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This history of midwifery practice in Australia and some
countries of the Western Pacific Region is an attempt to
give overseas visitors and Australian midwives themselves,

an insight into some of the highlights of their profession.

The exclusion of information concerning some States and
countries from this booklet should not be regarded as a
lack of interest in making a contribution but to an inability

to meet the publication deadline.

At a time when Australian midwives face many changes and
challenges ko their practice it is appropriate to look
backwards momentarily before we leap forward. We can

look with criticism, amusement and considerable pride at our
growth from a somewhat unorganized beginning to a position

of maturity, strength and unity.

We trust that the 20th Congress of the International
Confederation of Midwives, Sydney 1984, fulfills your
expectations and that this booklet will enable you to
take away from Australia a small portion of its culture
and heritage. Thank you to those who contributed -

we are most grateful.

The Western Australian Branch of the National Midwives
Association is proud to have undertaken the task of
collation and printing this publication on behalf of
the midwives of Australia.

Compiled by:

W. McDonald R.M.

J.A. Davis R.M. for the Western Australian Branch
National Midwives Association,
Perth Western Australia.

1984



WESTERN AUSTRALIA

Western Australia, with a current population in excess of

1,200,000 and a land mass of 2,600,000 square kilometres,

is the largest State in Australia.

The capital city, Perth, has as its nearest capital city,
Adelaide in South Australia - a distance equivalent to

the distance of London to Moscow. The problems of

isolation over immense distances is one peculiar to

Western Australia. The populations of recent mining

towns of the far North-West encounter the same difficulties

as those of the first settlers. Western Australia was

first settled by the British and founded as a British Colony -

The Swan River Settlement - at Perth, in June 1829.

The earliest years of settlement saw less than 5,000
inhabitants of British - European origin. Native
aborigines of widely scattered social units had resided

in Western Australia for centuries before white settlement.

Midwifery practice in Western Australia has followed British
tradition and progressed it seems, historically, from the

accidental or incidental to the scientific in a limited

span of time, 1829 - 1984.

Midwives and their practice have changed along with the
social and educational changes of this time - no longer
going to the patient, rather the patient or patient and
family coming to the midwife. Until the beginning of
the 20th century the majority of midwives practiced in the

community - independently of the medical profession and
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government legislation - they were self-employed and
had experience but little if no formal training. This

situation was not unique to Western Australia and accurate

records of midwifery practice prior to 1900 are difficult

to obtain - if they exist.

The first seventy years of midwifery practice - from 1829
onwards - appears to have been undertaken by women who by
their charitable natures assisted other women in childbirth;
or because of their experience gained in the field or under
the guidanée of medical practitioners were recognised as
midwives. Such women practiced as midwives and were
remunerated for their services. Two women noted historically
for their practice as midwives were Helen Scott and

Frederica Cooke; the former untrained but experienced,

the latter trained by a doctor in Victoria and issued with

a certificate to practice midwifery. Many women delivered

their babies alone, or aided by their husbands and other

children that had survived the conditions that existed at

the time.

The mode of practice in these 19th century days was for the
midwife to live in with the expectant mother or have the
mother live with her until labour commenced, assisting at
the delivery and caring for the new mother and baby until
both were able to manage without the midwife's assistance,

a period of often many weeks. Both midwife and expectant
mother probably had limited knowledge of biological and

physiological mechanisms involved in conception and pregnancy;



-3 -
labour and delivery; and post partum progress. Practice
and preparation for midwifery was based upon "experience",
the skills learnt were passed from mother to daughter; sister
to sister; nurse to doctor; doctor to nurse by word of mouth
rather than in the formal textbook methods we of the
advanced 20th Century use. Observation of the patient;
support during labour; assistance at delivery; nutrition
and hydration for mother and baby; referral to medical
expertise in abnormal processes were the skills of thehl9th

century midwife - skills still in current practice.

Towards the end of the 19th century women were trained as
midwives in the United Kingdom and eastern states of
Australia, a few moved to Western Australia to establish
domiciliary practice or work in hospitals - which were not
maternity hospitals - or to establish their own maternity

homes.

It may be seen that, at the time, domiciliary practice was
as safe as conditions in Western Australia would allow -
no large maternity facility yet existed; roads were
primitive tracks; the only transport by horse, horse and
cart, or on foot. It was more practical for women to be
cared for in the home or private accomodation provided by

the midwife.

There was also a reluctance within the community to enter
hospital where the conditions were such that morbidity and

mortality were high in both general and maternity patients.
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