three of new 
Queensland babies was being seen in the Clinics; and less than that number of expectant mothers were 
receiving professional nurse-based antenatal education. To extend the Service, in 1930 the Child 
Welfare Railway Car “traversed the State from Stanthorpe to Longreach”. 

As the Service’s salaried Medical Director (from 1926 to 1937), Dr Turner’s advocacy led to the 
passage of the Notification of Birth Act of 1932, important legislation which mandated the registration 
of every new baby’s birth within 72 hours of delivery. This enabled the Clinic nurses to contact 
mothers and infants; and to offer counsel and skilled advice in the crucial neonatal period when so 
many mothers, especially young mothers, needed support and professional help. In March 1944, the 
Sandgate Maternal and Child Welfare Home was opened as a government convalescent and emergency 
home for children. 

 The subsequent history of the Maternal and Child Welfare Service is a proud one. Within two decades 
of its establishment, some of its initial functions and terms of reference were supplanted or subsumed 
by other specialist bodies. In 1938, the opening of the Brisbane Women’s Hospital was followed by in-
house provision of antenatal clinics; and in 1961, the Queensland Maternal Mortality Committee was 
established with a focus to reduce the still high rate of preventable maternal deaths. 

Over the first 100 hundred years of its service, infant mortality rates in Queensland dropped 
dramatically. The rates were 119.9 per 1000 births in 1903(prior to the service), then 63 per 1000 at 
the time of its inception in 1918.Today, the infant mortality rate is 3.3 per1000 for non-Indigenous 
births and 6.1 per 1000for Indigenous babies. Maternal mortality rates fell from 5.31 per thousand 
pregnancies in 1918 (I in 20 women died during or following childbirth!) to 0.59 per 1000 in 1960. 
The maternal mortality rate in 2018 is less than 0.06 per 1000.In 1984, the Maternal and Child health 
Department changed its name to the Division of Child Health under its new Director, Dr Valda O’Hara. 
A Centenary perspective is a time to reflect on successes; to audit an institution’s history; and to look 
to the future. The best-practice professional healthcare of infants and children reaps untold benefits 
for every society in which they live; and the Service today continues the tradition of caring for society’s 
most precious beings. 
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