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Victim of abuse finds loving family

By ANN HAUPRICH
Herald Speclal

Emerson Rlilchie-Dickinson now
lives a happy exislence ns part of a
Halton famlly who love and respect
him tremendously.

But for much of his childhood,
Emerson was a viclim of physical
and emotional neglect and abuse,
His alcoholic mother left him at an
early oge in the caore of his grond-
mclﬁcr cn an Indian Reserve in
Georglan Bay. Although he loved his
gmng.mnﬂler deeply, Emerson was
often lonely, Because he was -
legittmatle and of mixed blood, he
was ridiculed end cstrocized by his

on the reserve. He was ler-
rfied to walk down the sircel alone
becguse of the consttant tounting and
beatings inflicied upon him by olher
children.

When his mother {inally came lo
see him .every month or so0, she
woiild get dnunk ond ruin the long
nntidﬁtedﬂsit.

As difficult as those years were for
Emerson, the worst was yel to come.

When he was aboul 8 or % years old,
his mother decided she wanted hum
to vome and live wilth her in Burl-
ington. By this time, she had remar-
red - and Emerson was devastated
1o discover his step-father also had o
severe  drinking probirm.  During
drinking episodes, Emcrson’s step-
father would use him as n punching

bag and Emcerson evenlunlly came

to view the bealings as an inevitable
part of his life,

“My stepfather had o  short
temper. He would just grab the first
thitg he could {ind and hit you with jt
- usually his [ist,"" recalls Emerson,
now 21. Emerson says he used lo
welcome invilalions to sl over at
the homes of his friends *“*becnuse 1
felt sale there”. 1 [ell prolected
when | was in their homes. At my
howse, [ couldn't sleep at night
becau.e I wos so scared. T also
wanted 10 protect my two younger
brothers, They were scared too.”

Despite the fact thal he was ex-
tremely bright and tolented, Emer-
son began to fatl in school and alse

developed o habit of com ive
steabing, "1 would look al klmnd
the things they had and 1 knew
would never get nice things like they
had from my parents, The only way
[ could get a bike or an elgctronic

dget or niee clothes was to steal
! J"hegays.

A turping point came in Emer-
son's life when a teacher caught him
trying to steal a bike when he was in
Grade 6. He was suhsequnnui'“ptuc-
cd on probation for six months and
began to have regular cotilact with a
social worker, who referred him lo
the Port Nelson Projecl in Burl-
inglon, which is an wpfler school pru
ject  for troubled adolescents.
“That's when 1 rea]lf' upened up,™
reflects Emerson of his days at Port
Nelson, "] took the bus there every
day after school. I was really reliev-
ed fo have a place to go. The
counsellor there took me to hockey
and football games and on lrimi::s Lo
plnces like Niogara Falls and the
African Lion Safari and 1 becume a
real pvol shark compeling with guys

who were 17 and 18 when [ was only
Neor12."

"Then one duay,” Emecrson says,
"I just gol sick of it -« the ways
things were at home. I was crying -
it had been a particularly Eﬂd
weekend al home and 1 just couldn't
teke it any more. So when I went {op
Port Nelson on the Monday, T told
tbe counscller everylhing and he
wns greal ... he just took right over,
He sald T could either go to o group
home or a foster home. [ thought a
foster bome sounded betler than a
group home ... | was more intercsted
in a place where somebody would
love me than a place where I'd have
o earn points for special
privileges.”’

Emerson says the hardest part
about geing into foster care was tell
ing his mother and step-father of his
of his decision. **It hurl a bit, but I
was Rlad 1 waos leaving, 1 think my
Mom realized it was the best thing
forme..."”

The rest of the story reads like a
foiry tale ending,

Emerson was placed In the
spaclous home of rb and Grant
Dickinson of Lhe Village Green in
Burlington, The couple then had four
school aged children living at home
so Emerson had lois of company his
own age and struck up a parlti ly
close relationship with Dickin-
s00's son, Paul, who is now 20,

“I was a little scared at [irst,"
remembers Emerson, I came {rom
a masonite lownbouse in the slums
of Burlington lo thls big house In &
nice neighbourhood Lthat seemed like
amansion.'

Unlike o lot of foster children who
resent being taken away.from thelr
homes and placed in foster care,
Emerson was grateful for the
tection and new opportunities the ex-
perience alforded him,

In relrospect, however, Emerson
thinks he's & stronger, more sen-
silive person because of the pain he
endured as a child.

His dream now is to have a (ull-
tirws career ns an artist. His natursl
abilities are evident (n the paintings
ondisplay ot Lhe Dicklnson home,

“I'm really able to express myself
{hrough art. 1 especially like to paint
nature scenes and wildlife because 1
grew up surrounded by them in
Georgian Bay."

In recenl vears, Emerson has
hel the C.A.S. by speaking (o
leeter parents

EMERSON RITCHIE-DICKINSON

(Photo courtesy of Haolton
Chlldren’s Ald Boclely)
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